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Food riots have been spreading in the North of Scotland to so great an extent that several parties of military have been despatched from Edinburgh. In some parts the country is described to be nearly in a state of insurrection.


Spectator, 6 February 1847
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Introduction


Kinlochlaggan • Ardverikie • Hopeman


The three women walking down the road from Newtonmore to Kinlochlaggan on an August day in 1847 were strangers to this part of the Scottish Highlands. That might have been guessed from their clothes, which, though standard where they came from, are likely to have jarred a little with the more sober styles then favoured hereabouts. Still more suggestive of the three being far from home would have been the way they talked. The women’s conversation, and there must have been quite a bit of that as they neared their destination, was not in Gaelic, the everyday language of most of this inland area’s mid nineteenth-century residents. Instead, they spoke in the Scots dialect of a distant and coastal community.


At the close of a document compiled for them in the days following their long tramp to Kinlochlaggan, each of the three walkers, none of whom could write, put ‘her mark’, in the shape of a shakily inscribed X, beside her name. All were married. In the old Scots style, however, the surnames entered on this document, preserved today in Britain’s National Archives in Kew, were not the surnames of the women’s husbands. Mary Jack, Isabella Main and Margaret Main, when marrying, had seen no reason to give up names that had been theirs since childhood.1


In normal times, to be an outsider in Badenoch, the district Margaret, Isabella and Mary were passing through, was automatically to attract attention. But this August things were different. Especially in and around Kinlochlaggan, it had suddenly become an everyday occurrence to see, and meet with, lots of people from elsewhere. Many of those people – some of them landed gentry, others professional men – were the sort who travelled by private carriage. But the road to Kinlochlaggan, whether from Newtonmore to the east or from Spean Bridge and Fort William in the other direction, was also busy with foot traffic. Much of this, grumbled one of the newspapermen thronging Kinlochlaggan’s only inn, resulted from a ‘perfect plague’ of peddlers and trinket-sellers. It is perfectly possible, then, that anyone encountering Mary, Isabella and Margaret might have thought them itinerant traders of some kind. This would have been a misjudgement. But there was, for all that, something the three women shared with the hawkers – and indeed the press reporters – crowding into this usually quiet corner of Badenoch. All of them were here because of the presence, just three or four miles from Kinlochlaggan, of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert.2


The royal couple had arrived at Kinlochlaggan on Saturday 21 August. The day was wet. But ‘in spite of the pouring rain’, the queen commented in her journal, Ewen MacPherson of Cluny, who owned a lot of the surrounding land, had assembled a guard of honour to receive her. This consisted of around 50 men kitted out in kilts and carrying swords and targes of the sort their forebears had taken into battle when, a century before, MacPherson’s grandfather had mobilised his clan in support of Prince Charles Edward Stuart’s attempt to remove George II from Britain’s throne. Had that attempt succeeded, Victoria, George II’s great-granddaughter, never would have worn a crown. But the queen, a devotee of the romantic cult that had taken Charles Edward and his rebel Highlanders out of history and into myth, gave no thought to such might-have-beens. In their new guise of loyal retainers, men swathed in tartan were, from Victoria’s perspective, intrinsic to Highland Scotland’s appeal. Equally key to this appeal was the region’s scenery. ‘It is quite close to the lake,’ the queen noted that evening of the building that was to be her home for the next four weeks, ‘and the view from the windows, as I now write, though somewhat obscured by rain, is very beautiful and extremely wild.’3


This building was Ardverikie Lodge.* It stood on MacPherson of Cluny’s estate. But the lodge, together with thousands of acres around it, had been let to the Marquess of Abercorn, one of Prince Albert’s close friends and now his and Victoria’s host. Apart from ‘a few cottages inhabited by gamekeepers’, remarked another of the journalists who had come north in the royal party’s wake, Ardverikie’s hinterland was deserted. ‘Yet the ruins of old corn-kilns and other traces of social life and industry, which meet the eye in several quarters, point back to a time when population was a great deal more numerous.’ Some 50 or 60 years previously, that population had been removed to make way for sheep. But by 1847 the sheep too had gone – replaced by red deer, which Abercorn had imported from another part of the Highlands with a view to creating a hunting preserve.4


‘I have never seen so uncomeatable a place,’ a man from the Illustrated London News reported of Ardverikie. ‘Coaches passing near it, there are none; villages in its vicinity, there are none; farmhouses within sight of it, there are none . . . The queen, it is said, wants retirement; and certainly, in her present quarters, she has got it.’ Seclusion was guaranteed by the lodge’s position on the southern shore of Loch Laggan – the ‘lake’ Victoria mentioned in her journal’s first Ardverikie entry. On the opposite shore was the public road, constructed 30 years before, which had enabled the queen and Prince Albert to get speedily to Kinlochlaggan from Fort William where they had landed from the royal yacht. The narrower track linking Kinlochlaggan with Ardverikie, however, was strictly private. Unobserved by anyone other than the closest of close retainers, then, Albert was free to stalk deer while Victoria walked, rode into the hills and fished for trout in the nearby loch or its tributary burns. Nothing, it seems, blighted the queen’s enjoyment of those activities; not the frequent rain and chill of what was an exceptionally inclement summer; not even the midge bites which left her, she wrote, ‘a perfect object’. Victoria and Albert’s Highland jaunt, it followed, was to be no one-off occurrence. Months after their trip to Ardverikie, they would acquire their own very similar retreat at Balmoral.5


As would be the case at Balmoral, privacy at Ardverikie gave way sometimes to spectacle. This was most evident on 26 August when a Highland Games was staged to celebrate Albert’s 28th birthday. On that occasion, all and sundry were free to approach Ardverikie and to glimpse the queen and her husband – Victoria in ‘a shawl of Royal Stewart tartan’, Albert ‘arrayed in . . . Highland garb and wearing the eagle feather of a chieftain in his bonnet’. Next day, however, the public were again excluded, with the exception, as it turned out, of Margaret Main, Isabella Main and Mary Jack. That they had arrived too late for the games would not have concerned them. They had not come to Kinlochlaggan to catch sight of the queen from a distance. Their plan was to meet with her, speak with her and ask her to exercise the royal prerogative of mercy in the case of three men then in London’s Millbank Prison where they were being held prior to being shipped to a penal colony in Australia.6


The Millbank prisoners were Daniel Sutherland, John Young and John Main. Sutherland was 24, Young 21 and Main 18. They were fishermen from Hopeman, a village on the Moray coast. At the end of March, all three had appeared in Scotland’s High Court on charges of mobbing, rioting and assault. Their trial had been brief because they pled guilty. In part, it seems, they did so in the expectation that this would reduce the severity of their punishment. It did not. Each was sentenced to seven years transportation. Those sentences, or so it was hoped by Mary, Isabella and Margaret, might be overturned by Queen Victoria if only she could be persuaded to listen to their explanations of why this should be done.7


Margaret and Isabella were probably in their late forties or fifties. Isabella was Daniel Sutherland’s mother; Margaret was John Young’s mother; and one of the two (which is unclear) was also an aunt of John Main whose own mother was dead. Mary Jack, in her mid twenties and thus much younger than her companions, was Daniel Sutherland’s wife. When, in April, her husband was taken to Millbank, she was said to be ‘just about to be confined with her first child’ – a boy who had been christened James and who, when his mother and grandmother set out with Margaret Main from Hopeman to Ardverikie, must have been left in the care of someone (perhaps one of Mary’s friends) prepared to act as his wet-nurse.8


On nearing Kinlochlaggan, Mary, Isabella and Margaret would have quit the main road and turned left on to the track leading to Ardverikie. A minute or two’s walk along this track would have taken them to a ‘floating bridge’ – a barge-like contrivance hauled to and fro across the River Pattack at the spot where that deep (and here slow-flowing) watercourse enters the eastern end of Loch Laggan.* When this flat-decked vessel was moored on the Pattack’s southern bank, as it was most of the time, Ardverikie was rendered inaccessible. One or two aspiring intruders, to be sure, made it across the Pattack at points further upstream. But they were soon apprehended, it was reported, by ‘the police officers whose care it [was] to keep [all such people] at a distance’. It was as well for the Hopeman women, then, that a well-wisher had made strenuous – and, as it proved, successful – efforts to win them safe passage to Ardverikie.9


The well-wisher was Elizabeth Waters. Her husband, David Waters, was one of 450 clerics who, four years before, had walked out of the Church of Scotland and set up a new denomination, the Free Church. David Waters was also Margaret, Isabella and Mary’s minister. This meant that they were well known to Elizabeth who, a week or so prior to the trio’s departure from Hopeman, had penned a letter – ‘in the cause of humanity’, as she put it – to Sarah MacPherson, Ewen MacPherson of Cluny’s wife. Mentioning that she herself had been a MacPherson before her marriage† and that the laird of Cluny was thus her ‘chief’, Elizabeth urged Sarah to do what she could to ensure that the Hopeman women were not barred from Ardverikie. ‘Your husband,’ Elizabeth wrote, ‘is likely to come into much contact with the queen [and] I thought perhaps he might be able to admit them [Mary, Isabella and Margaret] to some part of the [Ardverikie] grounds where they might possibly see Her Majesty.’ Thus it came about that three close relatives of men confined to what Charles Dickens called ‘the great blank prison’ at Millbank were conveyed across the Pattack and taken to the lodge that had become the British royal court’s temporary headquarters.10


Possibly because they had chosen to focus on the comings and goings of the great and good, the journalists clustered around Kinlochlaggan missed out on the chance to interview, and write about, Ardverikie’s visitors from Hopeman. But a week or so after they got home, someone, and Elizabeth Waters must be a likely candidate, supplied details of the women’s mission to the Witness, an Edinburgh newspaper strongly supportive of the Free Church. In the resulting coverage, replicated by dailies and weeklies in many parts of Britain, the journey made by the three ‘fisherwomen’ (who, by a press less intrusive than today’s, were not named) was compared to that undertaken by one of the most renowned female characters in nineteenth-century Scottish fiction. This was Jeannie Deans, heroine of Walter Scott’s novel The Heart of Midlothian, and a woman whose religious faith (a faith shared, it was implied, by the Hopeman women) was combined with courage, perseverance and, above all, unwavering loyalty to family.11


When, in 1730s Scotland, Jeannie’s sister Effie is unjustly condemned to death for the supposed murder of her illegitimate child, Jeannie quits her father’s farm near Edinburgh and walks to London where she aims to have Effie pardoned by King George II. On reaching the capital, Jeannie is put in touch with the then Duke of Argyll (in real life a politician and military man of considerable standing) who is sufficiently touched by the young Scotswoman’s story to take her to meet the king’s consort, Queen Caroline. ‘Oh madam,’ Jeannie says to the queen, ‘if ever ye ken’d what it was to sorrow for . . . a sinning and a suffering creature, whose mind is sae tossed that she can be neither ca’d fit to live or die, have some compassion on our misery! Save an honest house from dishonour, and an unhappy girl, not eighteen years of age, from an early and dreadful death!’ This entreaty, and more in the same vein, have the hoped-for effect. The queen (and the historical Caroline certainly wielded just such influence) makes clear that Effie will at once be pardoned and set free.12


How far could she walk in a day, Jeannie is asked by a curious Caroline. ‘Five and twenty miles and a bittock’, Jeannie replies – that bittock, Argyll tells the queen, taking Jeannie’s daily mileage to 30. Margaret Main, Isabella Main and Mary Jack (women well used to criss-crossing the Moray countryside in search of buyers for fish carried in heavy creels strapped to their backs) are likely to have matched Jeannie’s record. They would thus have covered in under three days the 75 or 80 miles between Hopeman and Ardverikie. Once there, and this could only have happened as a result of intervention by Ewen MacPherson of Cluny, the three women (whose experiences now came closest to paralleling those of Jeannie Deans) found themselves in the company of a senior member of the British government.


This was the Colonial Secretary, Earl Grey, the cabinet minister who – it then being thought necessary for a politician to accompany the head of state when she was out of London – had travelled to Scotland with Victoria and Albert. Grey, much of whose time was spent wrestling with governance issues in British possessions as diverse as Canada, New Zealand and South Africa, is most unlikely to have been familiar with the background to the sentencing of John Main, John Young and Daniel Sutherland. It is probable, however, that he had been told something of that background by Ewen or Sarah MacPherson, and it is virtually certain that he had read the letter (afterwards sent to Whitehall from Ardverikie) Sarah had received from Elizabeth Waters. Elizabeth’s letter does not dispute that Sutherland, Young and Main had taken part in a riot. But it stresses that those ‘three unfortunate lads’ had done what they did in response to a food supply crisis so severe as to make them fear that ‘they and their families would die of starvation’.13


Had he responded to his Hopeman visitors in the gallant manner of the Duke of Argyll in Scott’s tale, Earl Grey would have conducted those visitors into the presence of royalty. This did not happen. But according at least to the Witness, the earl gave the Hopeman women an assurance that, if a petition for clemency were drawn up in their names, ‘it would be laid before the sovereign’. Grey then listened, again according to the Witness, while Mary Jack, Isabella Main and Margaret Main, ‘told their story . . . in their own homely way’. That story doubtless touched, as Elizabeth Waters’s letter to Sarah MacPherson had done, on the wider, and often grim, circumstances that had caused John Main, John Young, Daniel Sutherland and thousands of other people to break the law. What those circumstances were is what this book is about.14





 


__________________


* The lodge, a relatively modest residence, was destroyed by fire in 1871. It was replaced by a larger and more ornate edifice that, in recent times, has featured in television series and films like Monarch of the Glen and Mrs Brown.


* The floating bridge was located nearer to the loch than the fixed bridge that has since taken its place.


† Middle-class married women like Elizabeth had long since adopted the habit, soon to become universal, of taking their husband’s surnames.
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‘A winter of starvation’


Isle of Barra • Banagher • Skibbereen •Windsor Castle • Westminster • Wick • Pulteneytown


When George Pole made his way into the Barra township of Bruernish on the morning of Wednesday 13 January 1847, he was at once confronted by indications of the sort of crisis a later age would call a humanitarian catastrophe. The immediate cause of the misery affecting this crofting settlement’s 27 families was a runaway plant disease that had deprived them of potatoes. That would not have mattered had alternative foodstuffs been available in quantity. But this was not the case. Barra, said by a sixteenth-century cleric, Dean Donald Munro, to be ‘fertill and fruitful . . . in cornes’, might once have been a grain-producing locality where oatmeal and barley-meal were common foodstuffs. Now little of either was to be got on an island where nearly every scrap of arable land had been given over to potatoes. In Bruernish, George Pole reported, ‘I found few families with any meal at all.’ What he did find, on ‘entering the dwellings’ constituting this ‘little village’, were ‘diarrhoea and typhus fever’ – standard accompaniments of famine. Outside, crunching under Pole’s boots, was ‘evidence’, as he put it, of Bruernish people’s desperate search for food: ‘The approach to the cottages was paved with . . . shells’. Those shells came from Barra’s beaches. Mostly they had contained cockles.1


‘The famous blue cockles of Barra,’ a visiting scientist observed some five years prior to George Pole’s arrival on the island, ‘are probably the finest, largest and most abundant in the kingdom.’ Writing in 1840, Barra’s Church of Scotland minister, Alexander Nicolson, was equally emphatic. Cockles could be taken from his parish’s shores in ‘immense quantities’, the minister remarked. Barra’s 2,500 or so people, Nicolson went on, turned to ‘this article’ in ‘scarce seasons’. Those occurred when a potato crop, perhaps because of prolonged rains or early frosts, did not come up to expectations, and when, as a result, one year’s ‘old’ potatoes gave out in advance of the next year’s ‘new’ potatoes being ready. ‘Sometimes they eat them, when boiled, out of the shell,’ Nicolson commented of the cockles on which Barra people relied during those emergencies; ‘at other times, such as have milk boil it and the cockles together, making them into soup . . . They commence the use of [cockles] in times of scarcity in April and continue . . . till the beginning of August.’ Islanders, Nicolson added, thought ‘that the quantity of this [shell]fish on the shores is much greater in scarce seasons than at any other time’.2


This comforting notion, that cockles were most prolific when most needed, did not survive the 1840s. Its demise may have been delayed had food shortages been kept confined, in the way Alexander Nicolson described, to the months between April and high summer. But what George Pole encountered in Bruernish was a crisis of a different order from any that had gone before. As had also happened elsewhere in Barra and, for that matter, in much of the rest of north and north-west Scotland, the bulk of people’s staple – often only – source of nutrition had been destroyed during July and August 1846 when potato blight reduced field after field, plot after plot, to a sickeningly reeking mass of blackened, rotting vegetation. ‘We frequently had bad [meaning hungry] springs,’ one of Alexander Nicolson’s fellow churchmen remarked of what came next, ‘but this is a winter of starvation.’ Many Barra people would not have survived that winter had food not reached them from outside. The person tasked with its delivery was George Pole.3


From Bruernish, when Pole came knocking at its doors, the ship that had brought him to Barra could be seen at anchor in a sheltered inlet immediately to the north. This was HMS Firefly, one of the Royal Navy’s newer vessels. A steam-powered, paddlewheel-driven gunboat that, since its 1832 launch, had seen service in several of the British Empire’s far-flung outposts, Firefly that morning was discharging, on Pole’s orders, 50 large sackfuls – or 6¼ tons – of barley-meal. Landed by sailors crewing the ship’s boat that had earlier ferried George Pole ashore, this aid was meant, at the minimum, to stop Barra’s plight worsening further. It had been delivered, Pole reckoned, not a moment too soon.4


George Pole was an ‘inspecting officer’ on the staff of the Commissariat, the government agency made responsible the previous autumn for famine relief in Scotland’s Highlands and Islands. The Commissariat’s principal role was to ensure the efficient provisioning of fighting troops in times of conflict, and its consequent expertise in transport and logistics made it the obvious organisation to take on the job of getting food to malnourished communities. There was to be no question, however, of such aid being anything other than strictly limited. Government ministers, therefore, entrusted the Commissariat with neither a blank cheque nor a free hand. Instead its personnel were subjected to the strictest of supervision and direction by the Treasury and, in particular, by Charles Trevelyan, the senior civil servant who, since 1840, had been a controlling influence on the workings of that key department.


Pole, who would frequently be in correspondence with Trevelyan, was, like many of his Commissariat colleagues, an ex-serviceman. In 1825, when still a youth, he had joined the army with the rank of cornet – comparable to a present-day second-lieutenancy. After long stints overseas, first in the West Indies and then in Canada, where his regiment helped put down an armed rebellion, Pole, now a captain, quit the forces in September 1844 and came home to England. Despite qualifying for the half-pay that was the mid nineteenth-century equivalent of a military pension, Pole, newly married, needed a job. Hence his application for the Commissariat post he obtained in March 1846. Since that post carried a salary of a guinea a day, almost three times a captain’s half-pay, Pole’s money troubles were now at an end.* So, however, was his freedom to be with his wife. Because Commissariat deployments followed quickly on recruitment, George Pole, within a week of his being hired, was en route for Ireland. There blight had struck a year prior to its appearance in the Scottish north; and there, because millions of Irish people were every bit as reliant on potatoes as were folk in Barra, there was a pressing risk of many deaths.5


In the event, there was no mass mortality in Ireland in the immediate aftermath of the 1845 potato failure. This was due in no small part to a British politician. Most such politicians were thought by many Irish people to show little concern for Ireland, all of it then part of the United Kingdom. Occasionally, however, there were exceptions. One was Tory prime minister Sir Robert Peel who responded to Ireland’s loss of well over half its 1845 potato crop by ordering the establishment of an extensive network of food stores. From those depots, as such stores were called, big quantities of maize or Indian corn, purchased at public expense on international markets, were distributed at cost, or near-cost, price. This life-saving operation, which moved into high gear as hunger gripped more and more of the Irish population in the spring and early summer of 1846, was handled by the Commissariat. Thus it came about that George Pole, on his arrival in Ireland, was made superintendent of a corn-filled warehouse in Banagher, a County Offaly market town on the banks of the River Shannon.


Both in Banagher’s immediate vicinity and in what he called ‘the wretched fastnesses’ of the Tipperary hill country, a little to the south, Pole encountered ‘great distress’. But this, he felt, he was helping to alleviate. ‘I cannot too often affirm,’ Pole wrote of the foodstuffs dispensed from his Banagher depot, ‘that . . . but for the introduction of these supplies the poor . . . would now be starving.’ This was in June 1846 when, with a new potato crop doing well, George Pole and lots of others thought that Ireland had been rescued from calamity. ‘The interest I feel in my duties,’ Pole went on, ‘increases with their importance; and in 19 years military service I never enjoyed what I now experience, an active duty with the happy effects of my exertions constantly presenting themselves around me.’6


That positivity would not last. By the beginning of August, Pole was reporting the appearance of ‘blackened stalks and spotted stems’ in potato fields all too obviously manifesting ‘fatal signs’ of blight’s return. And not only was blight back; its virulence was greater than in 1845. Then a reasonable proportion of Ireland’s potato harvest had been brought home unscathed. But in the late summer and early autumn of 1846, whether in Ireland or in the more newly affected Highlands and Islands, few – very few – potato fields would yield a worthwhile crop. By September, when he got orders to leave Banagher for Oban, the North Argyll harbour town where the Commissariat was putting in place a Scottish base, George Pole was in pessimistic mood. Ireland, he wrote, was ‘in a fearful state as regards the future prospects of the poor’. Those prospects had not been improved by a change of government in London.7


The Commissariat’s Banagher depot was shut down just prior to Pole’s departure. So was every other such store in Ireland. This was in compliance with instructions from the ministers to whom Charles Trevelyan and his Treasury team had been reporting since June when Whigs or Liberals (as some of this party’s members now called themselves) took the place of Peel and his Tory colleagues. Liberals of that era were more in thrall than Tories or Conservatives (another then novel designation) to economists of the sort who preached the sanctity of free markets. This made the incoming government susceptible to the complaint that Commissariat depots of the Banagher kind served mainly to disrupt trade while also making the Irish population overly reliant on the UK state. Peel’s Irish policy was accordingly abandoned.


Charles Trevelyan, personally in sympathy with free market theorising of the most extreme type, was happy to give effect to a change of plan in Ireland. A handful of food depots might be reopened in hard-to-access areas on Ireland’s west coast, he announced. Elsewhere, the new government’s response to blight’s re-emergence would consist primarily of a programme of public works – for example, road construction. This, it was claimed, would deliver multiple benefits. Ireland’s infrastructure would be improved. Irish people, thought hopelessly feckless by Britain’s political class, would be subjected to a salutary dose of labour discipline. And public work earnings, payable in either cash or kind, would ensure that no one went hungry.


This might have made sense in Whitehall. Across the Irish Sea, it made none. British-run Ireland, as events showed all too clearly, lacked the administrative machinery that would have been needed to get large-scale public works underway in the time available. Amid the ensuing chaos, to say nothing of the bad feeling that accompanied it, Ireland, as an exceptionally cold and snowy winter set in, began to starve. This was made plain by a letter published in the Times on Christmas Eve.


That letter was written by Nicholas Cummins, a businessman and Justice of the Peace in Cork city. ‘Having for many years been intimately connected with the western portion of the County of Cork and possessing some small property there,’ Cummins began, ‘I thought it right personally to investigate the truth of the several lamentable accounts which had reached me of the appalling state of misery to which that part of the county was reduced.’ On 15 December, therefore, Cummins embarked on a 50-mile journey to Skibbereen. To make that trip today is to thread one’s way through busy tourist towns like Kinsale and Clonakilty. Then, judging by Nicholas Cummins’s experiences, to go where he went was akin to descending into hell.8


Being aware that he ‘should have to witness scenes of frightful hunger’, Cummins, before leaving home, had filled his carriage ‘with as much bread as five men could carry’. Some of that bread was intended for South Reen. This was a West Cork townland* of which, it seems, Nicholas Cummins had previous knowledge. ‘On reaching the spot,’ the Cork JP wrote, ‘I was surprised to find the wretched hamlet apparently deserted. I entered some of the hovels to ascertain the cause, and the scenes that presented themselves were such as no tongue nor pen can convey the slightest idea of. In the first, six famished and ghastly skeletons, to all appearance dead, were huddled in a corner on some filthy straw, their sole covering what seemed a ragged horsecloth . . . I approached with horror and found, by a low moaning, that they were alive. They were in fever, four children, a woman and what had once been a man. It is impossible to go through the detail. Suffice to say that, in a few minutes, I was surrounded by at least 200 of such phantoms.’


In other townlands and in the more substantial settlement of Skibbereen itself, things were no better. In one place, Cummins found himself ‘grasped by a woman with an infant just born’ – the ‘remains of a filthy sack across her loins’ constituting this mother’s ‘sole covering of herself and babe’. In another locality, when people opened the door of a house where no sign of life was to be seen, the ‘two frozen corpses’ discovered there were found, Cummins reported, to have been ‘half-devoured’ by rats. In a Skibbereen home entered by a local doctor were seven individuals whose only source of warmth was the single cloak or coat that covered them: ‘One had been dead many hours, but the others were unable to move either themselves or the corpse.’


During December 1846, the month that saw Nicholas Cummins undertake his fact-finding mission to West Cork, William Fraser-Tytler, Sheriff of Inverness-shire, began to warn that conditions in some parts of his Highlands and Islands sheriffdom were getting as bad as those in Ireland. Fraser-Tytler worried most about the Outer Hebrides, the island chain extending north-to-south from Lewis, by way of Harris, North Uist, Benbecula and South Uist, to Barra. Apart from Lewis, those islands were in Inverness-shire. This made them Fraser-Tytler’s responsibility. On-the-ground justice there, however, was administered by one of the Inverness-shire sheriff’s deputes or ‘substitutes’, Charles Shaw, whose home was in the North Uist village of Lochmaddy and whose regular reports to Fraser-Tytler were the chief source of the latter’s growing alarm as to what was unfolding in the Long Island, as the Outer Hebrides were then known.


Stressing that Sheriff-Substitute Shaw was ‘one whose information [was] worthy of all confidence’, Fraser-Tytler took to forwarding his depute’s dispatches to the authorities in Edinburgh. ‘I regret to say,’ ran one such dispatch of 22 December, ‘that . . . a large proportion of the people of this district [meaning the Long Island from Harris southwards] are on the eve of starvation . . . I refer especially to the parishes of South Uist and Barra. A third of the population of these parishes, amounting to upwards of 3,000* [people] . . . subsist on, perhaps, a little fish or shellfish, without either vegetables, gruel or anything else, and of this half a meal a day is all that in many cases can be procured.’ He understood, Shaw added, that deaths from hunger had already occurred in Barra. Days later, in a further dispatch, Shaw was informing Fraser-Tytler ‘of another [Barra] death from the same cause’.9


Communications of this kind, their impact increased by their being leaked in part to the Inverness Courier, Highland Scotland’s leading newspaper, were quickly to result, as William Fraser-Tytler wanted, in steps being taken to establish exactly how bad conditions were on Barra. That was why, on New Year’s Day 1847, George Pole was instructed ‘to proceed’ to an island that, according to the Inverness Courier, was ‘perhaps the most wretched’ locality in all of Scotland. Nor was this new. If potato blight’s consequences were grimmer in Barra than anywhere else in the Highlands and Islands, then that owed a good deal to circumstances long antedating blight’s onset.10


Something of those circumstances was captured in Alexander Nicolson’s 1840 account of the island. This told of homes where walls of ‘undressed stones without mortar of any kind’ supported ‘roofs of divot* or straw bound together by heather ropes’. Floors in such houses, typically consisting of just one room, were of beaten-down earth. There were ‘neither windows nor chimneys’. Smoke from peat-fuelled fires fogged and darkened interiors before exiting through gaps left in wind-battered thatch. ‘The . . . dwellings of the [Barra] peasantry,’ Nicolson wrote by way of summary, ‘are of the most miserable description.’ Much the same could have been said, to be sure, about housing conditions in most crofting areas.† But there were not many other places in Scotland where homes were so bereft of the most basic amenities. ‘They have seldom much furniture,’ Alexander Nicolson commented of Barra families; ‘sometimes not a chair to sit upon, a bed to sleep on, or bed-clothes to cover them.’11


This was confirmed in June 1843 when Barra homes were inspected by members of a government-appointed commission of inquiry then looking into the workings of Scotland’s Poor Law – a sixteenth-century measure believed widely, and correctly, to be badly in need of updating. The ‘very poor hut’ occupied by Donald MacLean, his wife and five children was found to contain ‘one bedstead’. But the MacLeans owned ‘no bedclothes’, and parents and children alike were ‘in rags’. Lots more islanders were similarly placed. The four children being raised by Daniel MacDougall and his wife were ‘nearly naked’, and, apart from a ‘very wretched bed’, the family’s possessions amounted to just ‘one broken jug, one pot [and] one small tub’. Widow Cumming, as a 50-year-old single mother was described, had no bed of any description – just ‘some straw or other bedding laid upon the floor’. ‘Has no means of subsistence but what she and her children can gather’, the 1843 investigators noted of Mrs Cumming. ‘They [the Cummings] live chiefly on shellfish, but get a little potato ground here and there from their kind neighbours.’12


Absolute poverty of the sort uncovered by the 1843 commission was by no means universal on Barra. But even families who were marginally better off were so reliant on potatoes that, when blight took potatoes away, they soon went hungry. That was evident to George Pole from what he discovered in Bruernish. Pole, however, was keen to ‘see and hear [of] the state of . . . people’ in the rest of Barra. Mounting a horse he had managed to borrow, he duly set off on a tour of the island.13


From Bruernish, in Barra’s north-eastern corner, Pole headed west by way of a little glen – today one of Barra’s few wooded corners – that took him, after three or four miles, to the ‘very commodious’ manse that had been home to Alexander Nicolson. Although the minister had died the previous April, his widow, Susan, and one or more of her three daughters were still in residence. The Nicolson ‘ladies’, Pole wrote, ‘represent the state of the poor as surpassing description; their servants are in the habit of saving a portion of . . . [the household’s] meals to give to . . . starving applicants at the door. Mrs Nicolson feels quite certain that many have died from . . . [having] insufficient food.’14


On an island where folk spoke mostly or only Gaelic, Pole, no Gaelicspeaker, was in search that January day of people able to tell him, in English, how Barra was faring. But for all that he could communicate easily with Susan Nicolson, Pole may have suspected that a Presbyterian minister’s widow might not be best placed to provide him with insights of the sort he wanted. Barra, after all, was a place where the Scottish Reformation of 300 years before had never taken hold and where, in consequence, the late Alexander Nicolson’s congregation had always been a small one. And so George Pole rode on to Craigston, one of a number of townships in a broad and westward-facing valley opening out on to the sea.


At Bruernish, its homes scattered across a series of rocky knolls above a tangle of little bays and tidal creeks, Pole had been in the part of Barra that borders the Minch – the name given to the wide waters separating the Outer Hebrides from the Inner Isles of Skye, Rum, Eigg and Canna. Now he was on Barra’s Atlantic coast where calcium-rich shell-sand, washed in from the ocean, neutralises the acidity of what would otherwise be sour and peaty soils – which is why land in the west of Barra is much grassier and more productive agriculturally than land further east. It was in localities like Craigston, then, that Barra people would have sown much of the grain or ‘cornes’ mentioned in Dean Munro’s account of the island. But by the 1840s, though one or two people here and in neighbouring settlements still managed to grow some oats or barley, potatoes had mostly taken over as completely as they had done in Bruernish. The consequences were spelled out for Pole by Donald MacDonald, Barra’s Catholic priest.


MacDonald’s church, St Brendan’s, then Barra’s only Catholic place of worship, stood at the lower end of Craigston.* A few hundred yards to the east, at a spot called Gearradhmor, was the priest’s home – today a roofless and windowless shell – where Pole, that day in January 1847, was to hear that Donald MacDonald’s congregation was in as bad a state as it was possible to be. ‘Priest MacDonald,’ the Commissariat man reported, ‘describes the poor of Barra as on the point of starvation . . . [H]e says, with melancholy, that [the few folk who still grew grain] have eaten, or are eating, their seed corn [usually husbanded carefully until spring]. He confesses that . . . all the various degrees of want and disease present themselves to his notice . . . People come to him who, after reaching his door, cannot speak to him from weakness.’15


George Pole was much affected by what he saw and was told on Barra. Partly, perhaps, his response was bound up with pressures he was under personally. Some of those stemmed from his extraordinarily demanding role; others may have originated in news that reached him not long after he got to Oban. There, at the beginning of October 1846, Pole learned from his wife that their child (a first child it seems) had died. Understandably, Pole thought about resigning and heading for home. However, he did not do so, something that drew praise from Charles Trevelyan. ‘I sincerely sympathise with you and Mrs Pole in the affliction which it has pleased God to send you,’ the deeply pious Trevelyan told his subordinate, ‘but I approve of, and admire, the resolution you have come to not to be deterred by this domestic calamity from completing the critical and important public duty on which you are engaged.’16


For the next three months, that ‘public duty’ would be all-consuming. Aboard the Firefly, and in weather that was often cold as well as stormy, Pole visited islands and island groups as far apart as Islay (within sight of Ireland) and Shetland (parts of which are nearer Norway than to much of mainland Scotland). Pole’s traverses of bigger islands like Skye were mostly made on horseback. But when investigating conditions on the hilly and often roadless West Highland mainland, he was sometimes obliged to make long treks on foot. One such trek, completed just before Christmas, took Pole through Ardnamurchan, Moidart, Morar and Arisaig. He had found this a ‘very severe’ undertaking, Pole admitted, his ‘progress’ having been repeatedly ‘retarded’ by ‘mountain streams and snow-clogged paths’.17


Those efforts left Pole not just exhausted but ill. Within a week of his being in Barra, where the Firefly’s departure was delayed for two or three days by renewed gales, he informed his superiors that his ‘state of health [was] becoming such that a further continuation in this service and climate would only lead to its total derangement’. By February, George Pole, whose departure was a cause of ‘very great concern’ to Charles Trevelyan, would be with his wife in England. But the several pages he penned on quitting Barra had meanwhile done their work. No one reading Pole’s account of what he had found there could have been anything other than convinced that Barra’s predicament was every bit as serious as Sheriff Fraser-Tytler feared.18


In both Scotland and Ireland, Whig ministers believed, rural populations at risk of starvation needed to look for assistance, in the first instance, to landlords who, given their insistence that governments should have nothing to do with how they managed their estates, could hardly object (in public at least) to being handed this responsibility. But what if no such assistance was forthcoming? This was the position in Barra. That island, along with neighbouring South Uist and Benbecula, belonged to someone who, in the months following blight’s annihilation of potato crops, showed next to no concern for the 10,000 or so famine-threatened people living on his Outer Hebridean properties. This someone was Colonel John Gordon. An absentee owner who seems to have only once set foot on his Long Island domains, Gordon – an individual of the sort Jane Austen might have described as ‘a gentleman of large fortune’ – divided his time between two well-appointed residences, Cluny* Castle in Aberdeenshire and a substantial house in Edinburgh’s New Town.


As famine loomed, Gordon,* like other Highlands and Islands landlords, was advised repeatedly by government to embark on estate improvement schemes. These, ministers pointed out, could be financed by means of Treasury-provided loans made available on the basis that to generate employment was also to enable hungry families to get by. Gordon, however, declined to fall in line. ‘The proprietor,’ Sheriff Charles Shaw† commented in one of his reports on Benbecula, South Uist and Barra, ‘has not done anything either by providing work or food.’ Perhaps because John Gordon’s stance so spectacularly gave the lie to the Scottish establishment’s tendency to portray the country’s lairds as unfailingly benevolent, his conduct provoked outrage on the part of politicians, not least Andrew Rutherfurd MP, Scotland’s lord advocate and thus the Whig administration’s main man north of the border.‡ ‘It grieves me to the heart,’ Rutherfurd remarked at the beginning of January 1847, ‘that destitution should have made a progress so stern and alarming on a property belonging to one of the most wealthy proprietors in this country.’ Those feelings were reinforced by what Rutherfurd and his colleagues learned from George Pole.19


In Ireland, Pole had incurred official displeasure because he expressed himself too freely. When communicating with higher authority, he was told, he needed to be ‘cautious’. This instruction Pole now disregarded. ‘I cannot conclude,’ he wrote, ‘without saying that I have found upon Colonel Gordon’s property, especially in the Isle of Barra, greater wretchedness and privation from want of food than it has been my painful duty to investigate on other properties in the Highlands and Islands.’ Nor did Pole draw back from attributing blame for the sufferings endured by what he called a ‘neglected people’: ‘What an awful reflection it is that at this moment the wealthy heritor§ of these islands is not employing the poor population . . . But this I affirm, that if the poor on [Gordon’s estate] are not employed . . . and that forthwith, scenes will occur in South Uist, Barra and Benbecula which would be disgraceful to his [Gordon’s] name and injurious to the reputation of Great Britain.’20


* * *


George Pole’s findings were corroborated by Charles Shaw who, just four or five days after Pole’s departure, arrived on Barra to take sworn statements about the circumstances surrounding the growing number of deaths caused, islanders said, by hunger. Like Pole, Sheriff Shaw spent time in Bruernish where one of the township’s residents, Archibald MacMillan, was in no doubt that his daughter Catherine, ‘then about 14 years of age’, had died in mid December as a result of ‘her being [for] so long a period on a small allowance of food’.21


Because of blight, MacMillan said, ‘his crop of potatoes . . . afforded himself and [his] family subsistence for [only] about a week’. Since August, it followed, the MacMillan household – Catherine, her two sisters and three brothers, Archibald and his wife Jean – had ‘frequently . . . been without food’. So far, so unequivocal. At once, however, there began to be backtracking on Archibald MacMillan’s part. Every evening, he said, the family made ‘half a lippie,* or about a pound, of meal’ into gruel. In the mornings, a further half lippie of meal, this time in the form of oatcakes, was eaten with, on occasion, ‘a little fish’ – by which Archibald (whose Gaelic was translated into English in Shaw’s interview transcript) very possibly meant cockles.22


All through the autumn and into the winter, Archibald MacMillan next insisted, Catherine ‘had fallen [away] greatly in strength and appearance . . . in consequence of the scarcity of food’ available to her. That was why she had become ‘so weak as to be unable to withstand’ the illness (perhaps typhus or dysentery of the sort Pole observed in Bruernish) that had been ‘the immediate cause’ of her eventual death.


Nothing of this, Shaw realised, made sense; for if the MacMillans’ food intake was as Archibald described, then Catherine, despite her diet’s evident inadequacy, should not have become quite so emaciated as her father claimed. In search of clarification, the sheriff turned to Catherine MacMillan’s eldest brother, John, a young man of 18. Clearly reluctant to break too radically with his father’s account, John nevertheless qualified that account in key respects. The family had ‘not consume[d] a lippie of meal a day’ or indeed anything like that amount. Often, they had been forced to make do with just one ‘scanty’ serving of gruel – made from ‘a little’ oatmeal mixed with warm water. As a result, John said, he himself had been ‘getting quite weak’ and had ‘fallen off very much’. Catherine, John added, ‘had fallen off much more’.23


Additional information was provided by Alexander MacPhie, another Bruernish resident and a man who had been present in the MacMillan home on the day Catherine died. ‘It was his opinion,’ MacPhie told Charles Shaw, ‘that [Catherine] died of want of food.’ This ‘want of food’, Alexander MacPhie went on, had arisen from ‘her father’s family’ having been ‘for some time previously . . . very destitute’. The MacMillans, Shaw heard, ‘seldom had meal’ in their possession. Yes, they might have picked up some shellfish. But for lengthy periods, it appeared, the family had ‘lived principally upon the remains of diseased potatoes’ that had earlier been left to rot where they lay.24


Shaw next re-examined Archibald MacMillan. For week after week, MacMillan now admitted, neither he nor his family had been able to access food of the kind he had previously described. That was why he had ‘sent his children . . . to collect . . . all the potatoes which they thought they could with safety eat’. In fact, as MacMillan would have been aware, to eat any such potatoes was to risk sickness. But having no alternative, his children, himself and his wife, MacMillan said, had made ‘two meals a day’ of scavengings from Bruernish’s blighted potato patches. Despite this, they had ‘never [had] anything like a sufficient quantity to satisfy the cravings of hunger’. That was why – and here Archibald MacMillan returned to his original starting point – 14-year-old Catherine had died.25


Charles Shaw might have told the man in front of him that to lie under oath was a serious offence. The sheriff, however, confined himself to asking for an explanation of the divergences between MacMillan’s two statements. Shaw, it seems likely from the mildness of his manner, had already deduced the man’s likely response. That response, when it came, was certainly one that George Pole, had he been involved in questioning Archibald MacMillan, could have predicted exactly. This was because Pole, when in Ireland, had been party to lots of similar encounters.


One such encounter began on a July morning in 1846 when a man described as a ‘small farmer’ was shown into Pole’s Banagher office. This farmer, it transpired, had made a 12-mile walk in the hope of acquiring from the Commissariat the supplies needed to rescue his family from ‘the verge of famine’. Pole, aware that there was a locally organised relief committee operating in the vicinity of the farmer’s home, asked his visitor why he had not applied to its members for help. ‘By going to the committee,’ the man replied, ‘I proclaim myself a pauper.’ During his time in Banagher, Pole wrote, he had come across ‘many instances . . . of this description’ – instances of people going to great lengths to conceal from others (maybe even from themselves) how dire their situation had become.26


As in Banagher, so in Bruernish. ‘He did not state all this in his former declaration,’ Archibald MacMillan said of his eventual revelations, ‘because he felt ashamed to make the admission.’ What had happened to Catherine MacMillan was not her father’s fault. But a parent unable to rescue their child from starvation is unlikely ever to be free of a sense of failure, culpability, self-reproach.27


The emotions discernible in Archibald MacMillan’s account of the reasons for his daughter’s passing, emerge over and over again from the scores of neatly inscribed foolscap pages on which Charles Shaw (or an accompanying clerk) recorded the results of his meticulous inquiries into other Barra deaths – deaths affecting, in every instance, the children or old people who are always a famine’s first victims.


In Borve, a mile or so south of Fr Donald MacDonald’s church at Craigston, Neil MacNeil spoke about his four-year-old son who had died less than a week before Shaw met with the boy’s father. He and his family, MacNeil said, were so lacking in resources that, for months, they had ‘depended upon the charity of . . . friends’. Those friends, however, were ‘themselves so scarce’ that they had little food to spare. Sometimes, it followed, there were days when ‘the only thing . . . tasted’ by MacNeil, his wife and their five children ‘was warm water’. Like the MacMillans, the MacNeils had been seen ‘digging in the fields’ for ‘diseased potatoes’; while such oatmeal as they had managed to beg from neighbours was eked out so sparingly that, ‘during the last fortnight of his life’, the boy who died (and whose name has not been preserved) could be given no more than ‘about a gill* of thin gruel sometimes once and sometimes twice in [each] 24 hours’. ‘He never complained of pain,’ Neil MacNeil said of his dead son, ‘but . . . he wasted away day by day till he became so weak that he could not sit [up], and he at last expired [in the early morning of Friday 15 January] without . . . ever having had a moment’s illness’. His little boy ‘had not tasted a morsel the previous day’, MacNeil added, because there had been ‘nothing to give him’.28


In Tangasdale, not far from Borve, Anne MacDonald told how her elderly aunt, Jessie MacDonald, who had died on Thursday 7 January, ‘often wept bitterly for want of food’ before her death. In the autumn, Anne’s father, Jessie’s brother, now also dead, had sold the family’s cow and calf. But such provisions as were bought with the cash thus raised had long since been consumed – something Jessie, it seems, found hard to accept. He had often heard the old lady ‘imploring the family to give her food when they had none to give’, Sheriff Shaw was informed by one of the MacDonalds’ neighbours.29


A further narrative of trauma and bereavement awaited Shaw at another MacDonald household, this one in Cliad, a coastal settlement occupying a little valley two or three miles north of Tangasdale and Borve. Shaw’s principal informant here was Mary MacDonald, a woman of ‘about 30 years’. Mary was unmarried but had two small sons – described formally at the time as ‘natural’ or ‘illegitimate’. This, in what was a censorious age, would have made for difficulties enough for Mary. But added to these were responsibilities arising from her being, in today’s terminology, sole carer of her ageing mother, Margaret.30


Margaret and Mary MacDonald grew potatoes on a diminutive croft rented, like all such Barra smallholdings, from Colonel John Gordon. When their croft’s 1846 potato crop was wiped out by blight, Mary said, she had first slaughtered the little flock of ‘ducks and hens’ that, in better times, had provided the family with eggs. Her poultry eaten, Mary had next turned to her savings – consisting of ‘50 shillings’ earned at some point from the sale of a horse. Back in the summer, 30 of those shillings had been spent on oatmeal. But by winter, when this oatmeal was exhausted, ‘her two boys,’ Mary said, ‘frequently for five or six days together tasted nothing but dulse and tangle’ – these being varieties of seaweed that could be gathered from coastal outcrops within an easy walk of the MacDonald croft. But what, Charles Shaw queried, had Mary done with the cash, amounting in total to a pound, she had not so far accounted for? Although neighbours had been ‘very kind’, Mary explained, they had never been able to spare more than a little of their own scanty stocks of food, and it had thus become obvious that her mother, already ailing, could not long survive. She accordingly ‘gave the remaining pound’ of the family’s savings to a trusted friend for safekeeping. This meant that when Margaret died in December, there were 20 shillings with which ‘to bury her’. ‘She would look upon it as an indelible disgrace,’ Mary MacDonald told Charles Shaw, ‘if she had not [had] money to expend upon her mother’s funeral.’31


A stitched-together set of Charles Shaw’s Barra transcripts, together with a ‘confidential note’ summarising Shaw’s assessment of the state of matters on the island, reached Sheriff William Fraser-Tytler in early February 1847. ‘The evidence there given presents a picture second in nothing to what we read of in Ireland,’ Fraser-Tytler wrote of those documents. This, in the light of what Nicholas Cummins had discovered in West Cork, was arguably to go too far. But if Barra’s people were not yet facing horrors of the sort afflicting places like Skibbereen, there was certainly no lack of signs that they might be about do so. ‘No words [could] express the feelings with which [he had] read’ Shaw’s material, Inverness-shire’s sheriff informed Lord Advocate Rutherfurd. What especially offended Fraser-Tytler was John Gordon’s disregard for his Hebridean tenants. But such conduct, though reprehensible morally, infringed no statute. Barra’s proprietor would thus remain, as Fraser-Tytler put it, ‘beyond the reach of human law’. This was to imply that Gordon might face punishment in the next world if not in this – something from which the Sheriff of Inverness-shire appears to have derived some comfort. In the meantime, however, Fraser-Tytler wanted to discover if Barra residents were at least getting such aid as they were entitled to under the provisions of the recently reformed Poor Law. Andrew Rutherfurd shared that wish. A somewhat harassed Charles Shaw – one of whose letters stressed that ‘the island [was] far’ from his North Uist home and ‘often inaccessible’ for long periods in winter – was accordingly sent back to Barra. This time he was accompanied by William Peterkin, a senior employee of the Board of Supervision for the Relief of the Poor.32


That Edinburgh-based organisation was a product of legislation resulting from the 1843 commission of inquiry whose members had found, not just in Barra but throughout Scotland, good reasons to put care of the poor on a new basis. Previously, poor relief had been handled by the Church of Scotland. Now each of the country’s 880 parishes was required to set up a parochial board, usually consisting in the first instance of a mix of clerics and property owners. Those boards, along with the inspectors they were duty-bound to appoint, had to conduct themselves in accordance with rules and regulations enshrined in a Poor Law Act of 1845. The Board of Supervision, established by the same Act, had the job, as its name suggests, of ensuring that every locality complied with these requirements. In the case of Barra, as William Peterkin soon realised, the level of compliance was so low as to place the island, in effect, outside the scope of what were meant to be Scotland-wide arrangements.


In November 1845, it appeared, a number of men had met in order to set up a Barra Parochial Board. Attendees had included the then parish minister, Alexander Nicolson, his Catholic counterpart, Donald MacDonald, and, most crucially, John Gordon’s factor or estate manager, Alexander MacLeod, who had at once taken charge of proceedings. On MacLeod’s recommendation, a Barra crofter, Archibald MacDonald, was made the island’s inspector of the poor. Sheriff Shaw – who believed the November 1845 meeting to have been so slipshod that, strictly speaking, the Barra Parochial Board had ‘not been legally constituted’ – was dismissive of MacDonald. Although ‘a most respectable man’, the inspector, in the sheriff’s estimation, was ‘unfit for his office from want of education’, being at best, it seems, only semi-literate. Why, then, had such a person been selected to fill so vital a post? Because, Shaw commented, he was ‘entirely under the control of the factor’.33


That Charles Shaw, in 1847 anyway, thought little of this factor is apparent from the many critical comments he made about him in documentation arising from his visits to Barra. This makes it odd that, years later, Shaw would describe the self-same Alexander MacLeod as ‘a most benevolent, kindhearted man’. Maybe Shaw, by that stage, simply did not wish to speak ill of someone who had died a long time previously. Or maybe he was simply falling into line with a then growing tendency, in some parts of the Highlands and Islands, to insist that memories of Alexander MacLeod were so positive as to prove him an ‘outstanding exception’ to the general rule that no such land manager, whether alive or dead, was thought by crofters to merit anything other than loathing.34


Favourable opinions of MacLeod, who was born in North Uist in 1788 and who went on to study medicine at Edinburgh University, appear to have been held mostly in localities – North Uist was one and Skye another – where MacLeod practised for a time as a doctor. On John Gordon’s estate, however, he was remembered primarily as a ruthless enforcer of his employer’s wishes – with the result that, when MacLeod died in 1854 from a fall, people on Gordon’s island properties (where another factor had by then been installed) greeted news of their former oppressor’s fatal accident by saying that divine retribution had at last overtaken him.35


Charles Shaw’s negative take on Alexander MacLeod, then, was firmly in line with Barra sentiment. That, however, does not rule out the possibility of bias on Shaw’s part. Ten years before the famine, and just prior to John Gordon’s acquisition of the island, Shaw had himself factored Barra for some months. The position had come to him on the basis that he had worked closely for a period with his father who had managed more than one Hebridean estate. But for all that the post had been strictly temporary, the island having then been up for sale, might it have rankled with Shaw that Gordon, on buying Barra, had hired Alexander MacLeod rather than him? Perhaps. But by 1847, surely, Shaw is most unlikely to have thought it would be better to be managing famine-ravaged Barra than to be an Inverness-shire sheriff-substitute – a role that had come to him in 1841 and which he was to retain for 40 years.


Certainly, there is no discrepancy between Charles Shaw’s reports from Barra and those of the Board of Supervision’s William Peterkin. On the latter interviewing Archibald MacDonald, for example, the MacLeod-appointed poor inspector was open about inadequacies of the sort that Shaw believed had caused the factor to give MacDonald the job. He had ‘never got a copy of the Act of Parliament’ that set out his duties, MacDonald admitted. He had seen the ‘printed notes’ supplied by the Board of Supervision, but he no longer had them. He ‘did not know anything’ of the requirement that he organise a minimum of two parochial board meetings each year – with the result that those meetings had ‘never been held’. The ‘register of poor’ compiled at the November 1845 meeting had not been updated and there was no ‘list of those who [despite application] were refused relief’. The inspector, in fact, possessed ‘no [minute or account] books of any kind’ and had not been informed by Alexander MacLeod that ‘it was his duty to keep them’. Nor was he aware that he was expected to ‘visit the poor at their dwelling houses’. In short, as Sheriff Shaw had already observed, Archibald MacDonald ‘did not know how to act and . . . entirely leant upon the factor by whom alone he was guided’.36


Might others have challenged Alexander MacLeod’s dominance? One who could perhaps have done so was Fr Donald MacDonald. But the priest, as he told Shaw, was ‘dependent upon the factor and proprietor for many things and did not like to give umbrage by [an] . . . active interference’. It was for this reason, Shaw observed cynically, that the absence of parochial board meetings had made no difference to the course of events in Barra – because the board’s members lacked the will, the capacity or both, to ‘carry the factor along with them’.37


Had poor relief on Barra been managed on standard lines, much of the resulting cost, recouped by way of the rates parochial boards were empowered to levy on land and other assets, would have fallen on John Gordon in his role as the island’s sole laird. As it was, this potential burden was eliminated by Alexander MacLeod’s success in keeping relief expenditure to the barest minimum. At what was ostensibly the founding meeting of the Barra Parochial Board, MacLeod had agreed to have 53 names placed on the poor roll then compiled. None of the individuals in question, several of whom died during 1846 and early 1847, had received cash payments of the kind common in other parts of Scotland. Instead they got sporadic hand-outs of meal from an estate store. And when Archibald MacDonald spoke ‘over and over again’ with MacLeod about the need, as he saw it, to add to the poor roll people like the two elderly women, Margaret MacDonald in Cliad and Jessie MacDonald in Borve, whose deaths Charles Shaw had earlier investigated, ‘the factor,’ the poor inspector said, ‘always put him off’.38


Alexander MacLeod, for his part, contended that hunger had played no part in the deaths of either Margaret or Jessie. ‘I [knew] the individuals,’ the factor told John Gordon. ‘They had been sickly for years.’ Barra, MacLeod insisted in a letter to the Inverness Courier, was doing well. On his regular visits there from his home at Kilbride on the adjacent island of South Uist, he had seen nothing of the ‘scenes of misery . . . so industriously and groundlessly set forth in the public prints’. Both Jessie MacDonald and Margaret MacDonald might have been kept off the poor roll at the factor’s instigation. So might the ‘many [other] applicants’ for poor relief of whom Shaw and Peterkin heard in the course of their enquiries. But several older folk, it seemed, had nevertheless received ‘occasional aid’ – an assertion put in context by Board of Supervision calculations showing that, during the second half of 1846, the ‘aid’ thus extended to the elderly averaged just four ounces of oatmeal per person per day.*39


William Peterkin, whose Barra reports read like the work of a man so wedded to orderliness as to have been truly shocked by his discoveries, wondered how (given the niggardly nature of a daily hand-out equivalent to not much more than a single bowl of porridge) Margaret MacDonald’s daughter Mary, together with Mary’s two boys, had not died at much the same time as Margaret: ‘The parochial allowance [meaning Margaret’s oatmeal allocation] being evidently insufficient to support life in four individuals [Margaret, her daughter and her daughter’s sons], the question comes to be, how did this family subsist? It appears to have been almost entirely owing to the charity of their neighbours and their having recourse, when in extremis, to the last resort of destitution, eating seaweed.’40


What made such episodes all the more inexcusable, in the opinion of both Peterkin and Charles Shaw, was the fact that Margaret and Mary MacDonald should have been able to draw on a fund put in place to help people like them. This fund’s creators were two Barra men who had long before gone overseas and, on doing well financially, had made a joint bequest of £400 (equivalent to several tens of thousands of pounds today) to Barra’s poor. This sum was banked and, as mentioned in the Revd Alexander Nicolson’s 1840 account of his parish, interest from it was ‘distributed . . . annually’ to needy islanders. Why, Peterkin and Shaw now asked, had no such distribution been forthcoming ‘while the poor were on the eve of starvation’? The answer – an extraordinary one – was provided by Donald Nicolson, adult son of Barra’s late minister.41


Some three years earlier, Nicolson said, his father had been persuaded to relinquish control of the £400 legacy of which he had been trustee and which, up to that point, had been deposited with the Bank of Scotland in Edinburgh. ‘This sum,’ Donald Nicolson continued, ‘is now in the hands of Colonel Gordon of Cluny.’ Quite how that had happened was unclear. Only two things were certain. First, in a promissory note, dated 27 May 1844 and available for inspection at Barra’s manse, Gordon undertook to invest the £400 bequest in such a way as to deliver an annual return of 3.5 per cent. Second, he had since remitted to Barra not one penny of that supposed return. This meant that, by early 1847, their rich landlord had, in effect, stolen accumulated interest payments of around £40 from Barra’s poor. Even at the famine-inflated prices then prevailing, this amount could have provided the island’s hungriest families with a modicum of food. In those circumstances, it was as well that the Commissariat, in the person of George Pole, had come to Barra’s assistance. It was as well too that, in Scotland’s cities and in other centres further south, lots of contributions were beginning to be made to famine relief funds.42


When Nicholas Cummins wrote to the Times about the gruesome scenes he saw in South Reen and Skibbereen, he copied his letter to the Duke of Wellington. By so doing, Cummins hoped to persuade the duke – military hero, elder statesman and, most crucially in this context, a man whose origins were in Ireland – to raise Irish people’s torments at the highest level. ‘You have access to our young and gracious queen,’ the Cork JP urged the duke. ‘Lay these things before her. She is a woman. She will not allow decency to be outraged. She has at her command the means of at least mitigating the sufferings of the wretched survivors of this tragedy.’43


When Cummins’s letter appeared in the press, Queen Victoria, then 27, was spending the Christmas and New Year season at Windsor Castle with Prince Albert and the first four of their eventually nine children. The queen was again pregnant and presumably taking no pleasure in a condition that reduced her, she wrote later, to the status of a breeding animal ‘like a cow or a dog’. Nor was the weather a source of cheer, Victoria’s journal filling with references to bitter frosts, which, though enabling Albert to skate on a nearby lake, got in the way of morning strolls and other outings. Evenings, on the other hand, were enlivened by an array of dinner guests. The Duke of Wellington was not among them. But Ireland, Nicholas Cummins would have been pleased to know, intruded more than once, as did the worsening crisis in the Hebrides.44
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