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Introduction




Tong
This misty dawn over Tong
to Tiumpan Head and Point
might have looked just like
this thousands of years ago
– except for the houses we can
see strung along the near
horizon.







This is not an official travelogue taking you on a
journey around the tourist high points of the
Outer Hebrides. It is a highly personalized account
of the islands as I experienced them. Although an
outsider, I have lived and breathed these islands as
both a television producer filming here in all
weathers, and as a novelist whose dark crime thrillers
set among them have become bestsellers.


Love them or hate them, once visited these Western
Isles will stay with you for the rest of your life.


Dominated by the force of the weather and the
power of the Church, they resemble very little to be
found on the mainland. As a part of the ‘British’
experience they are quite unique, and are much
further from London and the centres of political
power than can be measured in miles alone. Gaelic
language and culture prevail, influenced by centuries
of Norse occupation. Its music is primal and
distinctively Celtic – from the unaccompanied Gaelic
psalm-singing that raises goosebumps on the arms, to







the haunting Hebridean melodies of Karen Matheson
and Capercaillie, Runrig or Julie Fowlis.


Everyone experiences the Outer Hebrides
differently. This is the story of my relationship with
the islands: how I first came here, how I spent my
time here, and how after a ten-year absence I was
drawn back to write the books that would become
the most successful of my writing life.


The photographs have been taken by my good
friend David Wilson. David was my designer on
Machair, the Gaelic-language TV drama that I
co-created and produced. David loved the islands so
much that when Machair finished he stayed. He now
lives out on the west coast of Lewis and spends his
time capturing the magic of the land and seascapes
for digital posterity.


I hope that you will join us and enjoy the journey
on which Hebrides will take you, and that by the end
of it you will have fallen in love with these islands,
as I have.


Peter May
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A GEOLOGICAL HISTORY
OF THE OUTER HEBRIDES







The Outer Hebrides is a 200 kilometre-long
archipelago off the north-west coast of Scotland.
It stretches from Lewis in the north to Berneray in
the south, and includes outlying islands such as St
Kilda and the Shiant Isles. The islands vary from the
peat-covered uplands of Lewis and the mountains
of South Harris, to the wonderful sandy beaches of
Barra and the Uists and the breathtaking cliffs of
St Kilda. The spine of the islands was formed by
ancient gneisses while the Shiant Isles and St Kilda







are quite young in geological terms, and were created
when the Atlantic opened up around 55 million years
ago. Since then the Outer Hebrides have been shaped
by sea, ice, wind and rain, to present the starkly
beautiful islands we see today.


The geological history of the Outer Hebrides can
be read in the rocks and sediments that make up the
islands. Their history dates from the Precambrian
period more than 525 million years ago, when the
Lewisian gneisses were formed, to the Quaternary







The Shiants
The Shiant Isles as seen
from Lemreway on the east
coast of Lewis. They are a
comparatively recent geological
creation. Beyond them we see
the Isle of Skye.
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Uig strata
The different rock strata and
colours can be seen very clearly
here in these outcrops of rock
at Uig, south-west Lewis.
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a geological history of the outer hebrides




Rocks at Dalbeg
The beach at Dalbeg on the
west coast of Lewis is littered
with giant pebbles that chart
the passage of millions of years.
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left The mainland from
beyond Tong
The distant snow-covered peaks.
of the mainland seen from near
Tong, north of Stornoway. Only
the houses on the left show the
presence of human beings in
this timeless landscape.







above South Uist dawn
Early morning on South Uist
could be mistaken for the
dawn of time.
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The mainland
from Bayble
This picture has an almost
prehistoric feel to it. These are
the mountains of the mainland
as seen across the Minch from
Bayble on the Eye Peninsula.







period, which began around 2.6 million years ago,
extending through the last ice age 11,500 years ago
to the present day. In between there were major
geological upheavals on Earth that changed and
formed and shaped the islands. At one point they
comprised part of a major land mass, before
continents clashed and blocks of the Earth’s crust
moved against each other along the Outer Hebrides
fault, throwing up the Caledonian mountains.


Hard to believe, but what later became Scotland
once lay close to the equator. Tropical forests grew in
low-lying areas, forming the deposits of coal that







were later mined in the central belt. As the continents
moved, so Scotland drifted north. Its hot, dry climate
produced sands and pebbles later forming rocks that
can be found near Stornoway today.







At the time of what was known as the Laxfordian
Event, 1,700 million years ago, molten rock was
forced into the gneisses of South Harris and western
Lewis, forming sheets and veins of hard pink granite.
And since the granite was less easily eroded than the
surrounding gneiss, these developed into the
spectacular sea-stacks that can now be seen off the
coast of Uig.
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During the Jurassic period floodwaters filled the
basin that now forms the Minch – the body of water
between the islands and the mainland. It became a
shallow sea supporting life of all kinds, and dinosaurs
roamed its coasts. Between 23 and 65 million years
ago erupting volcanoes along the west coast of
Scotland forced molten rock into the layers of
sediment in the surrounding seas and formed the
magma chambers now exposed as St Kilda.







But the landscape of the islands as we know them
today was really shaped by the cycles of freeze and
thaw that occurred during the ice ages of the
Quaternary period, when glaciers scoured and
sculpted the mountains, valleys and plains that
characterize the Hebrides. Seas rose rapidly during
the sudden warming that accompanied the end of the
last ice age, producing something that approximates
the present-day coastline.







Sea-stacks, Uig
These rock-stacks at Uig
demonstrate the different rates
at which rocks are eroded.
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a geological history of the outer hebrides







St Kilda
The islands of St Kilda
shimmer on the horizon.
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Horgabost, midnight
The bay at Horgabost on the
Isle of Harris on a summer’s
midnight. We could be forgiven
for thinking that this is how
the world might have looked
at the time of creation.
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Stones and boulders deposited on the sea floor
by melting glaciers were ground and polished over
millennia by the ebb and flow of the sea itself, and
washed ashore by storms as beach shingle along many
shorelines. Although the creamy gold and silver
beaches that distinguish the islands were also partly
formed by glacial deposits, they are for the most part
made up of the tiny crushed-shell fragments and
skeletal remains of marine creatures and algae.







The coastal grasslands behind those beaches along
the western seaboard of the Western Isles are known







as machair, and are particularly rare in Europe.
Largely composed of compacted shell fragments,
their well-drained, lime-rich soil provides fertile
ground for farming.







Again, it may be hard to believe, but the islands
were then covered by forests, and it was not until
humans began to cut down the trees and the land
was taken over by peat, which started forming
around 6,000 years ago, that the barren, treeless
appearance of the archipelago as it can be seen
today finally developed.







Rocks at Uig
Silver sands and rock strata
present a natural time-map
of the islands here at Uig in
south-west Lewis.
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Mackerel stream
Wonderful golden and silver
beaches characterize the
western coastline of the islands
in particular. Here a stream
leaves ‘mackerel’ tracks in
the sand.
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Machair land
Spring flowers and fresh
grasses bring life to the
coastal machair.
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Callanish stones
These stones, hacked out of
raw gneiss, present one of the
great mysteries of the islands
at Callanish on the west coast
of Lewis. Raised there, even
before Stonehenge, no one has
yet been able to explain why.
There are several other, smaller,
stone circles in the vicinity.







Most of the gneisses that make up the islands were
formed by cooling magma around 3,000 million
years ago, and are among some of the oldest rocks
on earth. Huge pressures exerted by subsequent
upheavals on the planet, compressed and
metamorphosed the gneisses and various sedimentary
rocks creating the banded Lewisian gneiss found all
over the islands today.







Gneiss is an extremely hard rock, difficult to break
or fashion, and yet it has been worked and shaped by
Hebrideans for millennia. The most spectacular
example can be found in the standing stones at
Callanish. This circle of thirteen stones, surrounding a
central monolith ten metres high, all cut from slabs of







local gneiss, has avenues that lead off north, south, east
and west, and if viewed from above, bears a remarkable
resemblance to a Celtic cross. The Callanish stones,
however, were erected about 4,000 years ago, long
before the birth of Christ. Why they were put there,
no one knows.







Undaunted by the hardness of the rock, the islands’
inhabitants split them along their banding to create
the building-blocks used to construct dry-stone Iron
Age ‘brochs’, including the famous Dun Carloway.
These brochs were thought by some to be defensive
military structures. They were later cannibalized for
their stone, which was then used to build the
blackhouses that became the standard island home for
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centuries. However, the stone that was later used to
build Stornoway, the largest town on the islands, was
imported from the mainland during Victorian times.







While the igneous rocks that form the hills of
South Harris and the mountains of South Uist consist
of a substance known as gabbro, the peak of
Roineabhal, and the outcrops of rock around







Lingerabay are composed of a white rock called
anorthosite. This anorthosite is extremely rare in
the UK, but very common on the Moon, where it
comprises a great proportion of the lunar highlands.
So when sometimes we talk about parts of the
Hebrides resembling a moonscape, we are not so
very far off the mark.







Dun Carloway
This fortified broch at
Carloway on the west coast
of Lewis was built around
the first century BC and is
remarkably well preserved.
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Stone walls
These stones, pillaged from
the earlier brochs, were used
to build the dry-stone walls
of blackhouses in settlements
all over the islands.
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A PEOPLE HISTORY
OF THE OUTER HEBRIDES







left Norse mill
at Shawbost
This Norse mill at Shawbost
on the west of Lewis shows
how much the influence of the
occupying Vikings had on the
architecture of the islands. The
construction is very similar to
that of the blackhouses, which
became the ubiquitous homes
of the inhabitants. Every
village had a mill and a kiln
for processing grain crops.







The earliest evidence of human habitation on the
islands dates back around 8,000 years. It would
appear that much of the forest which then covered
the islands was burned to create grassland for deer.
The oldest archaeological remains are around 5,000
years old, from a time when people began settling in
stone-built houses and farming the land rather than







following their herds. Up until about 1500 BC the
climate was warmer and drier, but when things began
to get wetter and cooler the inhabitants moved to
populate the coastal fringes where the machair
offered the only remaining fertile land.


During the Iron Age, from around 500 BC, people
left more permanent traces on the landscape,







facing page Restored Iron
Age settlement, Bosta
This village at Bosta, on Great
Bernera off the west coast of
Lewis, was discovered in 1993.
Dating from the Iron Age, it
has been restored to how it was
believed to have looked in the
seventh or eighth century.
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including brochs and stone-built settlements, fortified
against attack from fellow islanders. When the Scots
arrived from Ireland in the years after Christ, they
brought with them the Gaelic language that would
shape most of the future Scotland. And from the sixth
century, Christianity made major inroads into the
islands thanks to the work of the monks of St
Columba. But in the ninth century the Vikings







arrived, invading and conquering the islands. Two
hundred years of occupation was brought to an end
in 1263 when King Haakon IV of Norway was
defeated by King Alexander III of Scotland, and the
Outer Hebrides were returned to Scotland as part of
the Treaty of Perth.


The following centuries were marked by in-
fighting among the various clans over who ruled







On Golden Road
People forced from their homes
on the west side of Harris
during the Clearances struggled
to get a foothold along the
difficult east coast. This derelict
house is surrounded by ‘lazy
beds’ – used by crofters to
cultivate potatoes.
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Snow coming
Snow is about to engulf this
lonely croft house on Harris’s
east coast.
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View from Achmore
This view from the village
of Achmore towards the
mountains of south-west
Lewis and Harris must
have remained unaltered for
millenia. The only major
change in recent times was
the replacement of people
with sheep.
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Gershader
The remnants of curtains
still hanging in the window
of this abandoned shieling at
Gershader, near Stornoway,
suggest it might last have
seen human habitation in
the 1950s.
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A people history of the outer hebrides




below left Old
schoolhouse, Mangersta
Incredibly, this was once the
schoolhouse at Mangersta in
south-west Lewis.


below right Loch Erisort
at dawn
Dawn brings a frosty start to
the day on the east side of
Lewis at Loch Erisort.







what. Primary among them were the Macleods, the
Macdonalds, the Mackenzies, and the Macaulays. But
following the failure of the 1745 Jacobite rebellion
and the break-up of the clan system by the British
government, much of the settled land of the Outer
Hebrides was cleared of its native inhabitants by a
new breed of landowner who replaced them with
sheep. These clearances led to the growth of the town
of Stornoway on the east coast of Lewis, the
development of its harbour and the fishing industry,
as well as the establishment of regular links with the
mainland. A new dawn for the islands.


The Isle of Lewis was bought by Sir James
Matheson for £190,000 in 1844. He began building







roads and developing industry. His successor Lord
Leverhulme continued this work before finding
himself confronted with islanders returning from the
First World War. The so-called ‘land raiders’ started
settling his land near Stornoway, proclaiming that
they had fought for their island in France, and if
necessary would fight for it on Lewis. He gave up
and offered the land as a gift to the Lewis District
Council. Incredibly, they turned it down on the basis
that it would cost more than it would bring in. And
so it was sold off in parcels that today comprise the
various privately owned estates around the island.


Today, about 40 per cent of the population of the
islands is employed in the public sector. Few now
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work in the much-diminished Harris tweed industry.
But although it has contracted over the years, the
fishing industry is still a major employer.


The Outer Hebrides are deeply religious islands,
from the Presbyterian north to the Catholic south,
and have retained their own distinctive language and
culture, quite different from mainland Scotland.
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