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May your spirit dance to the ceòl na mara
May your heart know the delight of island-going
BB




For Muriel and David, with my love
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Introduction


Welcome and thanks for being here! I am honoured to share my experience of the Outer Hebrides with you. I feel passionate about these far-west Atlantic islands and vibrant communities on the rim of Europe, and I am blessed to know them well.


The magnificent archipelago, known traditionally as the Long Island, extends 130 miles from the Butt of Lewis to the shores of Vatersay. My journey begins in Stornoway, regarded as the capital of the Outer Hebrides. Getting to know the historic harbour town in the Isle of Lewis is an immensely rewarding foundation for any trip through the island chain.


From Stornoway, the adventure builds, layer upon layer. Each isle on the rocky thread is a unique environment, imbued with stories, traditions and challenges. Vibrant communities are embracing and managing change to shape a positive future. Each island is distinct, yet some aspects of Hebridean life resound through them all and it feels important to introduce a few of them here.


Island Life


At the risk of stating the obvious, it is impossible to experience the Outer Hebrides without experiencing the sea. The sea touches everything. The Atlantic Ocean to the west and the Minch to the east exert enormous influence. Tides dictate ferry sailings, aircraft flights, boat trips and sandy crossings to offshore islands. Clean, deep waters provide harvests of fish and seafood for the table. Seaweed serves as an ingredient in foodstuffs and pharmaceutical products and nourishes thin sandy soil. Mysterious ancient monuments, burial grounds and chapels perch at the ocean edge with tantalising views to neighbouring isles and far horizons. Prior to roads, bridges and causeways, scattered communities travelled the briny highway in boats expertly designed for rocky clefts and wild open swell. The flotsam and jetsam that washes ashore from distant lands continues to be repurposed with imagination. Nothing is wasted on an island.
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For me, one of the great joys of the Outer Hebrides is the immersion in Gaelic, the first language of the islands, however English is widely spoken too, and so conversing is rarely a problem. Scots Gaelic is a gloriously evocative tongue and, to me, the opportunity to hear it spoken, or sung, is a wonderful and unmissable treat. The complex language is rich in rhythm and fluid in spelling, with a long history of being passed down through the generations by word of mouth. Soon after English forces defeated Jacobites at the Battle of Culloden, the Act of Proscription in 1746 introduced a new education system that outlawed Gaelic. Contemporary efforts to halt decline of the language include the opportunity for children to learn Gaelic at school, with courses for adults also. Shapeshifting is part of the heritage of the Gaelic language and, though pesky at times, on discovery of several variations of spelling for a place name, or a person, for example, these alternatives speak to the enduring spirit of the language through historic persecution.


Traditional Gaelic songs evolved to accompany everyday tasks; they provided rhythm for spinning, rocking cradles, making tweed cloth, rowing boats and digging wet slabs of peat from the moor. More poignant laments like a ‘A Pheigi a Ghràidh’ recall the agonising choice of leaving loved ones to seek work abroad. A favourite sung by women waulking the tweed cloth was ‘Cha Tied Mi Do Dh’Fhear Gun Bhata’ or ‘I’ll Not Go With a Man Who Doesn’t Have His Own Boat’. The runaway success of Stornoway band Peat and Diesel reflects their witty ability to reference brilliantly, in lyric and tune, the experience of contemporary island life with sparks of tradition.
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Gaelic expressions honour moods and sounds of the sea beautifully. Gair na mara suggests the laughter of the waves, nualan na mara describes them lowing, like cattle. In Gaelic Catholic communities, the sea is described as cuilidh Moire, the treasury of the Virgin Mary. Fishers returning to the shore reported Dh’iarr a mhuir a bith ga tadhal, the sea wanted to be visited. In Gaelic, white-crested waves are described as flying gulls, tha an fhaoileag air a’mhuir. At the Samhain fire festival to celebrate the start of a new year on 31 October, islanders made simple offerings to the sea spirit Seonaidh, or Shony, in the hope of abundant fish to nourish them and seaweed to fertilise their fields.


The sea brings people to island shores, not least the Vikings who arrived around AD 800 and occupied the Outer Hebrides for some 500 years. The Old Norse legacy lingers in place names and in genetic material. In 2019, a study of volunteers revealed people in the Outer Hebrides had 9 per cent levels of Norwegian ancestry. Many islanders feel more affinity with Scandinavia than parts of the British Isles.


The sea takes people away, too. Economic migration has dispersed islanders throughout the world, sometimes in desperate circumstances against their will. Island estate owners cleared families from the land onto emigrant ships in the late 1800s. The exodus of 600 people from across the Outer Hebrides in April 1923 was, in many respects, more hopeful, yet the void left by young men and women seeking brighter futures when steamships SS Metagama and SS Marloch sailed from Stornoway and Lochboisdale to Canada scarred the islands deeply


Economic forecasts for the next 30 years suggest the outmigration of young people remains a threat to the well-being of the Outer Hebrides. Islanders want the choice to remain or to leave but when the overheated property market in scenic areas collides with a shortage of sustainable year-round employment, those with so much to offer have no alternative but to settle elsewhere. Reversing this crisis is an urgent priority.


Land in community ownership supports islanders to make progressive change while honouring significant traditions. The communities of Lewis, Harris, Berneray and North Uist observe the Sabbath as a valued holy day of solemnity, according to the Fourth Commandment. The tradition is respected by non-churchgoers too, out of consideration for their friends and neighbours. Visitors are advised strongly to be aware of this and make plans accordingly; most fuel stations, food outlets and shops are closed on Sundays, however the communities of South Uist, Eriskay, Barra and Vatersay are more active.


Throughout the Outer Hebrides, crofting has undergone much change and is no longer the backbone of community life. A crofting township was defined traditionally as a minimum of four men and their families, working the land, raising livestock and, where possible, harvesting the sea. Around them grew a community of more crofters, boatbuilders, shoemakers, shopkeepers, net makers, and other essential trades. The impact of a township losing anyone to war, emigration and tragedies at sea was immense.


Crofting derives from the Gaelic croit, meaning ‘enclosed land’. Smallholders worked alone for seasonal labours like ploughing, harrowing and sowing seeds, and came together in community teams to harvest crops, haul boats out of the water, gather sheep for shearing and cut slabs of heavy wet peat to dry through summer on the moor for use as fuel in winter. The most productive partnerships worked towards a target of cutting and stacking 1,000 peats a day, arranging them painstakingly to dry on the moor in scouring winds before returning weeks later to turn them over. Peat-cutting for fuel continues and each slab is handled at least twice before it is taken home for winter fuel, much shrunken and with little flame but great heat.


In spring women and young children traditionally went with the cattle to the moor, or pastures in the hills, while the men and older children tended crops, repaired dwellings and renewed thatched roofs. This transhumance tradition permitted grazing land in the township to recover while the family cow produced plentiful milk and fattened up on lush fresh growth. The women and children lived in shielings or àirighean, simple stone buildings with turf roofs built beside a source of fresh water. Here they made stores of butter and cheese for winter. The flit at the end of the summer saw the community and livestock regroup in the township.


Full-time crofters are rare now; many islanders work several jobs. It is not unusual to hear crofting described as an expensive hobby. Calls for legislative reform to address the crisis of absentee crofters, neglected croft land and sales of former crofts at eye-watering prices beyond the reach of local people grow ever louder.


GOOD TO KNOW


For anyone considering a visit to the Outer Hebrides, I hope these insights gleaned over many years and through all seasons will prove useful.


Kindness abounds in the islands, and communities warmly welcome intrepid and considerate visitors. Popular tourist routes include The Hebridean Way long-distance itinerary for walkers and cyclists through ten magnificent islands, and the Hebridean Whale Trail.


In whatever way you choose to discover the moors, sea lochs, white sand beaches, rugged coast, dramatic uplands, wildflower machair, tidal islets and mind-blowing archaeological sites, please resist any temptation to hurtle around, skimming the surface and ticking off a list. Far more rewarding to travel gently and connect more deeply. The experience is life affirming and rewarding.
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I feel that full and frank disclosure of the weather is an important responsibility, but please, don’t let that put you off visiting because the elemental drama and speed of change is awesome. The Outer Hebrides archipelago is shaped by a maritime climate. The great ocean gap of 3,000 miles between the west coast of Lewis and neighbours across the Atlantic is a playground for dynamic weather systems that make landfall in many guises. Some are ponderous and overstay their welcome, others are balmy or ferocious and fleeting. With high rainfall and strong gales, the islands are among the windiest places in Europe and the shores are among the most vulnerable. Rugged parts of mainland Scotland may boast four seasons in a day, but the islands trump that easily with four seasons an hour.


The extraordinary climate is a wise and magnificent teacher. I have learned acceptance, flexibility and resilience when plans have changed suddenly because ferries were detained and causeways closed due to high seas and strong winds. The Gaelic proverb Am fear a bhios fada aig an aiseag, gheibh e thairis uaireigin affirms that there may well be a long wait at the ferry, but the crossing will happen sometime.


Island weather is an invitation to seize life by the moment, to make the most of early mornings and long light nights, and to remember that the storm will pass. Through a learning curve of cursing and swooning, I have grown to appreciate the moods and seasons of the wild Atlantic seaboard and I feel so grateful for it.


The roller coaster may deter travellers seeking solid sunshine, but intrepid souls are rewarded massively with unforgettable experiences: fast-moving storms seen off by glorious sunshine, pink glowing sunsets on the Atlantic, scarlet sunrises on the Minch, huge cloudscapes, mesmerising merry dancers of the aurora borealis, glittering galaxies in skies untainted by light pollution and long summer days of warmth and midnight sun.


To prepare for this rare feast, it is best to dress appropriately. Waterproof jackets and boots repay the investment. Trekking sandals are ideal for adventures across mile upon mile of spectacular white shell beaches. With respect to island beasties, a midge head net is unglamorous but effective.
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A great backpack is invaluable to stash binoculars, detailed maps, sun cream, a towel for impromptu swims, and food and drink. Take a head torch to explore caves and experience night-time strolls in remote places without streetlights. Walking poles are handy for the hills and useful for testing the depth of seawater channels on expeditions to tidal islands. Surfboards, bodyboards, stand-up paddleboards, kayaks and kites are always fun.


Studies reveal that the mild and damp Hebridean climate provides ideal conditions for infected ticks which cause Lyme disease, so be sure to carry a tick remover. For bad-weather delays, the creature comforts of a good book, tasty treats, cosy car rug and flask of hot chocolate help get me through.


Many island roads are narrow single-track carriageways with passing places. Please be aware fully of how passing places are designed to be used before you set off because these routes are lifelines to scattered communities. The smooth flow of traffic is critical for everyday activities of work, school, medical appointments and more. Moreover, the driver behind may be a coastguard, doctor or voluntary firefighter who is not in an official vehicle. When slow-moving holiday traffic fails to use passing places properly, or refuses to pull over and allow other vehicles to overtake, the impact harms the community at large. Please do recognise the importance of learning how to use passing places promptly and appropriately before you embark on your trip. Your kindness and consideration will be appreciated.
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Your Hebridean adventure awaits, and I wish you much happy island-going.


Apply Handbrake
And Switch Off Engine
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PART ONE


Lewis and Harris
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Stornoway to Skigersta


Sailing by Caledonian MacBrayne ferry from Ullapool on the northwest coast of mainland Scotland to Stornoway on the island of Lewis is a very special way to arrive in the capital of the Outer Hebrides.


Island-going feels a rite of passage. The ferry, belly full of passengers, vehicles, livestock and other island necessities, steams from the shelter of Loch Broom to the open water of the Minch. On a gentle day, cavorting dolphins and diving white gannets may escort the vessel through the blissful Summer Isles archipelago backed by the iconic mountains of Assynt; the thrill is wonderful. On stormy winter crossings when ferocious gales summon mighty walls of water, the sense of adventure tends to dissipate into lurching nausea. Happily, Stornoway is but a couple of hours away.
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On the approach to the largest settlement in the Outer Hebrides, the ferry rounds the stumpy lighthouse and former coastal battery at Arnish Point before executing an impressive churning white-water reverse to berth at the ferry terminal. The loudspeaker invitation to disembark heralds a flood to the exit doors, and the excited sense of arrival is palpable.


The Outer Hebrides archipelago is known alternatively as the Long Island and Innse Gall, meaning ‘The Island of Strangers’, a Gaelic reference to Norse settlers whose legacy percolates still. The number of inhabited islands in the group has fallen steeply; many are empty of people through circumstances of extreme hardship. Mailboats no longer call but crofters from neighbouring islands ferry sheep across for lush summer grazing and day trippers land in search of paradise beaches and romantic ruins. Experts arrive to assess flora, fauna, the impact of climate crisis and the archaeology of lost communities.


Dreadful times have left deep scars throughout the islands. Entire communities were uprooted during the Highland Clearances, which began in the mid to late 18th century. Estate owners dispossessed agricultural tenants of their land and homes to make way for the more lucrative business of sheep farming. Families were funnelled forcibly onto crowded emigrant ships bound for territories in Canada, their passages paid by a laird eager to be rid of them swiftly. Anyone too old or too ill for the hideous voyage was left behind.


War also brought devastation to the Outer Hebrides. The impact of healthy young men and women leaving clachans, or small villages, whose survival depended on collective efforts to harvest the land and sea, caused many crofting communities to collapse. The social and economic devastation caused by the First World War contributed to mass emigration from the islands in the 1920s.


Stornoway grew from fishing village to island capital around the deep natural harbour that attracted foreign attention. Viking settlers arrived from Scandinavia around AD 800 and stayed for 500 years. Oliver Cromwell’s troops garrisoned the town in 1653 to see off the threat of Dutch invasion. A more friendly invasion occurred in the late 1800s when fleets of visiting vessels sailed in pursuit of great summer shoals of shiny herring that rose to the surface of the sea after sunset and before dawn. By seven o’clock in the morning, fishing stations all around the basin thronged with jostling boats and crews unloading the catch of silver darlings. Nimble-fingered island women worked in groups of three to gut and clean the fish. The tallest lassie of the trio, with the longest reach, layered them precisely in barrels and salted them for curing.


 




Beauty Spot







On Stornoway seafront, An Lanntair arts centre is a lively and colourful hub. The airy café offers locally sourced food, art on the walls and great harbour views beyond. The neighbouring former town hall, a gracious turreted building, houses the ‘Harris Tweed Story Room’. The exhibition traces the production of the unique island cloth, protected by law to the present day Low tide in the harbour reveals Sheol nan Iolaire, a Scottish War Memorials Project installed on the 100th anniversary of the sinking of HMY Iolaire, with the loss of 201 sailors on 1 January 1919, one of the worst peacetime maritime disasters in UK waters. The poignant installation on 280 wooden poles outlining a ship on South Beach, between Pier 1 and Pier 2, honours each of the men on board the Iolaire when she sank further along the coast on the Beasts of Holm rocks, desperately close to the shore. Discover the location and more about this catastrophic tragedy on page 55.
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Through the frenzy of herring season, Stornoway wharves were awash with fishers, teams of skilled lassies, coopers hammering barrels, labourers with horses and carts, and fish merchants negotiating sharp deals. The heavy summer air was pungent with fumes from dozens of kippering houses. Cargo boats sailed back and forth to Liverpool, especially; from there, barrels of cured herring were exported throughout the British empire. Vessels from Russia and countries on the Baltic Sea called for herring too. When the lucrative shiny shoals swam onward, the fleet, lassies, coopers and merchants, followed in hot pursuit, making huge seasonal encampments in the harbours of Lerwick, Wick, Fraserburgh, Eyemouth, Yarmouth and Lowestoft.


The herring export trade collapsed during the Russian Revolution and the First World War, yet the contribution of the oily fish to the growth of Stornoway is reflected in a trio of the silver darlings on the town coat of arms. Today the catch is largely whitefish and shellfish, and fish processing is altogether different.


Public statues of women are regrettably rare, yet two bronze herring lassies by Virginia Hutchison and Charles S. Engebretsen grace the Stornoway quays at North Beach and South Beach, honouring the contribution of the pioneering island women who migrated for work around the British coast.


Traces of the herring boom remain around the town. The site of the former fish mart, built in 1894 to accommodate 250 people employed in the trade, is now the ferry terminal, with distinct architectural echoes of the former incumbent. Today the fleet lands the catch beside the modern fish mart close by the ice machine on North Beach Quay.
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Happily, the distinctive kippery fug of herrings on tenterhooks still wafts along the shore from the Stornoway Smokehouse on Shell Street. A sweet small shoal by sculptor Sam MacDonald is set into the pavement at the intersection of Cromwell Street and Point Street, and aspects of island fishing communities feature in murals by Iain Brady at Perceval Square and South Beach Street.


Opposite the harbour, in the gracious grounds of Lews Castle, a white marble statue of a woman in flowing robes occupies a plinth beneath an elaborate dome. The James Matheson memorial, erected by his widow, Mary, is a tribute to the man who, according to the inscription, ‘added to his Highland possession the Island of Lewis’ and set about ‘ameliorating the condition of the Inhabitants of that Island’. Some dispute this.


Filthy rich Matheson inspired the character of McDrug in Benjamin Disraeli’s novel Sybil, published in 1845. The blistering narrative portrays a crisis-ridden Britain of two nations, poor and rich. Disraeli finds the origins of much obscene wealth arises out of immoral dealings. His character McDrug is ‘fresh from Canton with a million of opium in each pocket’. James Matheson made his fortune from opium, peddling the narcotic produced in Britain’s Indian empire to traders supplying desperately addicted people in China. His vile enterprise sparked the Opium Wars. When Chinese authorities, desperate to end mass heroin addiction, sought to block his dealing, they were crushed by Britain’s military might. Chinese ports were forced to accept British traders and the sovereignty of Hong Kong was transferred to the UK.


 




Curiosity







Stornoway Museum, in the modern, purpose-built extension to Lews Castle, offers fascinating insights into island life. The elegant, wooded pleasure grounds of specimen trees planted by former lairds are now community owned and free to visit. Enjoy gentle strolls and picnic spots with elevated views through the trees over the town, harbour and newly built Newton Marina for visiting yachts. Robert Alfred Colby Cubbin, a marine engineer from Liverpool, built a well in the grounds to supply his converted steam trawler yacht. On sailing trips to the islands, the eccentric recluse is reported to have enjoyed a diet of buns and cream cakes washed down by spring water, hence the well. Cubbin died aged 49, leaving monies to his mother with instructions to build four new lifeboats, including one for the island of Barra.


People from outlying villages who tramped barefoot across vast tracts of peat moor to visit Stornoway stopped at the Allt na Brog burn running through castle grounds. Here they washed dirty feet and put on the town shoes carried wisely around their neck, safe from the boggy squelch. In translation from Gaelic, Allt na Brog is the ‘Shoe Burn’.





James Matheson splashed his ill-gotten gains on the acquisition of Lewis in 1844 and determined to have a castle. Work began in 1847 on a scheme that cleared islanders’ homes and rerouted long-established highways to make way for the luxury abode. Further developments were impacted by years of blight in the potato harvest that had previously produced a greater volume of food per acre than any other crop. The Victorian laird responded with relief schemes and economic projects to generate work and income for stricken tenants. His industrial schemes included brickworks, harbour developments and an extraordinary mission to distil the natural resource of peat from vast bogs across the island into oil at his showpiece Lewis Chemical Works. The scheme started promisingly but nosedived when cheaper American oil came to market.


James and Mary Matheson were childless, and upon the laird’s demise in 1878 his widow supervised the Lewis estate. On Mary’s death in 1896 the island went to family members, who put it up for sale in 1918. Community ownership of land was unheard of at the time and so wealthy individuals acquired islands with ease. Enter Lord Leverhulme, a dynamic industrialist, soap magnate and business visionary with barely any understanding of the Hebridean crofting tradition.


The peer arrived in Lewis with revolution in mind. Fixing his sights on the untapped potential of Hebridean waters, he acquired a fleet of trawlers, built overland transport links between Stornoway and outlying island harbours and commissioned processing and canning factories. In towns across Britain, he established the MacFisheries chain of fishmongers. Leverhulme’s misguided expectation was that islanders would wholly subscribe to his fisheries revolution; what he failed to consider was that full-time work in his factories meant abandoning work on the family croft and this was unacceptable, especially to ex-servicemen who went to war with the promise of a plot of land and homes fit for heroes on return. The situation was already tense when the land was not forthcoming after the end of the war in November 1918.


On the outskirts of Stornoway, the imposing Isle of Lewis war memorial rises 85 feet from Cnoc nan Uan hill. A staircase within the Scots baronial tower offers distant views to the four island parishes, Stornoway, Barvas, Lochs and Uig. According to the Imperial War Museum, when the ratio of those killed in war is compared to the census, the islanders of Lewis lost twice as many people as the rest of the British Isles. Despite their service, the surviving war heroes’ bounty was not delivered because croft land was in short supply.


While the government procrastinated on its promise, frustrated islanders took matters into their own hands and organised land-grab raids on Leverhulme’s estate. Tensions escalated and the government passed the 1919 Land Settlement (Scotland) Act which created the opportunity of compulsory purchase of land for new crofts. When the Board of Agriculture acquired farms on Leverhulme’s estate in 1922, the division of land created over 100 new crofts for the community. The 1919 legislation continues to support contemporary community land-buyout projects.


Lord Leverhulme halted his schemes and withdrew from Lewis, granting much of his domain to The Stornoway Trust, founded expressly in 1923 to take on stewardship of the estate. The Trust is Scotland’s oldest community landlord, administered by ten trustees with responsibility for 69,000 acres.


The journey from Stornoway to the Bridge to Nowhere at New Tolsta follows the east coast B895 road to reveal the extent of Leverhulme’s plan to improve transport between Stornoway and fishing ports in the isolated north-east of the island, and how it came to a shuddering end.


Leaving the harbour town behind, the B895 rounds the muddy estuary where the Laxadale and Blackwater rivers flow into the gaping mouth of Broad Bay. Stealthy fishers from Fideach Angling Club hunt sea trout and salmon in the Steinish and Tong pools while the bright lights of Stornoway Airport illuminate the runway on the opposite shore. The country road visits Aird Tong headland, birthplace of Mary Anne Macleod who left Lewis for New York in 1930 to seek work as a domestic servant. Six years later she married property developer Frederick Trump, one of the most eligible men in the city. Mary’s ambition was matched by that of her son Donald, who became the 45th President of the United States in January 2017.


Surfers camp in sandy dunes on Coll beach. Beyond lies Brevig harbour, opened in 1995 to accommodate boats returning from northern fishing grounds, avoiding the alternative perilous route to Stornoway. A poignant memorial cairn honours fishers drowned in the Minch and Broad Bay from 1855 onwards, the year the Statutory Registers of Births, Deaths and Marriages were introduced. Among them is Donald Trump’s great, great grandfather, Donald Smith.


Ironically, Brevig’s new harbour failed to provide sanctuary; the design caused poor visibility at the entrance and heavy swell after prolonged northerly winds. Extensive remedial works have proved necessary. Signs on the bank of the Gress River remind anglers that Sunday fishing is not permitted. Lewis is a predominantly Protestant island and general respect for the Sabbath day of rest is woven into island life, whether people are religious or not. Between two bridges on the river stands a memorial honouring the Gress land raiders, declaring them ‘heroes of the district’. The monument is one of four throughout Lewis; the raiders of Pairc, Aignish and Reef have striking tributes too.
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