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Foreword

In November 2019 | left Durness after living in the parish for 37 years. 17 Years in Balnakeil
Craft Village and 20 years at Sangomore Headland. During that time, working with very
supportive and enthusiastic people, | was involved in several local studies projects and gathered
abundant amounts of local information, historical and at the time current. Since 1981 I was
involved in many community activities both practical and on committee, a few have been
paid consultancy and others voluntary.

Along with acting as the local correspondent for the Northern Times, Development Officer for
CVS North supporting community and voluntary groups undertaking a wide range of ventures
within the wider locality, | initiated, managed, designed, sought finance, over saw, reported,
commissioned and liaisoned with a wide range of academics and others with local knowledge
in a comprehensive range of schemes, mostly heritage. These were both specific to Durness
and contextually relevant to the situation and circumstance of Durness in the area recognised
as Mackay Country. The projects | was involved in were instigated from ideas and concepts
from a range of individuals after conferring, researching, and referring to past writings.

The account of the projects | was involved in was originated from understanding the
background and historical feature of the concept. To my understanding and clarity none of the
elements of the projects undertaken are indivisible from a whole. All these projects were
detailed in web sites which have expanded to include several sites interlinked. Durness.org and
mackaycountry.com are the principal domains retained to maintain the names but the data
which is considerable is held on free sites hosted by Wix.

In 2000 I compiled the first book about Durness Past and Present, a short publication containing
historical background obtained from various sections of the public domain prior to the internet
and observed information pertinent to delivering a wide-ranging depiction of Durness at the
turn of the century. I always intended this book be a starting point and a stimulus for others to
elaborate and enhance with further detailed knowledge, accounts of life and times and stories.

The turn of the century and the start of a new millennium is a significant time in history, a
marker, and point of reference for future generations. Not only will it be exciting and relevant
to leave local memorials that indicate the way we lived but to purposely leave relics that will
add instructively to knowledge.

Jim Johnston an inspiration wrote: “you’ll find that there’s book shops in Orkney that are full
of books written sometimes by incomers but very, very often by Orcadians who have selected
aspects of their own environment to write about, and that is so rare in Sutherland; it almost
just doesn’t happen as far as I can see, ... it’s a record of how people feel and a record of
attitude and a record of events and a statement of pride in place and it’s ongoing, it’s not
something that people did in the past and stopped” ...

The time I spent in Durness | was intrigued by the constant visits by academics and lay persons
from a range of disciplines carrying out research for a multitude of aims. Much of the
information gathered never easily became available to the people of the locality. Much of the
information was written in academic research journals and if not published was only available
through university libraries. | connected this with the availability to recognise a way of life in
a unique setting still embedded in the everyday living of culture and traditions of the Scottish
Highlands. Every community is unique in its character and | recognise Mackay Country as a
community of communities.

This book is about bringing all the information I collected elaborating on Past and Present and
including new material discovered from projects containing the collections maintained on the
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web sites. Defining and understanding community requires learning about the past in a
structured context which gives an understanding of the present in a perspective framework.
The setting and relatively recent unaltered environment offered in and around Durness lends to
be examined in many different ways.

The approach was identifying areas and topics of local interest and developing projects related
with diverse methodology. My interest in all the schemes undertaken was the detection to
achieve a better understanding of a community perception. The activities, the relationships, the
generation differences in historical and successional awareness. This was a general and
personal pursuit. This work is taking a wide and inclusive view taking information and
activities through time to give an angle of vision into a perspective of community creation,
development and succession.

Projects undertaken were budget constrained designed to unfold as much information as
possible with input from as many interested parties, from all levels of interest as achievable but
presented in an understandable and in layman’s terms. Apart from original material concluded
from projects most of the information is available from other sources: this book strives to bring
the information together. Information from scholarly studies to daily life observations and
recordings. | have tried to distinguish primary and secondary sources.

During the research for this book my understandings of Durness and the surrounding localities
was only reinforced that to maintain a perspective the area has to be understood in a larger
context, Sutherland, Reay Country, Mackay Country, and Strathnaver depending on the period
but even today the interdependencies are considerable. This is an attempt to understand the
landscape through time and the people living and shaping that landscape. As in any compilation
of information only the surface of some very in-depth studies can be noted. These in depth
studies themselves in many cases ask more questions than they answer. But in combination the
visions of the landscape in time become more apparent in a very general picture. Mackay
Country is a large area and deserves more than bits and pieces of information gathered together.

Developing a picture of the area requires input from different and diverse sources. This volume
is made up of contributions from a range of local people. Much of what you find here was also
included in the events and exhibitions held right across the area. Through photography over
one hundred participants’ young and old recorded life today and their hopes for the future.
Through oral history recordings, a further fifty people discussed life in the past and possibilities
for the future.

What makes this part of Scotland exceptional is the people - they welcomed me and encouraged
me to try some challenging activities and gave their support unquestioningly. Many made my
continued stay in Durness possible, without their sensitivity and generosity my family and |
would not have been able to remain and enjoy the quality and lifestyle possible. | would have
had to return to the lowlands and get a proper job! | take this opportunity to thank everyone
who has made this possible. | unreservedly thank the people of Durness and beyond for this.

Three memorable events have marked my involvement with the people of Mackay Country,
having a tune written and recorded for me by Carol Anne Farquhar Mackay during the Pibrochs
and Poppies project Reel for Ronnie, being appointed in 2012 as chieftain of the Durness
Highland Gathering and being elected to the Durness Community Council.

The amount of information gathered from enthusiastic participants should not be confined to
digital archives, lost to eternity, used in funding reports or only used in reference to academic
interpretations. | feel an obligation to all the people involved that the collected material, stories
and time given should be acknowledged. This publication only scratches the surface. I continue
to ensure every image taken and donated during the projects, stories told and material scanned
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is catalogued and archived in the Mackay Country Archive available at Strathnaver Museum
which at the time of writing is an ongoing process.

The northwest corner of British mainland is the classic Scottish Highlands with large areas of
coast, inland mountains in the background and rolling rivers, massive lochs and numerous
lochans. The rugged grandeur of this area is beautiful with an overwhelming abundance of
wildlife all around and is sparsely populated. There is an ever-changing light and a powerful
sky, breath taking expanse with dramatic and diverse changes. During long summer hours of
daylight there is a radiance illumination and the other extreme of hours of darkness with vast
starry skies in winter.

IMAGE 1 MACKAY COUNTRY
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The start of the second decade of the 21% century is bringing rapid and sometimes
incomprehensible changes and within Mackay Country, in my opinion, is no different.
Although many undertakings were taking place a slower understandable recognisable changes
were able to be perceived. This work was carried out at a time of relative stability in Mackay
Country and will be for others to decide what changes time has made since.

I hope there is a representation created of Mackay Country at the end of
the 20" and in the 20 years at the beginning of the 21% century by the
actions carried out by all involved and a legacy remains from all those

engaged.

I am solely responsible for the information, presentation and interpreting
and errors are entirely my responsibility.

This work is dedicated to the people of Mackay Country
Past Present and Future.

Ronald Lansley

2024
Durness in Mackay Country ISBN 978-0-9552664-5-4
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Introduction to Durness

In a spectacular corner of the Highlands of Scotland, the most North Westerly Village on
Mainland Britain and the centre of the ancient lands of Clan Mackay, Mackay Country, is the
village of Durness. A stunning and tranquil area in the Scottish Highlands. Durness prides itself
in being an area unspoiled by the pressures of recent convention and remains a community
village with many traditional values and life styles diversifying from crofting customs. Visitors
are welcomed and offered the chance to see and participate in true Scottish hospitality as is the
expectation worldwide.

IMAGE 2 DURNESS FROM THE AIR

Durness is the most north westerly inhabited locality of mainland Britain. Magnificent
mountains, spectacular seascapes, beautiful beaches and friendly people make a slower and
more traditional pace of life, subject since early time to a great many influences and strong
contrasts. Durine, Balvolich, Balnakeil, Sangobeg, Leirinmore, Lerinbeg, Smoo and
Sangomore are the small settlements dotted along the coastline that have survived to give rise
to Durness Village in the parish of the same name. The ruins of many of the earlier settlements
are still visible around the present dwellings. The crofts are laid out around the coast, the
cottages fronting the road with strips of arable land stretching in front and
behind. Durness Village has developed on the main road, succeeding the Kirkton at Balnakeil
as the centre.

There are two food shops — a family run grocer, Mathers, and a Spar supermarket Richard
Mackay & Sons, housing a post office. A self-service petrol station with an outside payment
terminal requiring a chip and pin card, a golf course, Balnakeil Craft Village, a camp site,
public house and restaurant, one hotel and several bed and breakfast establishments. There are
small businesses and a host of craft enterprises. The Royal Bank of Scotland travelling bank
visits once a week for two hours parking their vehicle in the Village Square. The Highland
Council mobile library service has a well-stocked library van calling at several points once a
fortnight. Until 2016 the Sunday papers were sold from a car or van travelling from Lairg but
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the Spar opens for few hours for sale of Sunday papers. In 1993, an Environmental
Improvement Scheme renewed the Village Square. The village hall was sited here until 2000
and three houses now occupy that space (2022). The stone feature with the information of
Durness local interest was built in 1886 and was originally located opposite the road junction
and housed a clock. George Whyte of Sangomore the local stonemason was reputed not ever
to have been paid for the structure as public subscription never materialised.

Much of Durness is related
to its history. Describing
the areas  prominent
features inevitably means
referencing  the  past
to understand where they
stand in the present. Being
within a crofting
community until recently
sheep wandered randomly
throughout the village.
With cooperation between
crofting, farming and
community groups the
village was ring fenced
and sheep prevented from
entering the village. This
has allowed a regeneration
of the natural flora and a
distinct renewal of many
habitats. Domestic
gardens have flourished
with the absence of
wandering animals.

Following a Durness
Primary School Project
“Dig for History” in 1990
there were several areas of
interest and historical
periods in Durness history
that were worth further
investigation. The
outcomes of the project
highlighted  the little
written legacy of Durness
history and production of
three beautiful wall
hangings depicting life and events in Durness in 1841, 1908 and 1990. They were created with
the children, parents, teachers and people from the Durness village. Until 2019 the wall
hangings were on display in a purpose built cabinet in Durness Tourist Information Centre.

IMAGE 3 CLOCK TOWER
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IMAGE 4 WALL HANGINGS DEPICTING LIFE AND EVENTS IN DURNESS IN 1841, 1908 AND 1990.

Durness, sited on the A838, is now one of the few remaining places of any size in mainland
Scotland that you can only access by single track road. Tourism, fish farming, sheep farming
and crofting are the mainstays of the economy. The splendour of Durness is expressed in its
extended horizons, in certain parts a view of over thirty kilometres is not uncommon. The
northwest coast line around Durness is formed of precipitous cliffs and sandy beaches. Entering
or leaving Durness south the A838 road runs along the eastern shore of the beautiful Kyle of
Durness on the southern section. The Kyle is a coastal inlet on the north which extends 5.5
miles (8.9 km) inland from Balnakeil and divides the Cape Wrath peninsula from the mainland,
(Kyle comes from the Scottish origin meaning Strait, Channel, Narrow from Gaelic origin.) A
crofting village spread out along the coast, Durness is basically a string of hamlets. The crofts
with houses and strips of land lying out behind towards the coast on limestone rocks giving
rise to good pasture land.

Durness village stands slightly proud from the sea with sandy beaches and rocky coves. Lying
16 kilometres (10 miles) east of Cape Wrath and 100 miles west from John o Groats on the
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north coast and home to some 320 people. A collection of scattered townships and farms. The
pace of life is slower and more traditional than in more densely populated areas. On the
“corner” of Scotland from here you can only go south or east. Durness makes an ideal base for
touring the rest of the North West Highlands, a vast area of outstanding natural beauty. There
is an abundance of magnificent scenery and wildlife, a natural stopping place. The scenery
around is magnificent and for those accustomed to city dwelling the sheer scale of the landscape
is awe inspiring. This is surely one of the most beautiful areas of Europe with sparkling rivers,
scattered lochs, shimmering beaches, rugged mountains and vast expanses of open moorland,
here visitors will find peace and quietness, clean, uncrowded beaches; some of the world's best
fishing; and space in which to enjoy the clear invigorating air.

The name Durness, or, as it is pronounced by the natives, Duirinish, is evidently of Gaelic
origin could be from the Norse Drya-ness meaning Deer Cape or Deer Point and has been
referred to as an oasis in a barren land. By some it has been derived from Dorrain, i.e. storms
or tempest, and nis or nes a promontory. Others derive the word from Dubh, black; raon field;
and ness or nis, a promontory,-Dubh-thir-nis. But as the word, less or nis is seldom, if ever,
used to signify a point or promontory in Gaelic, it may with greater probability be derived from
Durin, the principal township in the parish, and innis, a green patch or grazing, literally an oasis
in a desert. Hence the word Shineness, a green knoll near the Deer Forest in this parish, is
derived from sithin, venison, and innis, a grazing. Formerly the parish of Durness
comprehended the whole of the district known as Lord Reay's Country, or, as it is called in
Gaelic Duthaich Mhic Aoi, i. e. The Land of the Mackays, extend from the river of Borgie near
Strathnaver, to the Kyle of Assynt and comprehending a space of about 800 square miles.

Reaching Durness

Getting here by car or public transport provides few problems with huge investment in
Highland roads in recent years, the journeying north from Inverness via Lairg and Laxford
takes only just over two and a half hours. The alternative journey by Ullapool adds on about
another half an hour. Inverness is a major regional centre with direct bus, rail and air links to
other Scottish cities and to London. Local rail services run north to Lairg where the bus
connects for the onward journey to Durness. Durness is 74 miles from Dornoch and 103 miles
from Inverness. The last 52 miles of both journeys is on single track road.

Single Track Roads

Sutherland’s single-track roads can actually attract some tourists. A note, though, that single-
track roads can contribute to visitors’ perception of peace, quiet and open spaces. More often,
however, they are a threat to tourism. During the summer months, single-track roads are
potentially dangerous for drivers not used to them. Increased traffic levels can conflict with
local business use of the roads, especially in the primary sectors, where road transport of
livestock, fish landings and timber is the only option available.

On narrow, single-tracked roads use passing places correctly:—

Pull into a passing place on your left, or wait opposite a passing place on your right.
Give way to vehicles coming uphill where possible.

Be prepared to reverse to the nearest passing place so that oncoming vehicles can pass.
Don't park in passing places.
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Single track roads into and out of Durness are constantly being maintained, passing places
widened and improved, edges being extended and holes filled. Occasionally small stretches are
improved by widening and made double track. In 1993 a stretch at Gualin Lodge was re-routed
and widened to allow more privacy. The cost was met by the owner of Gualin House. In 1990,
the corner to Balnakeil was widened and made less sharp, and the removal of the temporary
toilets at Balnakeil in early 1996 have been followed by improvements to the road around the
farm entrance. The removal of the toilets provoked disquiet and letters were sent in protest to
the Member of Parliament, Community and Highland Councils.

Single track
ad

IMAGE 5 SINGLE TRACT ROAD HEADING NORTH FROM LAIRG

Population of Durness

A census taken in 1724 shows the numbers did not exceed one thousand. The population
increased slowly during the 18" century. Although some families had emigrated to North
America and some had gone to work in the cotton mills in south Scotland. Healthcare was
improving. Higher numbers of children were surviving thanks to Dr. Dunnet from Thurso who
had started inoculating for smallpox in 1760.

In 1772, the "Adventure"” put into Loch Eriboll taking two hundred people to South Carolina.
In 1790, the population was 1182.
In 1801: the population was 1208.

People lived in scattered tiny clachans in huts of turf or dry stone, plastered on the inside with
clay. They raised black cattle and goats, grew potatoes and inferior oats, used their wooden
plough to break the earth, brewed rough beer, and distilled raw whisky.

In 1811, the population was 1155.
In 1815 from thirty to forty families migrated to America.
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Year Number Year Number

1821: 1004 1921: 610
1831: 1153 1931: 529
1834: 1180 (206 families) 1951: 413
1841: 1109 1971: 418
1861: 1109 1981: 338
1871: 1049
1881: 987
1891: 960

1901: 903 (870)
The 1951 census revealed there were forty nine more males than females.

1997's population of about three hundred and fifty in one hundred and fifty households, live in
the main in a group of townships strung along the A838.

Demography 2001 Census
Population 353  Households 154

Age Structure % in Each Age Group

0-—4: 4.8

5-14 13.9

15-24 8.5

25-44 25.2

45 - 64 31.2

65 - 74 9.1

75+ 7.4

Housing Stock which is holiday home or second home 15.8%. Sheep and Cattle Numbers

Source: SEERAD — June Returns

Cattle & Sheep Durness Employment (%)
YEAR Units Agriculture, hunting, forestry 6.8
Number Fishing, Fish farming 4.9
1985 Total Cattle 9 275 Mining & quarrying 0.6
Total Sheep 37 19,400 | Manufacturing 105
1986 Total Cattle 7 211 Electricity, gas, water 0
Total Sheep 38 19,398 | Construction 105
1991 Total Cattle 18 365 Wholesale, retail, motor vehicle repair 8.6
Total Sheep 90 42,139 | Hotels & catering 11.7
1995 Total Cattle 8 55 Transport, storage, communications 8
Total Sheep 35 19,843 | Financial 0
1996 Total Cattle 8 176 Real estate, renting, business 10.5
Total Sheep 36 19,654 | Public admin & defence 2.5
Education 12.3
2000 Total Cattle * * Health & social work 9.9
Total Sheep 28 17,555 | Other 3.1
2001 Total Cattle * *
Total Sheep 28 16,546
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In Durness over 20% of working people are self-employed. Many people have more than one
job and incomes and employment in tourism-related activities is very seasonal.

Employment at 2014.

Many of the small business are seasonal usually self-employed proprietors working in some
cases in more than one employment. Seasonal Craft Village operations have come and gone
providing some work at various levels at various times. There are a few men working in the
fishing industry, crofting mainly involves sheep with muscle farming, lobster and prawn
fishing in Loch Eriboll on a small scale by two or three persons. Fish farming employees three
or four local people, Highland Council “road squad” of four local men, Keoldale farm employs
three people. The joiners and contractors employ apprentices from time to time with a steady
role of about seventeen people including the owners. The primary school is staffed with one
full time teacher, two on job share with visiting local artist teacher. Administering provides a
local job and nursery provision one sometimes two jobs. The advent of the development of the
“Third Sector” provides work for a job share for two with Durness Development Group, a CVS
(Highland Third Sector Interface) support worker part time and advocacy work for the area.
The hotels, restaurants (as they come and go) provide some season local work and “incomers”
work recently from Eastern European countries. The Sango Sands Oasis has regular seasonal
staff also supplemented with student or visiting staff. The Tourist Information Centre hosts
Visit Scotland staff one full time seasonal and one part time and one full time Highland Council
employed Countryside Ranger. The Durness Bus, a quite recent addition as Mather’s service
slowly retires provides employment, part and full time for drivers. The food supply shops
provide local full and part time employment for eight people and some seasonal work for young
people. The golf course employs a full time green keeper. Self-catering accommodation offers
maintenance and cleaning to locals when owners are not resident. Two people are employed
with the Westminster Estates at Achfary admin and gullie.

Mobile phone coverage is acceptable with little problems through the village but sporadic
reception once out of the village area. Broadband speed is around 5mb download and 0.5 up
loads within about three miles of the exchange. Choice of service provided is restricted to three.
At Laid there is a satellite service in operation to households. Costs are higher and speeds and
downloads are restricted.
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Durness Buildings of Interest
Smoo Lodge

IMAGE 6 SMOO LODGE

A former sporting lodge dates from 1790. A wide crow stepped house said to incorporate the
17th century house of Murdo Lowe, an Orkney merchant who traded out of the geo (inlet) of
Smoo. He is reputed to have employed local women to carry sacks of meal up the steep track
from the beach to the clifftop, in return for an oatmeal biscuit. Used as an officer’s mess and
headquarters during WW2. Owned by the brewers, Buxton, Truman and Handbury whose top
brass stayed there on fishing trips in peacetime. The property privately owned has recently been
refurbished and furnished to a high standard throughout, the lodge offers a variety of
comfortable and stylish B&B rooms.

Lerinbeg House

A simple, dignified
regularly fronted two-
storey white washed
house built for the
Sutherland  Durness
Estate Ground Officer,
The traditional house
has a date stone of
1810 along  with
Sutherland Coat of
Arms in the gable wall.
The house has been
extended over the
years and lived in now
as a private home.

IMAGE 7 LERINBEG HOUSE
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Old Manse at Balnakeil

IMAGE 8 BALNAKEIL MANSE

Overlooking Loch Croispol at the edge of Balnakeil Craft Village and incorporated into the
township of Knockbreck (Cnocbreac) this house was built in 1772 with a drawing room and
dining room addition in 1865. A plain house with mural sundial re-used moulded door piece
dated 1727 inscribed MMD (Murdoch MacDonald) and God Sees You. The Rev Murdoch
MacDonald was minister of Durness in 1726, an accomplished musician, and well known as a
melodious and powerful singer and supporter of the Gaelic poet Rob Donn. The old manse is
said to have played a special role in the history of poetry and music in Scotland in particular in
its connection with the Gaelic poet and the MacCrimmon family of pipers. It was used as
officers’ quarters when Balnakeil Craft Village site was first commandeered and built. Lived
in now as private home.

Cape Wrath Lodge

This substantial property overlooking the Kyle of Durness at Keoldale celebrated its 80th
anniversary in 2007 as a hotel, known as the Keoldale Hotel until 1927. Prior to 1927 Keoldale
House was centre of the farming enterprise of that name. Built in 1835, for the Duke of
Sutherland probably by the builders of the lighthouse. Farm offices up to 1915 set in green
fields on a sheltered site and long occupied by the Balnakeil Factors serving the Lords of Reay.
Many years later it became a private dwelling house for a family called Robertson in about
1926, before it was turned into a hotel. Since about 1950, this establishment has been a famous
shooting and fishing hotel. The change from Keoldale Hotel to Cape Wrath Hotel was
accompanied by substantial enlargement with the addition of outbuildings.

The interior changed very little. The building is a typical double-pile north-west Sutherland
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IMAGE 9 CAPE WRATH HOTEL

estate house, crow stepped gables, and diagonal chimney stacks with black and white
paintwork. It does have an unusual circular walled garden.

Bought in 1983 by a local couple who gently brought the property up to modern standards of
comfort and service without losing the charm of a genuine Highland Fishing Hotel. In 2012
Cape Wrath Lodge, formerly the renowned sporting hotel, was completely refurbished and is
now a luxury self-catering retreat for families and groups of friends. The accommodation in
the main house flows from welcoming reception and inner halls and comprises an extensive
sitting/dining room with wooden flooring, wood panelling, large picture windows and window
seating opening into a large breakfast room with bespoke serving counter and a feature fireplace
with wood burning stove. There is a generous family room, a music room, and a kitchen with
large central island and breakfast bar, composite stone worktops, modern integrated appliances
and neighbouring walk-in pantry and store room. A glazed corridor leads to a large sitting/play
room with wooden flooring, store room, cloakroom and sauna with shower room. The ground
floor accommodation is completed by a principal bedroom with en suite shower room. The first
floor offers five en suite, double bedrooms and a second concealed staircase leads up to a
further bedroom with en suite shower room, while a third staircase in the sitting/play room
gives access to a self-contained suite with a bedroom, dressing room, study and bathroom. On
the second floor the property offers one further double bedroom together with seven store
rooms, all suitable for a variety of uses including conversion to additional accommodation, if
required. There are two fully equipped and sumptuously presented detached cottages within
the grounds. Shore Cottage is a luxuriously appointed, 2 bedroom cottage located on the shore
side and Kyleview Cottage is a renovated former Shepherds cottage with 3 bedrooms.

Externally, the property provides store rooms adjoining the main house and a useful laundry
room, adjacent to which a staircase rises to an apartment with living room/kitchen, two
bedrooms and a family bathroom. The property is approached over a tarmac in-and-out
driveway the whole sits in approx. 5 acres.
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Parkhill Hotel (Mackays Rooms)

IMAGE 10 RENOVATED AND UPGRADED FORMER PARKHILL HOTEL MACKAYS ROOMS

Parkhill was built between 1887 and 1888 and is sited in the centre of Durness, this family run
hotel was temperance until 1995 when a table licence was obtained. This hotel had a reputation
of friendliness and highland hospitality. The hotel has tastefully improved the facilities
expected by guests over the years providing the modern comforts without tasteless decor. Great
pride was taken in traditional Scottish home cooking and all sporting activities of the area could
be arranged. Run by Mrs. Dottie Mackay, employing local assistance this establishment was
revisited year upon year by return visitors many keeping close friendships and ties with the
proprietor. On the death of Dottie her son and daughter in law took over the property and
changed the name to Mackays Rooms and Restaurant. After a few years the restaurant was
dropped and is now known as Mackays Rooms.

25", August 2004 Star Hotel

Fiona and Robbie Mackay have renovated and upgraded the former Parkhill Hotel now
Mackay’s Rooms and Restaurant and have been awarded 4 Star status by the Scottish Tourist
Board. The former Parkhill has an established history in the village. Built in 1880°s and has
always been a home to the Mackay’s general merchants to the village. Robbie’s great
grandfather used to return from trips and his wife would sell small quantities of the
merchandise thus starting the store. In the early 1930’s the then Mackay's Andrew and Jemima
started a small hotel business providing accommodation, main meals and afternoon high teas.
It very quickly became a family business. The small establishment can even claim to have
hosted a wedding reception. Dottie Mackay came to the Parkhill in 1965 and after her husband
Dickie died she continued the business while bringing up their son Robbie. Before Dottie died
last year she saw the renovations Fiona and Robbie were having carried out and now this
establishment has been given the highest award that could be possible.
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Smoo Cave Hotel

IMAGE 11 SmMo0 CAVE HOTEL

In recent years much renovating and improvements has been undertaken in this small hotel.
Started from a croft house as a bed and breakfast in the early 1950's and slowly expanded with
first a table licence and then a public bar this establishment has always been a favourite of the
locals.

Gualin

IMAGE 12 GUALIN LODGE CIRCA 1930 FROM MACKAY COUNTRY ARCHIVE

Just over eight kilometres from Durness village square on the A838 from Rhiconich
overlooking the entrance to Strath Dionard. This handsome white harled Victorian lodge was
originally built as an inn for the Duke of Sutherland in 1833 and now provides comfortable
self-catering accommodation for up to nine guests. It is now a fishing and shooting lodge
operating as a successful commercial sporting estate, with Gualin Lodge at its heart. The house
enjoys a spectacular outlook over the hill lochs and Strath Dionard with the majestic Foinaven
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beyond; it is an outlook that is ever changing, as weather fronts ebb and flow from the sea,
revealing and then shrouding in mist this extraordinary landscape.

It was purchased by Commander Ferguson with part of the River Dionard in 1932 from the
Elliot Family of Balnakeil including the Elliot’s part of the River Dionard. Guilin is currently
owned by a trio of partners, each with an equal share, the management of the estate and the
letting income is shared between the three members of the partnership.

Its situation gives a good starting point for an abundance of splendid walks. This Highland
Estate is known for its superb fishing in unspoilt and dramatic surroundings of Sutherland.
Gualin Estate, Durness, includes both in its 6,239 acres, a 7.5 mile stretch of double bank
fishing on the River Dionard and 60 acres of deep water as one of the nation’s finest sea trout
lochs. Ending at the Kyle of Durness (where the Estate also has netting rights and a boat for
catching migratory fish), the river is classic Highland water, The Gualin fishing’s comprise the
upper reaches of the river from Rhigolter Bridge to Loch Dionard and are divided into 59
named pools. Each of the six beats (rotated on a daily basis) has its own unique character and
there is a mix of slow and fast water.

Serviced by five fishing huts, there is also a bothy on the shore of Loch Dionard for up to three
fishermen. Catches are impressive, with an eight year average of 219 salmon and 255 and 297
sea trout caught in 2014 and 2015 respectively. If the rain has been lacking, there is always
good sea trout fishing to be had on the loch.

The OIld Blacksmiths

IMAGE 13 THE LAST BLACKSMITHS WORKSHOP. (NOW PRACTICALLY DEMOLISHED)

Sited in Sangomore this is a redundant building that used to house a blacksmith's workshop.
The building was built in 1910 and still retains many of the original tools and features. This is
the last of many blacksmiths that were present in Durness.
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Township and Place Names around Durness

There appears to be no definitive passage for the place name of Durness to have come about
and all the entomology recorded have been based on the understanding of language at the time.

A further elucidation is the place name elements from Norse and Gaelic, Dyr meaning or
denoting a wild beast (fox, deer) ness meaning Cape Dyra-ness Deer Cape or possibly wild
beast (Wolf Cape). Durness, in Gaelic spelt Diuranais meaning black point. It is worth noting
that the spelling of the names has altered slowly but obviously over the last two hundred years.
The interpretations of the names have been defined from different sources and collected and
should not be taken as definitive but as a guide.

22

Achins is from the Gaelic Achadh a field or meadow.

Arnaboll, Arni’s steading

Balnakeil, Bailenacille, Balnakill; various connotations all signify with the church,
from the Gaelic, "Baile na cille” Village or Place of the Church, settlement of the church
or church town, ground of the church.

Balvolich, is Gaelic Baile a’ mhullich, the homestead at the top.

Borralie, Borralie is from the Old Norse Borghlid, fort slope.

Brivard from Braigh a’bhard, the top of the meadow.

Caladail may be from the same source as Keoldale, the cold dale although some
authorities maintain it is from Gaelic Call, hazel, the hazel dale.

Cranstackie, Hill of the rowan tree.

Croispol, Crosspool has been suggested as the Loch of the Cross, having some affinity
with Balnakeil as a religious centre, but it actually means Loch of the Gallows, Poll-na
Croich. The gallows were near the shore of the loch. Females convicted of witchcraft
and other crimes, were drowned in the loch females were never hung.

Druim Bhlair; appears to have the meaning boggy land or soft marshy ground.

Durine, Durin; The principal township in the Parish

Eilean Hoan is from the Old Norse How-ey, the burial island.

Faraid Head has been defined as a projecting cape from Celtic names but no Gaelic
connection can be found. It is more likely to have been derived from the Norse Forao,
a dangerous or difficult situation. Old maps show this point as Faroe Head.

Freisgill possibly connected with Frasa “to quash.” The quashing water ravine.

Garvie Island is A’ Garbh Eilean, rough Island. Thousands of bombs have been dropped
on this island but it is as resistant as ever.

Gobernuisgach is also from Gaelic Gob an Uisgach, the beak of the water shed or place.
Gualin means shoulder in Gaelic.

Hope is Gaelic for Bay.

Lerinbeag, Lerinbeg; the small half of a point

Lerinmhor, Lerinmore; the large half of a point

Loch Eriboll is derived from the Norse meaning “home on a gravely beach.” Eyrar-bol”
Sandbank steading.” Bol- a farm, and Eyrr — a beach.

Knockbreck cnoc — hill, knoll, breac — spotted, speckled. The speckled knoll — referring
to the knoll which is very green, but speckled with outcrops of limestone

Fuaran Fheoraidh fuaran —well, spring fheoraidh — possibly feoran — green. The green
well — the spring at NC392 672
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o Bealach-nam-fualtach bealach — pass or gorge of a mountain nam — of the Fualtach fual
— urine, water fualachtar — marsh-wort. The pass of the marsh-wort (unlikely) — top of
Keoldale Brae

e Druim-a-chraise druim — ridge of a hill a-chraise

Many of the hills have Gaelic names but at least two are from the Norse. They are Fashven,
Faishbheinn in Gaelic derived from Hvass-fjall, pointed peak, and Sgribhisbheinn from Sgrioa,
scree or landslide.

o Parph, Norse word meaning turning.

« Rispond, bay with small sloping hill.

e Sangobeg; the small sands.

e Sangomore; the large sands.

Gaelic interpretations and translations of the stories about King Harco and his Vikings suggest
there was an authority and effect of their presence here. There are definite inferences from old
related imprecise stories but only vague references to exploits and influences in place names
around the locality.

Commencing at Loch Croispol by the march dyke at Druim-a-chraise by the road side to
Croispol, the current Glebe boundary comes from the loch up to the manse gates on the sharp
road corner on the west side of the Craft Village and Croispol may have been approximately
where the entrance to the Craft Village is — the east side of the Craft Village formed the
boundary of the Glebe. This would mean that Druim-a-chraise is the ridge which the present
Durine to Balnakeil road more or less runs along coming from Balnakeil the road rises to the
Craft Village corner then drops to the manse — in other words, crosses the ridge.

Field names from the formation of the Glebe in 1726

o Gealachiebraghid geal — white achadh — field braghad — throat

e Polnaha pol — hole/pit/mire/bog/pond/stagnant water/ wet, miry meadowna — of the
h’a — possibly chariot/wagon/hill promontory

« Buailnangabhar buaile — fold nan — of an gabhar — goat Fold of the Goats

o Maginnanthearnih maghan — field, level country, field of battle nan of searach — six
month old beast (horse). The field of the six month old horse.

e PolraonPol — wet, miry meadow raon — mossy plain. The wet, mossy meadow

e Glacnanlian glac — hollow /narrow valley nan —of the lian — of many fields, plains or
meadows. Valley of the many fields.

Pre Clearance Townships in Durness Parish

Portover, Aldan, Geachreamh, Borralie, Clashneach, Balnakeil, Keoldale, Sarsgrum, Grudie,
Rispond, Ceannabeinne, Sangobeg, Smoo, Sangomore, Durine, Port Chamuill, Slones,
Dornaigil. Freisgill. Inverhope, Mhuiesil, Arnaboll, Bregisgill, Buddamheair, Badillahamnise,
Heilam, Eriboll, Faoilinn, Solmar, Loch Sian.

Post and pre Clearance Townships
Known to have been in historical existence in Durness Parish

Gualin, Rhigolter, Carbreck, Glashbhiniochdarr Shinins, Aultnacealich, Achchairn,
Auchucharn, Grudie, Aultcorifraisgil, Sarsgrum, Auchunamar, Aultan, Geodhanahairbhe,
Geodh Chreamha, Achiemore, Daill, Port Odhar, Kearvaig, Auchnah-Anaite, Buailebhig
Keoldale, Keoldale, Clashneuch, Borley, Lanlish, Uibeg, Knockbreack, Balnakeil, Aodann
Mhor, Faraid, Balmhulich, Camas an Duin, Ard Neackie, Heilam, Auchnalochie, Hope,
Inverhope, Freisgill, Durine, Balvooloich, Sangomore, Smoo, Lerin, Sangobeg, Ceannabeinne,
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Clashcarnach, Eilean Hoan, Rispond, Uaighehaichie, Lochsian, Port Chamuill, Portnancon,
Laid, Polla, Strathbeg, Phoalin, Eriboll, Inveran, Eilean Choraidh, Auchugarsaid, Kempie,
Arnaboll, Craigiemhulin, Braesgill, Merkan, Badamneair, Dail an, Anairt, Cashel Dhu,
Badnahachlash, Muisel, Lubain, Aultnacaillich, Dalnaheru, Elanroiar, Dun Dornaigil,
Dalnadun, Crannach, Blaid, Dainaharow, Gobernuisgach, Altnabad, Strathurradale, Strath
More, West Moine.

IMAGE 14 DURINE 1886 FROM DURNESS ARCHIVE
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Durness Infrastructure
Durness Housing

There is a mixture of types of houses in Durness. There are traditional stone built houses;
council housing and modern kit built bungalows. Most croft houses have been modernised and
enlarged.

A survey in 1993 revealed forty persons in Durness had varying housing needs and the
advantage of having a day centre was highlighted. A summary reported that one house in five
is a holiday or second home. Seven caravans and three wooden chalets provide accommodation
for ten households with a permanent housing stock of one hundred and ninety two including
caravans. The survey highlighted the immediate need for eight to ten houses to rent. Between
1985 and 1992 eighteen houses were built on croft land and only two council houses built in
the previous sixteen years. The first council houses were erected at Bard Terrace in the central
section about mid-1950s. The houses opposite the then Mace supermarket were next,

IMAGE 15 TWELVE HOUSES AT DRUIM BHLAR

School Road and Hames Place followed and in 1975 the twelve houses at Druim Bhlair were
built. They were the first houses in the area to be all electric. In late 1996, early 1997 eight
houses were constructed in Hames Place by Albion Housing Association. When suitable
accommodation became available, a move around from people in council housing, private
rented houses and people returning to the area was a consequence. It was late 1997 that the last
inhabited croft house was fitted with an indoor toilet and bathroom.

Around the late 1960's some buildings, which constituted RAF Sango at Churchend, were
demolished and two council houses were built. The others have been improved and converted
into comfortable private homes. The buildings constituting Balnakeil Craft Village have been
converted to provide comfortable private homes. From around the millennium several new
houses have been constructed. This is due mainly to land becoming available for house plots
through the Durness Estates and local crofting grazing committee relinquishing land from
common grazing.

Housing Survey October 2010

The Highlands Small Communities Housing Trust was engaged by the Durness Community
Council to undertake a study of affordable housing needs and to explore the relevant priorities
and attitudes of the local community. Specific questions were asked regarding the future use
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of the old village hall site. The results emerging from the study were primarily intended to
evaluate local demand for future new affordable housing provision and specifically to indicate
whether any particular local approach to allocations needed to be considered. The survey was
issued to all Durness residents by Community Council volunteers on and around 10", June
2010 to invite them to share their views, even if their household had no immediate need. The
majority of the respondents to the questionnaire would like to see the old village hall site
developed for affordable housing. The preferred options were for semi-detached or terraced
houses which would suit families with young children or secondly, new households. There was
reasonable current and imminent locally generated demand for additional affordable housing
in Durness and in particular for rented and low cost home ownership accommodation. There
was some opposition to having houses built in the centre of the village on this site.

In 2019 three houses were being constructed in the village square on the land formally
accommodating the village hall.

Notes from the Durness Estate report 2004
6.2.1 Housing:

e The area’s housing population of approximately 350 has remained constant since 1971.
The majority live in the centre of Durness and a series of neighbouring townships.

e Of the 154 households 98 are owner occupied, 27 are Local Authority or Housing
Association rented accommodation and 14 privately rented.

e Approximately 22 houses are presently unoccupied.

e Between 1991 and 2001 the number of households increased by 10 including 8 Housing
Association dwellings in Hames Place.

e Inthe 1980s, 2 amenity houses were completed by the then District Council adjacent to
the church at Sangomore. This site proved remote from the shop in Durness to the
elderly tenants.

e Approximately 33 dwellings are second or holiday homes.

6.2.2 Social care facilities:

e None exist in Durness. Those in need of day-care facilities, have to travel to
Kinlochbervie approximately 20 miles away.

6.4.10

e There is a desperate need for day-care facilities in the parish. Several projects have been
embarked upon in an effort to provide them over the last ten years but all have failed
mainly due to the lack of funding.

6.4.11

e It can be seen from the 2001 census that 16.4% of the population in the Durness area
are over 65 years of age. This age profile is expected to continue in the future as it is an
attractive place to retire to — both for people with no connection to it and locals who
have been forced to find work elsewhere but wish to return in later years.

6.4.12

e Primary care is provided by a GP resident in Durness but there is no provision for respite
care. Visits are organised to the Kinlochbervie Day Centre, a 40 miles 2 hour round
trip, very often in atrocious weather conditions. It is claimed that there is a very definite
demand for respite beds to be provided locally to allow carers the essential breaks they
deserve. Not all requiring these beds are elderly.
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6.4.13

e There has been a significant number of residents over the last 10 years requiring long-
term care and they have had to go off to various establishments such as at Migdale
resulting in at least a 4 hour round trip for family and friends at visiting times.

Durness Water Supply

Loch Caladail was damned in 1906 to provide a water supply for the village the first mains
water to Durness. Mains water arrived in 1906 piped only as far as Durine to begin with and

IMAGE 16 WELL AT CHURCHEND

cost five shillings for an outside tap and ten shillings for an inside tap. The school in the Durine
was amongst the first to have an inside supply followed by the doctor's house and the Durness
Hotel. The reservoir is Loch Meadaidh. There are discussions and plans to transfer the supply
to Loch Borralie in 1999. There are several definite springs where water has been collected
from in the days of yore. One sometimes used today is situated in the Glebe. Another more
obvious well is at Churchend where on the hill the standpipe and fittings are unmistakable.
This was erected in 1902 from a pump and fittings removed from the Durine School. Tests
have shown the water very pure but the source has never been detected.

At the outbreak of war in 1939, Durness had no mains electricity, no adequate mains water or
sewage. An account from 1955 reports householders in increasing numbers were preparing to
take in water and adding bathrooms and lavatories to their buildings. An appeal to the council
was to be made shortly for the installation of a proper drainage scheme for the whole parish.
By 1985 almost all houses had a public water supply, mains drainage and electricity supply.

New Water Treatment Plant

In August 2001 Chairman of NOSDWA Colin Rennie and a large delegation of officials were
joined by community representatives and the children of the primary school to welcome the
recently elected Viscount John Thurso MP to officially declare open the new £880,000 water
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treatment plant at Keoldale Durness. Unveiling the plaque Lord Thurso revealed that this was
his first opening ceremony to expose a memorial plaque bearing his name since he became a
Member of Parliament. On the bright sunny day the gift of an umbrella to Lord Thurso was not
a practical necessity. Presented to the MP on behalf of NOSWA by local children Clair and
Nicola Morrison it was used as an appropriate prop for the commissioned photographer.

The new plant treating water from Loch Borralie with a very high natural quality of water
replaces the old plant which treated water from Loch Meadaidh to a very basic level, consisting
of nothing more than a chlorine dosing plant. The local water is now running crystal clear from
the taps meeting tough new drinking water quality standards. Part funded from the European
Regional Development Funds the works can treat up to 250000 litres of water per day, for up
to 400 people. A new storage reservoir at Sangomore was included in the project as well as 4
kilometres of new water mains to link with the existing distribution system. A tour of the plant
was offered with questions being answered from the NOSWA specialists. The treatment
consists of four steps. First the water is screened through a course screen chamber located at
the Loch side, which prevents debris passing into the main treatment plant. The water is then
passed through a graded bed of sand and gravel that removes impurities. Step 3 is disinfection
and pumping when chlorine is added to kill any harmful bacteria and renders the water safe to
drink. Chlorine levels are continually sampled and automatically adjusted. The chlorinated
water is then pumped to the reservoir. Treated water is stored two to three days in the event of
an emergency.

The tour was ended with light refreshments supplied by the village hall committee in the old
Durness hall. The contractors involved in the construction were Maclean — Ardgay Ltd. and
Prosheild Ltd.

Durness Sewage System

IMAGE 17 JUMMA MACKAY AND BOISEY MURRAY FROM FORTROSE WERE PRESENTED WITH ENGRAVED BEER
TANKARDS

On the 24", July 2006 there was a report that Durness new sewage system had been completed.
Work had been finished at the Smoo outlet and laterally at Sango. For nearly two years Scottish
Water vans and personnel, with contractors Morrison Construction have been familiar sites
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around the village. There was no official opening but an informal celebration of the departure
of two of Morrison workers who became friends with many local people. Jumma Mackay and
Boisey Murray from Fortrose were presented with engraved beer tankards. A surprise
celebration and presentation where they were given their gifts was held at the Sango Sands
Oasis on Wednesday 19". July. The two men have practically been resident in the village for
the duration of the work living in local rented accommodation and only returning home for the
occasional weekend. John and Marty provided a selection of tunes with a specially written
composition for the two. As usual with Marty and John the lyrics were true to form and
hilarious but unrepeatable in print. Along with the contractual commitments connected to the
sewerage installation they have been helpful in several community projects.

Shops

It is suggested that it was a branch shop of a businessman from Orkney, Robert Gordon that
around the 1890’s, he discovered the untapped market of the isolated north and west and had a
string of shops supplied from a little steamship. Deliveries used to come by a coastal steamer
once a month to Rispond or Portnancon and delivered by horse and cart to Durness. Sugar,
cheese, dried milk was the kind of supplies delivered in bulk and the shop would have then
packed the produce to the required amounts. There is local knowledge of the croft house, now
a holiday home at fifty four Sangomore housing a shop run by the Sutherlands but details are
unknown.

IMAGE 18 FROM DURNESS PICTURE ARCHIVE CAMPBELL’S SHOP PRIOR TO MATHERS WITH IRIS MATHER

The oldest known shop in Durness is the Mathers grocer and has been a family business for
over eighty years. At some time in the past the shop repaired shoes. Iris Mather’s great grand
uncle took the shop over from people called Gall, and was called Campbell’s for a time,
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IMAGE 20 MATHERS SHoP 2016
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IMAGE 19 RICHARD MACKAY SPAR SHOP

originally built as cotter’s houses the building now housing the shop was divided into four. As
the years passed, the shop has expanded to three quarters of the building with the remaining
quarter as a holiday home of a distant relative of the original owner. Up until 1994 Mathers
was the only licensed shop for wines and spirits. Mather’s shop is well known for the local
social news and discussions of community interest that are debated regularly over the counter.

In June 1981 the Richard Mackay shop, which had been housed in the corner site of the Park
Hill Hotel for over ninety years, moved to its present position and became the Mace
Supermarket. Previously this site was garages and stores for provisions. The post office moved
into this shop from its site within the house opposite the footpath entrance to the school in the
early 1960s. The stone buildings beside the Mace Shop were the stables for the Durness Hotel
(referred to in old accounts as the Inn) which stood in The Square until it was burnt down in
1908.
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IMAGE 21 PARKHILL HOTEL WITH R. MACKAY & SONS SHOP DURNESS PICTURE ARCHIVE

The start of R. Mackay and Sons General Merchants according to family lore, Jane (although
she was always referred to in the community as Mrs. Mackay of Parkhill) began to sell some
small items requested by villagers from her kitchen cabinet "store.” She would have Richard
purchase the requested items while he was at ports selling his fish hauls. Gradually this kitchen
table enterprise evolved into an “official” store with regular business hours and supplied
Durness with essential items. It continued to be operated out the Mackay’s home Parkhill
which was located at the village cross roads. Jane Mackay died 18th March, 1920 at the age of
57 years. Richard died a year and a half later on the 4th of October, 1921 at age 62 years. They
had two sons and one daughter. The business stayed in the family and passed to subsequent
generations. After operating for over 90 years at the original site, the Richard Mackay Shop

IMAGE 22 DURINE OLD HOTEL EARLY 1900S DURNESS PICTURE ARCHIVE
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finally moved across the road to expanded space in 1981 and later became the Durness Mace
Supermarket. This new association with the Mace Supermarket chain provided direct supply
distribution to the store. Prior to this, a large van went to Inverness once a week to collect
needed stock. Later the change was made to Spar.

A diverse stock is held, food, clothing, farming supplies, gas, fuel, and practically every want
of a remote community. In 1982, application was made to the planning department to resite the
petrol pumps to their present location opposite the shop. In 1994 this shop was granted an off
sales licence. For a number of years a large van was taken to Inverness at least once a week to
pick up supplies. This practice has ceased since more deliveries are now made to Durness from
suppliers. Until about 1975, the store operated a mobile van that loaded up each Wednesday
night and delivered each Thursday in and around Durness.

The primary hotel in the village at that time was the Durness Hotel, with nearby Parkhill serving
overflow. However, after the devastating fire which destroyed The Durness Hotel in 1908, the
need for a traveller’s inn was met by the Parkhill Hotel.

In November 1999 after many years of campaigning and lobbying, especially through the
community council, Durness had a cash line installed. Numerous financial institutions were
approached over the years and it was The Bank of Scotland that agreed to establish the facility.
For two week's construction work was underway installing a secure safe like room in the rear
of the Mace shop with the machine to dispense the cash sited on the wall adjacent to the
entrance. The facility was functioning on the 25" for the first time. Engineers were called to
correct a fault on 26" after a lightning strike made the machine inoperable.

In the 1920s, the Durness community was much more self-sufficient. A butcher’s shop in
Durine next to the then church supplied meat. The bakery now demolished on the Durine was
a busy enterprise. There was a number of small grocery shops scattered throughout the area.
The shop at Sangomore, The McCallum’s (Miss McCallum was the French and Latin teacher
at Durness school) operated a grocery from Rispond and delivered around doors by van.
Mathers was a bootmakers shop where footwear was bought and repaired. There was a tailor’s
shop at Lerin.

Durness Village Hall

At a meeting open to all inhabitants of Durness Parish of age 18 years and over a vote was
taken on the proposal to “discontinue use of the hall and land and permit it to revert to the
superior” the superior being the Durness Estate. This had to be undertaken for the hall

IMAGE 23 OLD DURNESS HALL SITED IN THE VILLAGE SQUARE
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committee to obtain the "Feu Disposition™ for the land at Druim Bhlair, the site of the new hall.
Following this vote in favour the Scottish Executive released their contribution to the funding
package made up from the National Lotteries, Highland Council, Social Inclusion Partnership,
Caithness and Sutherland Enterprise and the community’s contribution. This completed the
formalities and O’Brien’s was given the instruction to start work at the new site.

Until 2002 the village hall, built in 1935 from funds raised by local subscriptions, sales of work,
and local entertainment augmented by grants and a loan from the National Council of Social
Services, stood in the village square. An extension for gent's toilets and storage was added in
the early 1970s.

In 1980, the hall was re-roofed after severe storm damage for two successive winters. Labour
was supplied voluntary and carried out over three consecutive Sundays. By 2000 the old
wooden village hall in the square was requiring considerable repairs and was no longer able to

IMAGE 24 NEW DURNESS HALL2001

provide the facilities needed by the community. The hall had been the venue for many village
gatherings. Badminton, dances, ceilidhs, plays, sales, parties, wedding receptions, the visiting
bank until 1990, hairdresser, school gym and meetings. The hall was used for some event every
day. Before 1935, the school records show the school building was the central focus for village
events. The village hall has long past the state of running repairs. Demolition day involved a
large squad of volunteers and the old hall was raised to the ground with much of the timbers
being locally recycled.

In 1989, a subcommittee was appointed to look into the feasibility and costing of either
repairing or rebuilding. In 1994, the hall committee started to raise funding for a new village
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hall. Intricate debates about sighting and extended usage concluded to rebuild on a new site,
behind the Mace shop about two hundred and fifty metres away, with an improved facility.
Outline planning permission was applied for in December 1996. In early 1997, plans for the
new hall suffered a severe setback when an application for financial aid from the Millennium
Fund was rejected.

The new multipurpose building was planned to have a separate day care facility for the elderly
and the nine members’ strong community care group had joined forces with the village hall
committee. The fund raising campaign started some years before had raised around twenty two
thousand pounds and it was hoped that half the cost would be met by the Millennium Fund.
Once this core funding was secured it was expected to unlock the door for grant aid from other
organisations. People were very disappointed. The County Committee of the Highland Council
agreed that a Durness hall should be a priority under the Village Hall Renewal Scheme and a
renewed plan slightly less ambitious plan was pursued. Planning permission was obtained for
a building at Druim Bhlair and an application for funding to the Scottish Council for Voluntary
Organisations was successful.

The new Durness hall was opened on 24", August 2001 by Councillor Frances Keith. This was
the result of ten years fund raising and applying to agencies for funding. It was close to 6pm
when local piper James Mather started the proceedings that the realisation that the long awaited
dream of a new facility began to sink in as a large community contingent arrived on a beautiful
summer evening. Chairperson Mary Mackay of the hall committee thanked everyone involved
for their help in the many different ways that made this facility happen. The Rev John Mann
was asked to dedicate the building with a short prayer and Councillor Francis Keith gave a
short speech before opening the new hall by cutting the ribbon on behalf of the people of
Durness.

The evening was filled with celebration
catering for all tastes. Katy and Donny
MacDougal playing a selection of accordion
tunes, the children of the primary school
singing a variety of Scottish songs, Marty
Mackay, John and Alex Morrison and John
Scott on accordions and guitar. Local band,
Blue Ridge provided the well-liked dance
tunes. A popular young man Andrew
Mackenzie sang a selection of well — known
Scottish songs and gave the crowd a chance
to join the singing. For their second only
public performance the young rock group
Broken Chord with David Bruce (16) lead
guitar and Eusten Morrison (14) drums from
Durness with Sarah Buist (16) singing and
Stuart Mackay (16) playing bass guitar from
Scourie were a credit to the youth. They
were greeted with great enthusiasm and
played an appropriate selection of songs for
the crowd.

The Gaelic singers visiting from Caithness
were a total contrast and filled the hall with
the song of the voice without any

IMAGE 25 BROKEN CHORD
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amplification or aid. Gaelic MOD winners
Willie Macdonald and Raymond Bremner
sang solo and were joined by David
Morrison also singing a Gaelic song
especially for his mother Jess. Celia
McDougal from Edinburgh sang and Don
Campbell gave his very local rendition of
OMO. There was no best act but the one
that will be recalled as the review of the
time the village hall was built at Druim
Bhlair will no doubt be the poem written

and presented on the night by Dottie
| Mackay. Dottie had the audience laughing
helplessly at her account of the escapades
leading to the opening.

Hall Geothermal

In February 2006 Highlands and Islands
Enterprise awarded grant funds towards
the cost of the installation of a geothermal
heating system at the village hall. The oil
fired boiler was replaced with a heat
exchanger unit connected to underground
pipe work. The under floor central heating
remained with the new system connected.
It was expected that the running costs of
IMAGE 26 DOTTIE MACKAY the facility would be dramatically reduced.

In February 2009 the Durness Village Hall Committee distributed a questionnaire to establish
the level of interest in creating a fitness room within or adjoining the Village Hall. This
questionnaire resulted in a strong response with nearly 50 individuals expressing their support.
As a result, the Village Hall Committee decided to investigate the possibility of creating such
a facility. A fitness room would provide the potential for the members of the community to
exercise throughout the year using indoor fitness equipment such as treadmills, rowing, and
cycling machines etc. A working group was formed consisting of Tony Jackson, Graham
Bruce, Lucy Mackay and Kevin Arrowsmith. The group presented a working paper which
represented the first step in taking this project forward. It outlined various building and
equipment options and identified the potential benefits, costs, and issues in proceeding with
the project. It also discussed ongoing sustainability, staffing, health and safety, general
governance and funding. The ultimate objective was to proceed to a detailed design stage and
work towards identifying funding. This project was unable to raise the finance.

Durness Proposed Care Centre

In April 1999 a joint group set up from a subcommittee of the Community Council and Durness
Community Care Group was gathering momentum and support for a Day Care Centre for the
elderly to be built in Durness. The group chaired by Kenneth Hillcoat Mackenzie, with
members Iris Mather, Dr. Belbin, Johnny Morrison and Janet Cordiner compiled a paper
outlining the background, including a detailed community profile, with available present
primary and secondary care, GP referrals, long term care, objectives, proposals, costing and
funding.
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The building specification was seeking a sitting room for twelve people with dining facilities
for thirty, treatment room, and six bed sitting rooms fitted out for the disabled with en suite
bathrooms that would be available for respite beds, GP referral beds and longer term residents
on a flexible basis. Accommodation for a resident nurse was included. It was envisaged that
the Centre would be similar to that at Loch Carron and proposed siting is at Druim Bhlair beside
the then planned new village hall. Support was obtained from Caithness and Sutherland Social
Services Department and the Highland Health Board. It was expected, without formal
commitment, that these bodies would fund annual operating expenses. The capital cost of
building the Centre, estimated at £576,000, was intended to be raised by the Care Centre
Committee, which would then be formed into the appropriate corporate body to be responsible
for the overall management.

Community Council 9. July 2001

Harriet Dempster Director of Social work and Councillor Guy Coats chairman of the Highland
Council Social work committee came to Durness to meet with the Community Council and
Durness Care Centre Committee. The Chairman of the Care Centre Committee Mr. Mackenzie
Hillcoat gave a historical perspective of the action taken and the case for a facility in Durness.
He was stressing the point that the communities further from the populated centres suffered
dramatically and the area wanted services analogous with those on the east coast. The Care
Group are confident that if the Social work Department and the Highland Health Board agree
to splitting the revenue funding of a facility they could raise the capital finance required to
build. The social work department admitted that they did not know where they could find the
funding to help with revenue costs.

The group were given a sympathetic hearing but there concerns are the same as many other
small communities in the rest of the country. The aim to keep the elderly in their communities
requires many resources to be shifted and to accommodate this is not a cheap option. The
group were informed that the Social work and their group were working to the same agenda.
At present there is an excess of beds in the Highlands and this is not a viable use of recourses.
The Highland Council is undertaking a new review and will not be taking any financial
decisions until this is complete. The results are expected in March. Dr. Belbin a member of the
Care Group informed the meeting that the Health Authority was also carrying out a review
and there should be a close cooperation to ensure that the results and decisions made from the
reviews were in harmony. The Social work has members of the Health Authority involved on
their review so this should ensure that there is close collaboration.

The group and the aspirations for a facility in Durness were given a fair hearing but there must
be strategies put in place to accommodate the wider area. It may be more realistic to invest
more in home care and home support. It is not possible for a commitment for a rest bite and
care centre in Durness at present.

The group are determined to continue to press their case and want the opportunity to discuss
their concerns with ministers from the Scottish Executive. The policy of having care for the
elderly equal throughout the country no matter about location appears not to apply to the
remote areas.

22" April 2002 Community Council

Dr. Belbin and Johnny Morrison discussed the current situation of Care for the elderly in
Durness and their efforts to have a small-scale rest bite centre. The final review is due to be
published in the near future and they are concerned that elected people properly represent
Durness. Dr. Belbin clarified the category of facility that is required. More than just a meeting
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place for healthy elderly is needed. The facility must be able to cater for those needing
treatment and constant care.

Highland Senior Citizens Network

A meeting between the Highland Senior Citizens Network and the Durness Community Care
steering group attended by Jamie Stone MSP was held in Durness.

Johnny Morrison who has been actively involved in campaigning for a respite facility in the
village expressed extreme disappointment that elderly people still have to be taken away from
the community in their later years of life because of the lack of care facilities in the northwest.
He was disappointed that services are now going to be again centralised and this is detrimental
to the locality and he will continue to pursue the case for a better deal. The Highland Senior
Citizens Network with a membership largely based around the inner Moray Firth area are a
campaigning organisation and as part of their remit are on a fact finding mission discovering
out about care and the needs of the Highlands. They have a concern about the number of elderly
people dying in Raigmore Hospital from the North West Highlands. They blamed much of the
unfair distribution of services on the Highland Councils policy of parity of service and
expressed their concern about the very disadvantaged area of North West Sutherland.

There may be a window of opportunity to secure a facility that would be appropriate under the
Scottish Executive Joint Futures scheme that involves a working partnership between the
Highland Health Board and Social Work Department. The Durness Community care group
have carried out a study that reveals over the last two years 11 people have died away from the
community who could have remained to end their days if a facility that had long term care
beds, respite beds and GP referral beds was available locally. Much of the problem is seen as
a political opposition to remove any resources from the east coast of Sutherland. East
Sutherland should provide services for themselves but that should not deter west Sutherland
from having the services that they need. The Northern Times was cited as not supporting the
west coast situation as any development in the northwest as seen as a threat to the east. They
have not published press releases that have been sent.

The solution of innovative packages of respite care being submitted by the social work
department is being seen as not a solution to the problem. The social work department were
accused of providing third world services without public scrutiny. If after over three years of a
review to conclude that all that can be offered is the possibility of a day care centre that would
only cater for the healthy people in their late years of life then it is believed that a proper facility
to allow the proposed services to be given in the community and the local needs is being
misunderstood.

Day Care and Respite

Lord Thurso MP met with Johnny Morrison a long time campaigner for respite care in Durness,
Dr. Alan Belbin, Kenny Macrae chairman of Durness Community Council, and several
concerned senior citizens in Durness. Lord Thurso was asked to help with the case to have a
respite facility built in the village. Dr Belbin is confident that an eight bed facility would have
five or six beds constantly filled. He wants to have assed day care as opposed to non-assed day
care. This is what is being proposed and only provides a facility for the healthy elderly. Jamie
Stone MSP has agreed to raise a question on the matter in the Scottish Parliament and Lord
Thurso will bring the matter up at meetings with the Health Trust and Highland Council Social
Work department. Johnny is adamant that long term respite care should be in the community
for elderly in the twilight years and that families should not have to travel round trips of over
a hundred miles to visit aged relatives.
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This ambitious but socially important project never came to fruition and residents of Durness
still have to move away as their elderly needs become series requiring long term or palliative
care.

Sango Sands Oasis

This complex comprises of a campsite, restaurant
and pub, busy during the summer months. This

' NGO SA N family run enterprise is a well-established business
Sh OASIS Ds | ’ which has a trading history since the 1970’s.
G A-7ZGO | The building has a large footprint with two internal
REgs\FUERiNT | trading areas plus support facilities and an external
GIFT SHOP mmmm grassed area offering an alfresco dining option
CARAVAN PARK during warmer weather. The restaurant and bar
50m AHEAD internal areas can each comfortably seat around fifty

six guests. The bar has a number of nooks, which
provide a cosy and enjoyable bar experience. The bar
area also beneflts from a wood burning stove. The original aspects of the building date back to
the early 1800s, with more recent additions. The original building is of rendered stone/brick

IMAGE 27 SANGO SANDS OASIS

construction under a slate roof and was originally constructed in the early 1800s. This part of
the property is set over 2 floors, the upper floor being used for storage and staff welfare
accommodation. The kitchen, restaurant and bar were constructed around 40 years ago and are
of rendered block wall construction with a dual pitched metal profiled roof. Located in the
centre of the areas is an attractive wood panelled bar servery with a striking gantry behind. The
beer store is located immediately separately behind the bar area. From the main central area
there are four further independent seating zones, including a conservatory, which provide a
more intimate drinking experience with a variety of seating types. The bar has dedicated toilets
located nearby. The bar and restaurant are connected via a single door.

Until around 2000 thee building opposite in the car park was a popular craft gift shop The Last
Resort. This has had a few different uses since but has been converted to accommodation used
for staff.
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The campsite is normally fully open from April through to the end of October with limited
facilities in off season. For tents and those who don’t require electric hook up you don’t need
to book pitches as these are on a first come first served basis. Site facilities include toilet and
shower blocks. There is also waste disposal, dishwashing and laundry facilities. For those in
tents, a camper’s kitchen is available and there is a breakfast bar. This area of the site has a
new modern toilet and shower block completed in 2019. Pets kept under control are welcome,
and are free. The Sango Sands Oasis has regular seasonal staff also supplemented with student
or visiting staff.

Fire Service

IMAGE 28 THE CORRUGATED SHED USED BY THE FIRE SERVICE UNTIL 2005

The corrugated shed used by the Fire Service until 2005 was a Nissan hut and dated from the
radar station built in Durness during the Second World War. The Volunteer Fire Service has
been in operation for a number of years and in the summer of 1997 moved the station where
the small-equipped vehicle was garaged at Smoo to the old county depot in School Road. The
vehicle is taken out once a week and tested. Ten volunteers, regularly attending instruction
sessions and being trained locally by visiting professionals, are on twenty four-hour call. Up
until recently for an attendance at a fire, which are generally chimney fires, a call would be
made to the chief volunteer or any of the fireman and the matter would be dealt with. The
regime now requires an emergency call to the Inverness headquarters who in turn contact the
local volunteers. All have been issued with belt beepers and respond accordingly. Should the
fire be suspect and requiring further assistance the unit from Kinlochbervie, or the appliance
from Lairg, is despatched. In recent years three substantial fires have caused devastation, one
in 1989 when a house was burned down (Brivard House) killing an occupier and one at
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Balnakeil Farm destroying a large barn and killing animals and the third in December 1997,
the fire fighters had to attend a house fire at Daill on the Cape Side. Equipment had to be loaded
onto the passenger ferry and across the Kyle of Durness. A shepherd from Balnakeil was using
the house and he alerted the emergency services from the lighthouse telephone when he
returned after tending sheep. The fire was extinguished with the destruction of one room. In
January 1998, a new, larger and improved fire appliance was allocated to Durness.

In 2005 the Northern Times reported about the heath fire at Laid. Lotte Glob returned home to
discover how close the fire had been and learned that it was the quick action of neighbours in
calling the fire brigade and their swift action in diverting the flames that helped save her award
winning house. Over 2000 young trees were destroyed on the croft and sections of the recently
erected deer fence were burnt.

In April 2005 moves were underway to build a new fire station at School Road in Durness. The
service moved from the old shed to temporary accommodation at the coastguard office at
Smoo. Building work was scheduled to start in May.

—1

IMAGE 29 NEW FIRE STATION AT SCHOOL ROAD IN DURNESS

On Saturday 18 March 2006 the new long awaited Durness fire station was opened by Mr.
Drew MacFarlane Slack MBE fire board convener.

“Our fire-fighters make our communities safer by providing community safety advice and
emergency response service that is second to none. In recent years we have made increasing
demands upon the fire-fighters of Durness, expanding their role and asking them to learn new
skills. They have met this challenge and today | am proud that we are able to provide them
with a station that meets their professional, safety, dignity and welfare needs. I am confident it
will be an important community resource for many years to come.” said Chief Fire Officer
Brian Murray in his welcoming opening address to invited guests.
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The occasion started with an informal gathering with guests being offered light refreshments
on their arrival and a guided tour of the new station by the Durness fire-fighters. The facility
replaces an old Nissan hut that at best provided covering for the appliance. Their new building
offers office space, drying facilities, changing rooms, toilets, and storage with specialist rooms
for breathing apparatus maintenance. The area for keeping the appliance is large and roomy
where the opening ceremony was held. After all the guests, about fifty took their seats local
piper James Mather piped Chief Fire Officer Brian Murray and Drew McFarlane Slack MBE
into the building. They were welcomed by District Officer Gareth Edwards. Before the official
unveiling of the plaque chief fire officer Mr Brian Murray gave his welcoming address and
thanked the hard work of the Fire Board to secure the necessary resources to fund the service
and thanked the convenor for attending to open the station.

IMAGE 30 HUGH MORRISON, GORDON CLARK AND JOHN MACKENZIE

Officer in charge of the Durness station Mr Hugh Morrison gave a short address referring to
the commitment of family to enable his retained fire-fighters to be able to provide a
professional service and his pride in being the station officer for this memorial event. Two
previous sub officers were present Gordon Clark sub officer from 1977 — 1990 and John
Mackenzie from 1990 — 2004 and Hugh paid tribute to them.

Fire Board convener was called on to perform the ceremonial unveiling and of the memorial
plague. The reverend John Mann gave the station a blessing and joined the throng present in
prayer.

With the immanent opening of the new station two occasions had been postponed to allow
them to be the first conducted in the new Durness Station. For 20 years long service and good
conduct Tom Mackay, Bettyhill, Hugh Morrison Durness, Sandy McLeod and Paul Murray
from Scourie were presented with their medals from Chief Fire Officer Brian Murray. John
Mackenzie who had been Sub officer until 2004 when he retired after 31 years of service was
presented with the Highland and Islands retirement axe.
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James Mackay sub officer of Bettyhill station presented Hugh with a small memorial shield as
a commemoration of the day and the close links between the two stations. Mr Gareth Edwards’s
district officer thanked everyone for attending and supporting the service and inviting them to
the Smoo Cave Hotel for refreshments and a buffet. The station remained open for members of
the public to visit and view during the afternoon.

Policing

The policing of Durness is from Rhiconich where the one-man station has the biggest beat in
Britain covering crime from Laid to Kylesku. There was supposed to be an additional police
officer based at Durness from 1985 but this never transpired. Violence and crime are
uncommon with the exception of increasing minor offences during the tourist season.
Unrecorded violations are mainly to do with motoring and alcohol and although serious
ordinarily amount to very little harm.

Policing In the County Of Sutherland*

As one who served for 30 years in the Police, 22 of which were spent in Sutherland and 8 in
Caithness, | hope that this account of Policing in the remote north of Scotland will be of some
interest to the readers.

| originally joined the Sutherland County Constabulary in 1956 at what was then the Force
H.Q. at Dornoch, the county town of Sutherland. In what now seems those far-off days, the
strength of the Force was the Chief Constable (the late 1>.c. Ross), one Inspector, three
sergeants and eighteen police Constables. The Force headquarters was, as stated, in Dornoch
where all those who held rank were stationed. Those were the days of one-man Police Stations
except for the east coast stations of Golspie, Brora and Helmsdale where two officers were
usually stationed as the majority of the population of the County resided in this area. The Police
Stations at Bonar Bridge, Lairg, Lochinver Rhiconich, Tongue Bettyhill and Melvich were all
manned by one Constable. In all the stations the Constable was on call for 24 hours and
overtime was unheard of, each station was equipped with an office and cell which were all
practically outdated the officer was provided with a motorcycle in order to patrol the areas
outside the village, which he had to patrol on foot several times daily no panda cars then. The
stations had little administrative facilities, no typewriters were provided and all police reports
had to be prepared in longhand by fountain pen. Each office had naturally a telephone however,
there was also a telephone book with a Force instruction that all calls had to be recorded
'verbatim' i.e. word for word. As usual, there were certain officers who did actually record all
that was said in verbatim and in later years it was a source of hilarity to read some of the entries
in the old telephone books e.g. "Hello.... is that you? What's doing with yourself today? Yes
it's not a great day here either. | was planning to start the garden today and get my tatties down
next week if the weather improves”. After various more day-to-day pleasantries there then
would be mention of some police matter which was of interest to both constables. The ending
of the message would usually be "Well I'd better be going now and I'll give you a ring tomorrow
if there is anything doing, cheerio then...... The ending was then dutifully signed by the officer
who had made the call.

The majority of the village constable's duties were of a set routine nature. There was little
serious crime and happily no drug problems then. He would spend a lot of his day and night
carrying out foot patrols of his area during which he kept in touch with all that was going on in
his beat by speaking to as many people as he could. Some of these routine duties would be such
as checking hotels and bars, attending to local complaints, attending to road accidents,

! From Durness government scheme 1998 submitted by Bernard Hames
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attending sheep-dipping, which is still a police duty today, carrying out visits to farms to check
stock registers, dealing with lost and found property, renewing and checking all firearms on tie
local register, visiting the schools in his area and various other mundane duty. The week-end
was as it is now, the busiest time for the village constable. There would always be a dance on
a Friday night and the pubs would be busy until closing time when there would often be the
usual punch-up involving local worthies This had to be handled with discretion as in those days
the constable was often on his own and had to do the best he could to maintain the peace and
keep law and order. As the Constable was usually on his own and did not have the required
corroboration the matter was normally settled on the spot and there would not be any resultant
Court Appearance' for the wrongdoers. In many ways the constable then was like the old time
Sheriff of the Wild West, kept the peace of his village in his own way and was consequently
judged by the population and his superiors by the way in which he did this. However, there had
to be persons prosecuted for certain of-fences and then, as today, the local court was the
Dornoch Sheriff Court. In those days the county of Sutherland had its own Procurator Fiscal,
who resided in Dornoch, the sheriff was based in Ross-shire and had the jurisdiction of Ding-
wall Sheriff Court and Dornoch Sheriff Court. The latter sat each Tuesday of the week. This
then was the law and order scene in Sutherland up to the year, 1963 when the first of the Police
Amalgamations took place. The Sutherland Constabulary merged with the Ross and Cromarty
Constabulary and was known then as the Ross and Sutherland Constabulary. This new Force
took a long time to settle owing to many administrative and operational difficulties. The new
H.Q. was at Dingwall and Dornoch now reverted to the status of the Sutherland Sub- Divisional
office, the new Chief Constable was Mr. Kenneth Ross who had latterly been the Chief
Constable of Sutherland. There were quite a number of problems encountered by the two
forces, having their local jealousies and the jostling for position amongst the senior ranks went
on for years. Another change brought about was that the villages of Bonar Bridge, Brora and
Bettyhill were elevated to the status of Sectional Stations, where a sergeant was stationed with
the responsibility (of the surrounding villages e.g. Bettyhill section now composed of Tongue
and Melvich Police Stations as well as Bettyhill. One of the good things that emerged from the
amalgamation was the more or less demise of the motorcycles and the advent of the use of
mini-vans which went to most stations. As one can imagine the motorcycle was pleasant
enough in the good weather (we did have some then) but it was hell in the winter ‘months, if
the reader can imagine what it was like to patrol say, the Lairg to Crask road during the month
of January. The other operational advantage was that if a person had been apprehended in an
area away from Dornoch he could now be taken to the cells at Dornoch instead of as before
having had to be held at the local station to await the arrival of the patrol car from Dornoch, to
take the prisoner away from the Court. The previous method was unsatisfactory as the patrol
car generally did not come until the following day, depending on the circumstances and this
entailed the local constable having to sit up all night at his station in order to keep a check that
the person in the local cell was all right, because if anything did go amiss with the prisoner
then the local officer was in hot water. The other factor that caused problems was the
transferring of officers between the farmer forces, if an officer had joined his force prior to the
amalgamation he could not be transferred from his original area unless he agreed to do so,
however, this factor was often overcome by the offering of a promotion which was not usually
declined and thus many new faces started to appear on the scene and the result was the start of
what is now prevalent in the northern counties. The public did not know a€"the local bobby
and this started the problem of the public losing contact, it was only of a minor nature in the
late sixties, however, nowadays it is, unfortunately, a fact of life. Another factor that emerged
was that the police were not seen to be about their areas on foot patrols as they had previously
been the motor patrol (panda cars) had slowly started to commence and as the reader will be
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able to testify nowadays, how often do you see your local policemen (if you happen to know
who he is) carrying out a foot patrol of his area?

This in the writer's opinion was a big breakdown in the area of the Police/Public Relations
problems. However, the actual job of policing the two counties did go on in a fairly satisfactory
manner notwithstanding all the difficulties that the first amalgamation of the Sutherland
Constabulary brought about. In respect of amalgamations, it may be of interest to the reader
that other small forces in the north were also amalgamated in this era. The former Caithness
Constabulary, Orkney Constabulary and the Shetland (Shetland) Constabulary were now
known as the Northern Constabulary (not to be confused with the present Northern
Constabulary) with their now H.Q. at Wick. As stated all these small forces had in the past
been very much local forces with the advantage of each force knowing the local area and
population intimately.

From a police point of view conditions of service and pay had now improved and overtime was
now paid and an 8-hour shift system was in operation. Gone were the days of the 24 being on
call system which was of advantage to the police but not to the public in the remote areas of
Sutherland, e.g. if an incident of a serious nature occurred in the Lochinver area and the local
constable was not on duty it would often be hours before an officer from another area was
summoned to attend, this often happened in respect of road accidents in remote areas and
carried much local adverse comment towards the police, The position nowadays is actually
worse than then, because as often happens the officers do not know the area in which they are
working,.

As we entered the 1970's there was further talk and rumours of another amalgamation and soon
rumours became fact and in 1975 the present Northern Constabulary came into being. This -
new force covered the area of Scotland from the north, the northern Isles, the mainland as far
south as Argyll-shire all the western isles and in the east to the County of Nairn. The new H.Q.
was at Inverness and the new Chief Constable was Mr. Donald Henderson. To say that this
latest amalgamation provided both operational and administrative problems compared with
those mentioned before is an understatement. However, | will dwell on the facts which in
general relate to the policing of the County of Sutherland. Dornoch still retained the status of
the Sutherland Sub-Division, however, the Divisional office for Sutherland was now Dingwall,
the Dornoch Sheriff Court was still retained as it is today, however, Sutherland lost its
Procurator Fiscal, this duty is now done by the P.F. from Tain, the present Sheriff is the well-
known and somewhat controversial Sheriff Ewen Stewart. The main factor which affected
Sutherland and one in which I myself was actively involved was the close proximity of
Caithness and Sutherland along the north coast areas. On viewing the situation it made
geographical sense that Wick and Thurso were closer than Dornoch and Dingwall, with the
resultant fact that the Bettyhill Section now came into the Caithness Sub Division from the
Sectional Station at Thurso and the Sub-Divisional office at Wick, however, another headache
arose by the fact that although the police forces of the north had amalgamated the jurisdiction
of the law courts had not. To clarify this somewhat clouded issue, if a crime or offence is
committed in the north coast area i.e. from the boundary of Caithness and Sutherland.at
Drumbholiston on the west side i.e. in Sutherland this is dealt with by the Dornoch Sheriff Court
although policed by the Caithness Sub-Division. From an operational point of view, the
Bettyhill-Section (Sergeant's Station) now composes the Police Station of Tongue, Bettyhill,
Melvich (all County of Sutherland) and Reay Police Station (County of Caithness. The section
has a constable at Tongue, a Sergeant and constable at Bettyhill, a constable at Melvich and a
constable at Reay. The section Inspector is stationed at Thurso and the sub-divisional Chief
Inspector at Wick. As one can imagine the population of the north coast of Sutherland was
somewhat bemused by this new regime and the local reaction at first was that they did not know
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if it was the Caithness or Sutherland police who were responsible for them, however, after a
few years the matter now appears to have resolved itself and certainly from an operational
police point of view it is a sound idea. From a personal point, I myself had been transferred
from Dornoch to Melvich in 1978 and was involved in the original problems that arose in the
early years of amalgamation. The area covered by the Bettyhill section stretches from the
Caithness village of Reay to as far west as Loch Eriboll (which is then policed from Rhiconich)
to as far south as Altnaharra (which is then policed from Lairg). | hope the reader is now quite
clear about the Bettyhill section!

In conclusion, | would have to accept that in today's modern world there just had to be
amalgamations of the smaller forces, however, it must be remembered that those small forces
like the Sutherland Constabulary gave long and faithful service to their communities and the
village constable then was part of the local scene and was always available day or night. Sadly
those days have gone and the police, like society, are changed. Personally, | found that serving
in a smaller force was a lot happier time than in the larger amalgamated force, probably the
time spent in the old Sutherland Constabulary being the best years.

Coastguard

IIMAGE 31 VOLUNTEER COASTGUARD GARAGE AT SMOO

The Volunteer Coastguard operates actively around the area. Based at a garage at Smoo the
well-equipped Land Rover is manned by a regularly trained and committed group. Durness
Coastguards have over twenty calls a year.

Coastguard Exercise Northern Times 21st. March 2005

Twenty nine coastguards from stations north of Bonar Bridge including Kinlochbervie,
Melness, Dornoch, Scourie, Lochinver, Ullapool, Portmahoach and Durness were together for
the whole day “Faraid Head Cliff Exercise” last Sunday 20 March. The combined exercise
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IMAGE 32 TWENTY NINE COASTGUARDS FROM STATIONS NORTH OF BONAR BRIDGE INCLUDING KINLOCHBERVIE,
MELNESS, DORNOCH, SCOURIE, LOCHINVER, ULLAPOOL, PORTMAHOACH AND DURNESS

was instigated by Area Officer Sandy Taylor but unfortunately due to ill health Sandy was
unable to be present. Peter Goding sector manager from Claypool and Alex Morrison station
officer of Durness ensured the exercise went ahead and took responsibility for its
implementation. The operation started with a briefing at the Durness Station and continued on
the cliffs at Faraid Head peninsula. The cliffs tops at Faraid are excellent for this kind of
practice where all the team members are able to learn the different jobs involved in cliff rescue
by practical experience with those skilled. An opportunity for the different stations to work
together and meet each other and learn to be able to work together was one of the aims. One
part of the exercise involved team members swapping around to ensure that different stations
were working together. After several runs of moving personnel up and down the cliff face a
stretcher was used to simulate an injured person.

After an interval for lunch the Stornoway Coastguard helicopter flew in to join the exercise.
The coastguard personnel were instructed in carrying and safely boarding a casualty on a
stretcher into the helicopter. All the coastguards were then given training on boarding,
travelling and alighting correctly from the aircraft. This was praised as a very successful
exercise with many gaining valuable experience. All the coastguards wished Sandy had been
able to participate; he is wished a very speedy recovery but can convalesce with the knowledge
that the exercise was a great success.

HM Coastguards 2005

Alex Morrison station officer of the HM Coastguard at Durness was one of 18 chosen from
sector 3 Scotland and Northern Ireland, to represent the area at the most prestigious occasion
ever for the organisation. The presentation of Her Majesty’s colour and honorary Commodore’s
award by his Royal Highness the Prince of Wales, the honorary commodore of her Majesty’s
Coastguard. This was a one off occasion and such a ceremony will never happen again. The
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coastguards were the Queen Mother’s guard of honour and have never had a colour ceremony.
There are 6000 coastguards in Britain and Alex Morrison, Sandy Taylor, Sector Manager from
Wick, and Alistair Armistead from Alt Bay represented the northern Highlands from Cape
Wrath to Wick.

The representatives were in Portland for three days last week running up to the occasion on the
20", July. They were drilled in marching properly by a Royal Marine drill sergeant and had to
perfect the procedure before being allowed to participate. The term “colour” has been used for

centuries as the need of some
ﬂ mark of distinction between

units and a conspicuous
rallying point. “Colours”
today fulfil a symbolic
function and are used on
regimental occasions. While
Her Majesty’s Coastguard is
a civilian operation the term
“colour” remains rooted in
= two practical requirements, a
physical reminder of the
service and sacrifice by
coastguards since its
inception and a symbol of the
modern day service of Her
Majesties National Civil
Emergency Service
responsible  for maritime
search and rescue.

1.
|
|
|

On the parade Prince Charles
was accompanied by his wife
Camilla, Her Royal Highness
. p the Duchess of Cornwall,
A who  spent time in
S = conversation  with  the
IMAGE 33 COLIN COVENTRY, JOHN MORRISON AND Donnie MacDoucal  Highland contingent and was
AREA SUPERVISOR SANDY TAYLOR MADE THE PRESENTATION interested to compare the
jobs tackled in the north as
opposed to the “smash and garb”, quick rescue work, which accounts for a large majority of
the call outs further south.

Long Service

There have been several occasions when members of the Durness Coastguards and fire service
have received long service medals. The commitment the local people have given to the services
carrying out civic duties is largely forgotten.

This is an extract from a published report 24"". December 2007

Colin Coventry, John Morrison and Donnie MacDougal were awarded 20 years long service
medals for their service to the HM Coastguards. Area supervisor Sandy Taylor made the
presentation at a special occasion held at the Smoo Cave Hotel. Sandy praised the work of the
men and their dedication for over 20 years they have carried pagers which could call them to
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any kind of emergency. Today's Officers of Her Majesty's Coastguard are benefiting from
nearly two centuries of maritime experience of their predecessors. Many changes have taken
place over the years and Coastguard co-ordination centres of the 21st century have been
transformed by new technology. HM Coastguard's role is now clearly focussed on search and
rescue at sea and the prevention of maritime incidents through education and the promotion
of safety.

Interview with Alex Morrison.
Station Officer Durness Coastguards October 2005. Synopsis transcription.
How long have you been in the coastguards Alec?

Twenty six or twenty seven years, one of the old veterans.
Massive changes have occurred especially on the equipment
side. | remember many moons ago we had one set of the yellow
oil skins, a yellow sow wester hat, a pair of wellie boots and if
you're lucky you had a torch but nowadays equipment is
bombproof really.

Everything's changed the training as well. Before we used to
[ come out and you got an hours training in a little cold shed and
- basically did not learn anything but nowadays you sit down
. with several people and have plenty of training manuals. You
go to your training from Friday night till Sunday afternoon.
Really good because you learn more in one weekend.
Concentrated training teaches more than what is spread over 3
years with an hour each month. It's more than just a volunteer
pastime now. | have got to be kind of dedicated, not there for
the money.

'\ Rescues can be beach and rock face and cliffs. You don’t just
. tumble down them, there’s hundreds of foot below you. Boats
. on the shore line but here they don't run to shore but against the
. cliff face, which is 100ft high.

IMAGE 34 ALEX MORRISON The volunteer numbers are 11 since it kind of balances with no

changes in the team for a few years now but | think the
volunteer numbers overall Scotland are pretty stable. You realise how many you need maybe
a pool of 20 in a team each member may have another job working away from home, so you
need it, but we're lucky here.

Can you give an example of the kind of Incident that you might train for?
One of the new things just coming into training is Swift Water Rescue.

Basically we were not allowed into the water, you could if someone was close but the bottom
line was we were not allowed into water. Swift Water Rescue has come about due to the
occurrence of flooding with global warming. Especially the flooding at Nairn there in a few
years back and then realised well someone’s got to rescue people out of this. Fire Service not
really into the marine side of it, someone had to sort this out people were losing their lives.
Swift Water Rescue could involve someone stuck in a river, exceptionally high tides, heavy
rains, a town flooded various things. So they're coming with this what's called Swift Water
Rescue, it’s the first we come up against this, although they have teams already in the country
for this. But it's very interesting stuff.
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He gives an instance of a flooded Street. You can see the water moving, may be walking speed
down the street and he says would you wade down that street to get the person at the end? And
of course we all said yes, it's just a street.

What about what is called street furniture. There could be 100’s things in that water pieces of
bikes flying under the water, dustbins upside down. Biggest bogie of all is manhole covers, at
one stage of flooding, it may blow the top of it. After water rises somethings change. It actually
makes shooting down through the man hole possible so you might find that a big hole is
certainly possible and you would be sucked in. It’s quite a dangerous place to be. The
Coastguard now, are moving. | think of this moment 90% we do is water rescue. But recent
incidents have been 2 broken ankles within 200 metres of each other. Totally different rescues.
When the phone goes you’re told right away a job or a routine. Maybe I'm lucky, we haven’t
had many fatalities. The last one | remember was Faraid Head.

Every time the phone goes, there is never a rescue the same. Down cliffs is also one of our
main jobs. People do stupid things as we all do. They think they can climb up and half way up
they look back and say this is higher than I thought, I’'m not going back down and they look up
and say I’m not going up either! What happens is they just freeze. They are stuck against the
cliff face. This is where the training comes in because for some unknown reason, someone as
soon as you come down beside him with a rope seemed to relax they think I’'m saved but they
are not they are not saved until you get a strap on them. Were trained that when you get down
don’t really speak to them until you get a hold of them and they are secured then tell them they
are not rescued yet. Untrained persons have a different approach and give confidence too soon.

Can | just take you back since being with the coast guards for 26 years? How did you get
involved?

| got involved with the two chaps from Kempie through a rescue of a tourist in a small boat in
Loch Eriboll when the engine stopped and could not get started again, wind blowing and a bit
of a hustle and bustle. There was no real system working then people just wanted to help. Could
we get a wee rowing boat or something? Communications were pretty poor but I got word and
went to see if | could help. The helicopter arrived from Lossiemouth, the old Wessex. We got
to the boat and got the engine started. Billy Morrison was in charge then, station officer in
today’s terms, he said since you’re here you would probably be as well be in the team and that
was it. No signatures no paperwork you were part of the team and got word next week about
an exercise. | liked that sort of work. I find it interesting, a personal buzz. It’s a new world we
live in now and we encourage a much more professional approach. There’s a horrible
Americanisation in rescues now you have to very careful. Can’t let things slip. Health and
safety popped its head in and tightened things up. Station Officers get good training but if
things go wrong the first stop is the station officer you have to be clever to pass the buck. You
have to be professional.

Questions were being asked about who is responsible for this incident and the UK Search and
Rescue is developed. It covers I think 250 miles out to sea round the British Isles down to the
English Channel partner in Northern Ireland. Search and Rescue covers all rescues in the UK.
Coastguards mostly coordinate all rescues in British waters the marine side, between all the
services. Also cover the coastline, rescue teams Police, fire, ambulance, Army, RAF, and Navy
provide their services. There’s people like chief coast guard, chief of police, and they all sit on
the UK search and rescue board. Things are going to be different in the next 15 years.
Achieving what is required is a look at search and rescue overall. Why should, for instance, the
coastguard be working on VHF channels. Communication was operating on different channels
with different services, it's only right that everyone should be together. So to shut the loop we
all now communicate on the same frequency. Everyone using the same language which makes
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sense. The next coordination will be the uniform. So everyone knows. Everyone will be in a
uniform or a jacket or something with a badge. That will either be UK Search and Rescue,
maybe Fire. Or maybe search and Rescue Coast Guard,

Another thing is just coming out just now is a Land Search Management. This is very clever
stuff. We do our searching our way the Coast Guard are renowned for searches, but we train
on it and we do all the background but we do completely different ways from the police but
both very good at their jobs but they obviously, for obvious reasons, do things differently. The
Police Force see someone missing, then got to click and think has a crime been committed?
Remember to watch that they don't sort of crash over and miss anything, so they've got to think
crime. We think missing, get him rescued so everyone thinks differently and this does not really
do when everyone gets together, Because of the Land Search Management initiative, it was
designed and came up with it for the Canadian Woodlands. The chap started collecting all that
he could to do with searches. Police records, put a lot of stuff together and its amazing stuff.
He worked on a theory of percentages and POD, Probability of Detection.

You see now this it is very, very good stuff and he looked at different scenarios. An infant up
to three years old, three to five and then from five to twelve right up to vintage guys. What he
came up with was a casualty profile, it’s coming out very shortly, so once this comes on stream,
mountain rescue have this, police have this, fire will all have this. It is amazing stuff, you know,
but he came up with a child up to three year old up to 7 years old they don't actually realise
they are lost. So searching for them will be a completely different way from a child of 7-12
years who realises he is lost. He thinks when he gets home he is going to get into absolute
trouble. You see so not good. It’s a different way of searching you’ve got to look at places
differently. He might hide, watch let you pass change hiding place. So this is kind of thing
would be different.

One of the interesting thing was people suffering from Alzheimer's. You know it's just all of a
sudden they realise, they may be in a care home somewhere, and all of a sudden it clicks and
they want to go home. For some unknown reason they will go from where they are, perhaps a
Hospice, to their original home in a straight line. And it doesn't matter what’s in their way, they
will try to get through it. You know it could be water, it could be a cliff, and it could be thorns.
It could be anything. The case was highlighted when a chap left his Hospice care home one
night making a straight line for home and the most important thing you know, this guy was
missing for months. Only found him in whin bushes. He actually ploughed his way, he was
swimming in whin bushes until he buried himself in the foliage and in the winter, images came
together before his skeleton was found. So it gives you a completely new view this casually
profile. It brings the chances of finding within first hour are up to 70%. All searches | heard of
over the last 20 odd years and it fits in perfectly. Decisions are typically made by looking at
the psychology involved. Before it would be 3 go that way 3 go that way etcetera and meet
back and tell findings. That’s all gone.

Back to more local perspective and what area do you cover?

Well what we actually cover at the moment is from the lighthouse at Cape Wrath to the mouth
of Hope River is what the Durness team actually cover. But now, especially with this, new
things are coming out they tell us there's no boundaries. If | get a shout, for a search first thing
I do is pulling in your flag teams. You do that whether you're going to need them or not. Reason
for doing it, so it's a lot easier to tell him to go home if not needed than need them and they are
not there. If we got a shout at maybe Hope and Alan from Hope may get a call. Whoever gets
the call is better left with job. So you might find that he may be over here. | might be over there
but theoretically from Hope to Cape Wrath. What happens is a call goes to Aberdeen. First
thing they usually ask is what your post code. Who do you require and what's wrong —maybe
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chap in the sea off Durness that's basically all they need, from the time you give post code
they're pressing buttons for the helicopter and lifeboat.

The phone rang and Alex was called to an injury of a serviceman at Faraid Head. Local
coastguard stabilised the patient and RAF Lossiemouth took the casualty by helicopter, every
shout is different but a textbook job under the bonnet.

Rescue centre at Kinloss controls helicopter needs. If a doctor needs a helicopter or anyone
needs a helicopter it’s all plotted from Kinloss, they plot the helicopters at all times. Depends
on what’s available nearest Stornoway but like as tonight could have been busy, not available
or RAF Lossiemouth may have been in the air.

Over the past few years there has been at least two occasions that you've been awarded medals
or you have been involved with royalty and the most recent one was at Portsmouth. How would
you like to just tell me about that?

| thoroughly enjoyed that one actually. Coastguards have been on the ground for 130 something
years and never had their own colours processions although Prince Charles was commodore of
the coastguards for a while. Queen mother was close to Coastguard especially when at the
Castle of Mey. I think I’'m right in saying HM Coastguard was the Queen Mother’s guard of
honour. When they came into Scrabster first in line was the HM Coastguards. I think Prince
Charles is following the Queen Mother’s footsteps. I think he likes to learn that way, but it was
very nice.

| went down on there | think the hard bit, | felt he change in the weather a wee bit hot, | had to
learn to march and parade and always thought that’s not difficult but a totally different thing
when | went down there. It’s hard tiring work 2 days hard training then the third day was a
deep swimming pool. He and Camila inspected each and every one of us. It was good | enjoyed
every minute. We got wat was called a penny quite a large medal to commemorate the occasion.

Just before we finish off, I'd like to ask you about something not connected with what you've
been involved in Coastguards. As a child you obviously had quite different experience from
most people. Can you summarise that what it was like to be living at Carbreck.

Well, there's things today people will be talking about old times or we remember from that
person on TV. We had no TV to look at and even if we had there's no signal up there, you
know?

Even some of the hits around the 60s we never got in on that. I don't know if I am actually too
bothered. Because | spent a lot of time just running about the hill and fishing. Another thing
about being there if I wanted a bar of chocolate I couldn’t just get it, I got it next Tuesday you
know! It was a different life but enjoyable. It didn’t do me any harm. I think the TV was
probably the biggest difference. People talk about this that and I still don’t know what they are
talking about. | pretend I do!

Well, thank you very much. That's been very enlightening and most interesting.
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Medical Services

In 1883 Alexander Morrison a crofter at Sangobeg when examined during the Napier
Commission stated the closest doctor was 31 miles away in Scourie and a foot messenger has
to be sent.

July 1883 - Rev James Ross Free Church Minister, Durness reported,

“I am a member of the Parochial Board, and always have pleaded for having a doctor nearer
than thirty miles off. Several cases of emergency would pass the crisis before the doctor could
be got. Sometimes a foot runner is sent off to Scourie, and sometimes a rider, and it might be
the second or third day before the doctor came, and several times the disease has been at the
crisis, before the doctor could reach the place. Since | came here, eight years ago, we have
had, I think, seven doctors. One died and the next had to leave—I was told he was ordered to
leave—another, Dr. Smith, had a dispute with the factor. The doctors stand on their
professional etiquette, and do not like to take orders.

The next one left too, in some huff or other. Dr. M'Callum left of his own accord. Dr. Ross left
a year or two ago and went to Islay; and now we have the seventh doctor. The late General
Scobie supported me always in trying to get a doctor for the parish, and we applied to the
Duke, through the factor, to get a share of the grant which he gives. The Duke gives £40 to
help to get a doctor for the two parishes of Eddrachillis and Durness. If we got £20 from the
Duke and £25 from the Lighthouse Commissioners, we agreed that we would assist the parish
to make up a salary for a doctor. Mr. Mclver sometimes said—what would we do with
Eddrachillis? And | said that was their look out .We pay half of the doctor's salary, and the
doctor lives three miles from Scourie.”

From 1938 for nearly 40 years Dr. Charles Sandeman served the people of Durness as their
medical practitioner. He was the 5" generation of his family in the medical profession educated
at Fettes College and Edinburgh University where he graduated MB, ChB. He was a native of
the city and his childhood and adolescence was spent on Jura and Colonsay where his father
was the doctor. Doctor Sandeman was a ship doctor with a company trading to the Far East
before becoming a GP at Forres before he took over the Durness practice.

He was a member of many medical and lay committees including the Scottish General Medical
Services Council and he was a founder member of the Royal College of GP’s. He was a keen
and able sailor and when his father was doctor in Jura he frequently sailed his racing skiff to
victory in the Jura regatta. He was probably one of the leading archaeologists in the north and
visitors frequently approached him for information on hut circles, souterrains and premonitory
forts. With his wife Rona and the late Dickey Mackay he revived the Durness Highland
Gathering which had been dormant for a number of years, he was subsequently chieftain of the
games. He died aged 78 and was interned at Balnakeil cemetery.

In 1981 the Highland Health Board have appointed a new female doctor to take over the
Durness practice, which became vacant following the retrial of Dr J Fraser. But they have
had to re-advertise for a GP at Scourie. Unless the two doctors can come to a "gentlemen's
agreement” over covering each other during days off, they could face the same problem of
overwork that finally forced Dr Derek Murphy to leave Scourie.

Officially appointed for the Durness post this week was Mrs. Jean Rennie, who previously
practiced in Galashiels. Although she gave up medicine for a time, she recently decided to
return.

It is the Scourie practice, however, which is giving the Health Board a headache. The doctor
there is responsible for a very large area from Kylesku to Kinlochbervie and 20 miles inland.

52 Contents Index



Dr. Murphy was on call 24 hours a day, seven days a week, apart from his annual holidays,
because there was no agreement between him and Dr. Fraser to cover during days off. Dr.
Murphy said he could not even go out for a walk with his wife with a clear mind, and last year
he was advised to give up the practice because his health was suffering. He left to take up a
post in Bristol three weeks ago. Since he announced that he was to leave, the Kinlochbervie
community council and Sutherland Local Health Council have suggested that the doctor be
housed in Rhiconich, which is nearer the main centre of a sparse population, and would leave
the practitioner with less travelling. If the two doctors could also work together, it was felt
there would be less strain on both of them.

Mr. Robin Stewart, secretary to the Board, said on Wednesday: "The Board have twice
considered the possibility of basing doctors at Kinlochbervie, but it is just not possible because
of the vast areas involved.

"What we have done is to explain to candidates for both the Durness and Scourie posts the
position as regards covering each other, and suggest that they work out a system. But we
cannot direct them to do so, it is up to them." Mr. Stewart said that although they had received
many replies to their advertisement for the Scourie post, a much lesser number had attended
interviews, and none of these were thought suitable. The practice has now been re-advertised,
but it will be mid-July before any decision will be made.

Up until 1994 the Durness physician lived in the house belonging to the Health Service and

IMAGE 35 1995 DURNESS HEALTH CENTRE WAS OPENED

gave up the property on leaving or retiring. The house now being separate from the surgery has
been purchased by the local doctor of thirteen years standing before retirement. The
replacement General Practitioner has to find their own accommodation. The Health Service
house for use usually by the district nurse and health visitor in Bard Terrace was purchased by
Durness Development group in 2003.

For many years a very successful service was provided by The Red Cross car service operated
by a local contract and was used to help those with no transport to visit outpatient clinics. This
ceased.

In 1995 Durness Health Centre was opened. The resident Doctor at that time was Dr. George
Sanderson who remained in post for an extra year before retiring to see the opening of the
facility. The surgery was until this time a small annex at the side of the doctor’s residence, a
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tiny waiting room, small consultation room, and minuscule WC. Dr. Sanderson took over from
Dr. Rennie in 1987 and on his retirement (Dr. George as he was affectionately known locally
died in March 2002 age 73) Dr. Alan Belbin was appointed. Dr. Belbin retired in 2015 and
since then locums have worked the practice. Appointing a full time GP has not been a success.
Several changes occurred in management in the area coverage between Scourie,
Kinlochbervie, and Durness.

The press and Journal reported on Dr. Belbin’s retirement.
Dr. Ken Proctor, associate medical director for NHS Highland, said:

“Alan’s retirement sees the end of an era in terms of healthcare provision to Durness. When
Alan was trained it was a time when GPs were expected to join and work in a practice for their
whole professional lifetimes. He has given almost two decades of constant service, serving the
patients’ needs around the clock, often for weeks at a time without a break. Whatever the new
arrangements of care may look like in the future for Durness, it will not distract from the
dedication Alan has shown to his community throughout the years. Health historians in the
future will reflect with some awe, | suspect, on the extraordinary commitment that single-
handed doctors gave to their practices during the 20th and early years of the 21st century.”

The practice has now been taken over by NHS Highland with medical services provided by locum
cover and support from the Kinlochbervie and Scourie Practice. The Ambulance service works
out of Kinlochbervie covering the area from Kylesku to the end of Loch Eriboll.

Medical History in Mackay Country

From 1890 onwards a full-time Medical Officer of Health was appointed in each county in
Scotland with a remit to report on the state of health of the county and its various parishes and
towns. The annual reports of the Medical Officers give an objective view of the living
conditions, diseases and major health issues in different parts of Scotland.

Medical Officer of Health reports, 1891 - Sutherland
Durness - Population, 960; acres, 140,812.

The want of water of proper qualities is a most prominent defect, particularly in the village and
houses near. A great deal of lime is present in the water, and none of softer quality is taken in
by gravitation. Much hardship is therefore entailed on people who have to go considerable
distances for a suitable supply, or store up what rain water they can. Consequently there is not
a sufficient means of flushing out drains and the few water-closets which exist. Much danger
attends the use of water-closets in a place only scantily supplied with water, as the traps dry
up, and backflow of sewage gas to the house is then uninterrupted, and I know dangerous
disease to have resulted in this way. The misused road drains are frequently choked up with
waste and sometimes putrid materials, and whatever surface wells are used can readily be
polluted.

Farr - Population, 188,355 (Farr proper); 70,396 (Reay of Sutherland) added; total, 258,751.
1857, acres,

This is the most extensive of all the parishes, and some of the worst examples of insanitation
are to be found in it. Visits, general and special, have been made several times to its various
districts, and, summarily, the case may be said to be — bad drainage or none at all; heaps of
refuse; and polluted water supplies. In Kirkton district the largest proportion of one-roomed
houses, 27-3 per cent., were found in 1881. In Portskerray and Melvich there is much
deficiency of water; what is used of good water is, as has been reported already, so far distant
and most difficult of access that there is a high premium on its use. But of bad water the amount
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used is necessarily large, and it is always liable to additional impurity at stated times, after rain
washes all readily removable filth into surface wells or small burns. Good water can be got by
gravitation.

Portskerray (which in its rooms is second for overcrowding - 2-0 persons to each room) and
Skerray are both much alike, but the first- named is, if anything, the worse village of the two.
It is not surprising to know that Typhoid has been very common in some past years. In many
places no attempt whatever is made to remove manure heaps, which give off sickening
exhalations, till a use is found for them in agricultural work, and so road drains are very foul.
Portskerray could be easily drained, but the case of Skerray, in some parts, is not so easy.
Inquiries had to be made regarding typhoid fever in two places, scarlet fever, and whooping
cough. There is considerable crowding in a good number of the houses.

Tongue - Population, 1946; acres, 81,036.

The sources of water for Tongue Village were investigated, and they will need careful looking
after lest they at any time become polluted. Beyond some choked drains, no particular nuisance
was investigated; but all over the Parish there are large heaps of refuse and middens abutting
on public roads, and liable to pollute water supplies. This is particularly the case in Melness
and Portvasco districts, where typhoid fever existed for several successive years. Many of the
houses are damp because of the nature of the stones of which they are largely built, as in
Melness School and dwelling- house, whose condition is referred to in School Report. Some
houses are placed on very undesirable sites for good drainage, and are not exposed to sunshine
sufficiently.

Eddrachilles - Population, 1409; acres, 133,555.

An extensive parish, with a people, a great many of whom, in Kinlochbervie district especially,
have to combat many difficulties and natural deficiencies by sea and land which greatly militate
against a tranquil healthy life. The houses in the main are very poorly built, and a good few
have one sole entrance for people and cattle. Infectious diseases, like measles, are very readily
spread in houses and circumstances of such poor capabilities, as regards isolation. There can
be no proper isolation or nursing of the sick in these houses and epidemic disease of a virulent
type consequently commits widespread and unpreventable damage.

Even though the schools are closed during epidemics, the potent cause of epidemic fever clings
to the clothing and furniture of such smoky, damp, and ill-drained houses, and those not
stricken by sickness themselves may yet communicate it unwittingly to their friends and
neighbours with whom they come casually in contact. Ophthalmic diseases are very common
in smoky houses. Inquiries and proceedings in relation to an epidemic of measles (which
prevailed over the west coast generally) were set going during the early part of the year. A great
mass of the people are too distant from a doctor for regular attendance, which in grave illness
is absolutely necessary, to be satisfactory to either doctor or patient.

Bad drains and water have been found here as elsewhere. In Scourie district roads or foot-paths
are pressingly required. Considerable overcrowding occurs in some houses, which are regular
hot-beds for producing or encouraging an attack of disease. Typhoid fever occurred during the
end of the year. The water supplies are very fickle and changeable, and what may be of passable
purity at one time may be polluted at another, because of the shifting nature of the agricultural
operations in fields through which water comes or cattle congregate. And fouling of water also
exists in consequence of there being an insufficient number of privies where most required.
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Mary Beith

Born: May 22, 1938; Died: May 13, 2001 aged 73 after a short fight against cancer, was one
of the characters of the modern Highlands. A writer, journalist and historian, she had immersed
herself in the study of the heritage of Gaelic Scotland, becoming a recognised authority on the
traditional Celtic medicines and concept of healing. She was seen to bring an intellectual rigour
to the study of local traditions and the oral history of her subject.

Mary Beith lived in Melness. She lived there for over twenty years and continued her research
and writing from her home. She wrote a regular feature for the West Highland Free Press on
the history of traditional medical matters and has also done work on the same subject for radio
and television. A second edition of her book ‘Healing Threads’ was published in 2004.
‘Healing Threads’ 1s a very significant and very enjoyable book, filled with stories about
traditional medicine and Highland history. Mary’s work shows us that while it is currently
fashionable to seek alternative cures from plants sourced in the Amazon or some other far flung
corner of the globe, similar treatments abound closer to home. Modern medical experiments
have shown, not surprisingly, that many of these traditional cures have significant scientific
merit. Mary Beith made it her latter life’s work to investigate traditional medical practices in
the Highlands and Islands. She has been able to combine rigorous academic work, searching
through ancient Gaelic texts, with a lifetime talking to people in Island and Highland
communities about traditional treatments and cures.

Accounts in Melness of the medical college located there in the 14™ century accord with
documents held in the National Library of Scotland. These documents show that a medical
school was endowed in Melness in 1379 by King Robert 1l. Since these documents were only
rediscovered in recent decades it is clear that they have not influenced the local tradition
regarding the medical college. Tradition bearers such as the late Joseph Mackay, the late Hugh
Macdonald and Alec George Mackay were able to show Mary Beith the sites in West Strathan
and Achininver used by the college.

The College — Larach Taigh na Leighis

The Surgeon’s House — Larach Taigh Fhearchar

The Students’ House, Dal na Frith

The rock where seaweed was collected for cures — Clach Fhearchar

The place where a descendant of Fhearchar sat and thought — Leac lain MacCailean
Glen Golly where Fearchar found the white serpent

They also explained that the college was charged with training surgeons for the Scottish Army.
The College specialised in eye conditions with one of the principal plants used to treat eye
disorders Eyebright which grows in profusion in parts of Melness. This combination has made
it possible for her to compare accounts from the oral tradition with written sources. From this
work she was able to vouch most strongly for the accuracy and importance of the oral tradition,
which she describes as ‘self-correcting’. By this she means that as a story is told other people,
those listening, will offer up their own comments and corrections until an agreed ‘version’ of
the incident emerges.

In many rural places there were very few doctors. Over centuries people learned how to make
cures and medicines from things they could find where they lived. Each generation passed on
this knowledge to the next. Some people had a particular talent for treating a very particular
kind of illness. Each clan chief employed doctors as well as bards, lawyers and teachers. Certain
families became renowned for their talent and skill in a particular field: the MacCrimmons
were famous pipers; the Beatons were famous doctors. The doctors went to university and often
studied at several different locations in Europe before coming home to work.
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Medical Services in Scourie?

The first known recorded name of a doctor in the area was that of Robert Smith surgeon in
1871, in 1876 Dr. James Ross and in 1878 Dr. James Bruce. About 1893 Dr. Charles Jameson
came here and spent the remaining forty years of his life as a local doctor. Soon after the death
of Dr. Jamison Dr .W McFarlane became GP till 1937 when he was succeeded by Dr. Hunter.
Dr MacFarlane returned to the practise about 1848 and stayed till he retired about 1964 the
next doctor was Dr. John Anderson then Dr. William G Conn in 1966. Dr. Jordan in 1969, Dr.
lan Penny 1970, Dr. Derek Murphy 1977, Dr. Suruil Srivastava 1981, Dr Watmough 1986 and
Dr. Hamilton January 1987.

Dr. Charles Jamison was a professional violinist in his youth and actually played in an
orchestra. Charles Jamieson inherited money which enabled him to study medicine. He was
doctor in Scourie Eddrachillis and part of Assynt until he collapsed and died in his surgery. He
used a pony and trap to visit his patients and the park in Scourie was given to him for his horse
and this park is still called the Doctors Park. Laterally however he used a type of motorised
tricycle. In those early days when they were neither cars nor telephones people from such as
Tarbet went to Badcall by boat to summon the doctor.

Note: Mr Mclvers book Memoirs of a Highland Gentleman speaks of a doctor Thompson as
being a local doctor in Scourie in 1864.

The first district nurse was Miss Mackay at that time about 60 years ago the nurse was called
a cottage nurse because she stayed in the house where there was a new born baby for a few
days. Before this woman Mrs. Mary McLeod Scourie village and Mrs Annie Mackay Skyrim
carried out the duties of midwife in the area.

In 1939 there was an outbreak of smallpox in the parish. The Duke of Sutherland appointed
and paid for a doctor to attend to those who were ill and the epidemic was soon brought under
control.

The Dewar Report.?
Or The Report of the Highlands and Islands Medical Service Committee

This was published in 1912 and named after its chair, Sir John Dewar. The report presented a
vivid description of the social landscape of the time and highlighted the desperate state of
medical provision to the population, particularly in the rural areas of the Highlands and Islands
of Scotland. The report recommended setting up a new, centrally planned provision of care that
within 20 years transformed medical services to the area. This organisation, the Highlands and
Islands Medical Service was widely cited in the Cathcart Report and acted as a working
blueprint for the NHS in Scotland. The report is written in clear language and many of its
findings continue to have relevance to how medical services are planned and financed in
Scotland and beyond.

The report was commissioned in 1910 to overcome the difficulties of implementing the
forthcoming National Insurance Act 1911 in the crofting communities. In industrial areas the
working population were expected to contribute a proportion of earnings to a central fund to
provide medical care when needed.

In the Highlands and Islands this was seen as unworkable as the majority of the population
were in crofting occupations with little or no regular income. This report was following on

2 This is information submitted by a government sponsored project. 1973 -1987
3 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia
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from others such as Coldstream's report issued by the Royal College of Physicians of
Edinburgh in 1852 and the Napier Report that both deplored the parlous state of medical
services in the area. The remit of the enquiry was settled to be "...the counties of Argyll,
Caithness, Inverness, Ross and Cromarty, Sutherland, Orkney and Shetland and from the
Highlands of Perth shire, comprising the area in which isolation, topographical and climatic
difficulties, and straitened financial circumstances are found most generally in combination,
and, therefore, the area generally within which the question of adequate medical provision is
most pressing.”

The Committee gathered information by questionnaires sent to 102 doctors and 158 other
persons and this was followed on by direct observation by an itinerary of meetings visiting: —

o

IMAGE 36 COLLECTING THE EVIDENCE, DEWAR COMMITTEE AT ACHLYNESS CROFT 1912

Inverness, Thurso, Kirkwall, Fair Isle and Lerwick; at Lairg, Bettyhill, and Rhiconich in
Sutherlandshire; at Stornoway and Garrynahine in the Isle of Lewis; at Tarbert, Harris; at
Lochmaddy in North Uist; at Dunvegan and Portree in the Isle of Skye; and at Kyle of Lochalsh,
Perth and Oban. They also held meetings in Edinburgh and Glasgow and reviewed available
published reports and papers.

Highlands and Islands Medical Service (HIMS)*

The Highlands and Islands Medical Service was a unique social experiment in Britain long
before the NHS. It was formally set up in 1913 with a Treasury grant of £42,000 in the wake
of a report by Sir John Dewar’s committee. Medical and nursing services were either poor or
non-existent in many areas within the crofting counties. Crofters did not qualify for services
under the new National Insurance scheme. Doctors struggled to make any living in such
sparsely-populated areas — apart from occasional summer visitors from the south on sporting
holidays. War delayed the introduction of the service although a resident nurse was found for
the island of St Kilda in 1914.

4 Explore 60 years of the NHS in Scotland
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Durness Golf Club

Local enthusiasts founded Durness golf course in 1988 following many years of planning and
hard work. Although there are only nine greens the clever positioning of a second set of tees
ensure there is variety on the back nine. It is no easy course; the record stands at sixty eight,
and is a test for any level of golfer. The course is open to visitors all year round seven days a
week from dawn till dusk. Restrictions are only in force on open days and on Sunday mornings
when local competitions are under way. Visitors are asked to check with the secretary but the
club will endeavour to make it possible for all visitors to have a game on the course. Visitors
are welcome to play this stunning golf course, which has featured on TV with Peter Allis and
in all the golf magazines. It is highly praised and recognized as part of the Highlands golfing
circuit. There is tuition available for all age groups and the club provides local employment.

IMAGE 37 DURNESS GOLF COURSE AND CLUBHOUSE OVERLOOKING BALNAKEIL BAY

For a number of years, the native people of Durness, and in particular the Regional Councillor
Frances Keith for over twenty years, had been attempting to have a golf course sited locally.
The present site was determined a number of years before and outline planning permission was
granted in 1971. The land was grazing ground for Keoldale Farm and owned by the Department
of Agriculture and Fisheries, objections were raised and no development of the area was
possible.

The first golf match in Durness was recorded in April 1987 when the caravan and camping site
was redesigned for a temporary course hosting a game between Durness and Kinlochbervie
over eighteen holes. By May 1987, circumstances had changed and the stony land at Culiken,
the stretch of land behind Balnakeil Cemetery started to be cleared for a nine-hole golf course.
Nearly all the work in the early stages was done by hand and minimal equipment, dedication
and commitment have established the developing and improving popular course seen today.
Francis Keith, lan Morrison from Achfary and Lachlan Ross from Kinlochbervie designed the
original course. Slight alterations have been created as the course has advanced. In August
1987, the first match was played on the ground, far from being completed but as a celebration
of obtaining planning consent and in anticipation as to what was to come. Durness was beaten
by a team from Kinlochbervie.

Singular objections were lodged mainly to do with conservation. Detailed botanical surveys
were carried out as the sites’ boundaries are within a site of Special Scientific Interest and the
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Golf Club have worked closely with Scottish Natural Heritage and other conservation bodies
to have an acceptable facility. Support and sponsorship was received from a variety of sources
and funds quickly accumulated. The first president of the Golf Club was appointed in October
1987, Mrs. Dottie Mackay of the Parkhill Hotel. Billy Morrison, Jack Watson and Lachlan
Ross were appointed as trustees. The aim was to have the club open for 1% June 1988.
Membership forms were available to start from the 1st. January 1988 and sixty one members
were enlisted by March 1988 when the first competition was held. The first trophy donated was
a pewter tankard from One Four Eight Commando Brewery in Dorset. As work on the course
was continuing, play was running parallel with most games on Saturdays and Sundays. In May

IMAGE 38 DURNESS GOLF CLUB PRIZE WINNERS 2003

1988 the first Annual General Meeting was held just thirteen months after the inaugural
meeting.

This course is thirty five hectares in a conservation area of two thousand hectares. At five
thousand five hundred and fifty five yards (about five hundred and eleven metres). The sixth
and fifteenth run alongside Loch Lanlish and there is a request in the rules that golfers should
not disturb the anglers when playing these holes. The ninth and eighteenth hole has encouraged
a reputation where the green from the tee requires a shot some eighty metres over an inlet of
the sea. It is a part links course with a par of sixty nine and a course record of seventy one. In
1990, moves started to draw plans, obtain planning consent and raise funds for a clubhouse. By
the end of April 1991, the club held their annual general meeting in the new clubhouse.

The new season starts in mid-May after closure for about a month when the lambing is
complete. Although the winter is quieter in terms of numbers frequenting the fairways and
greens there are a few members playing whenever possible. The club runs a winter league for
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such people. Catering facilities are available and a hire service of clubs and trolleys. Each year
the membership increases, presently about one hundred, and in the summer distant visitors use
the most north westerly golf course on mainland Britain.

In the Northern Times on April the 11th 1997 under the local reports for Kinlochbervie there
was a report from a renowned commentator and international player Peter Allis who had toured
Scotland's greatest golf courses and included Durness for a BBC television programme
screened the previous Friday.

An agreement is in operation that was established in 1992 for twenty years between Durness
golfers, crofters and the Nature Conservancy Council to protect the grassland from rabbits and
sheep. The proposal aims to repair erosion resulting in large patches of bare sand caused by
rabbits and gale force winds. The Nature Conservancy Council has concerns about the loss of
wild life. The crofters concerns are about loss of grazing and the golfers concerns are about
loss of greens. Sheep have to be fenced out of eroded patches and rabbits are to be culled.

New Clubhouse
July 1991 Northern Times. Lucy Mackay traces the history of the club and details the holes.

Durness Golf club and its members have come a long way since the inaugural meeting in April
'87. By August of the same year permission had been granted and contractors “Sports Works"
were ready to move in. By October the grass and trees had been laid, but a lot of work had still
to be done, including fund- raising!

Come December there were still jobs to be done but the committee were now talking about
green fees. The new greens were needing cut and the club had obtained a disused porta cabin
to act as a club house. By March 1988, the club had 60 members and the first competition was
arranged for Easter Sunday. The first open tournament was scheduled for 4. June and was
being sponsored by Morrison Construction.

During the winter of '88 more work was carried out mostly voluntarily and now the club was
becoming involved in matches with other clubs such as Bonar Bridge, Ardgay, Thurso and
Strathpeffer. The club was the proud owner of its own flag and flagpole donated by Vice-
president Kenneth Macleod. In March '89 the club received an award from the Sutherland
District Sports Council for best new club of ‘88. The club continued to prosper and in May
1990 there was talk of a clubhouse. By October the go ahead was given and the rest, as they
say is history.

The course with its standard scratch score of 68 is not as easy as it might seem. After three
years, the course record still stands at 73. The sandy terrain does not give a lot of run on the
hall so the course plays long with several natural and man-made hazards accuracy is essential.

The first hole is only 296 yards long but, being steep uphill is quite a testing start. Up on the
green, the course flattens out and the 321 yards second hole appears to be straight forward if
you can avoid the strategically placed bunkers. The green is small (due to NCC stipulations)
so is testing to hit with your second shot.

The long third is downhill following your drive and now the scenery is startling. Away from
the sea this is one of the most sheltered spots on the course. The fourth hole is a player needs
to drive over a protruding ridge or risk a blind second shot.

The sixth is the longest hole and the only par five on the course. On a calm evening it is beautiful
peppered by water hazards, some with ducks swimming or fish jumping. The seventh is a short
but testing par 3 with menacing rough so an accurate drive is a must.
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The view changes on the eighth as we head back towards the sea and a downhill slope shortens
this hole.

The best is saved till the last. The ninth hole is only 108 yards long but tee and green are
separated by waves crashing on to cliffs. This hazard is very much physiological!

A clever idea of building 18 tees means you can play the same course again but from a
completely different angle.

Hole in One

After fourteen years in
existence Durness Golf
club has registered its first
competitive hole in one by
a gentleman. Club treasurer
John Mackenzie playing in
the  Winter  Stableford
League accompanied by
John Avison achieved this
feat on Saturday 13"
March. Into a head wind,
John used a gentle eight
iron on the one hundred and
eight yard ninth hole to land
the ball just short of the
hole and to watch it role and
disappear.

Marion Mackay from Wick
was the only other player to
“hole out” in competition.
She did so on the eighteenth
in the 1994 Ladies Open,
the shot helping her to win
the scratch prize on that
occasion.  Two  other
members Alistair Corbett
and Michael O’ Shane have
both shot “holes in one” in
the past but in bounce
games.

IMAGE 39 JOHN AVISON CONGRATULATES JOHN MACKENZIE
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Durness Activities Groups, Events & Pursuits

For its size Durness has an active community. At varying intervals there has been community
political involvement with Community Council elections and other times when co-option of
members has occurred to keep the council active. Until 2007 when reorganisation took place
Frances Keith from Durness was the Highland Regional Councilor. The community council
marked the resignation of Francis Keith as Highland Councilor with a small presentation to
thank him for his years of dedicated and committed work. For 33 years Frances had served the
ward and maintained continuity between community councils, his constituents, and the
Highland Council. Frances has been involved in many major developments over the years and
traveled between his home in Durness to Inverness and beyond in all weathers and thorough
the years to represent the area at official meetings ensuring the fair distribution of resources
and maintaining a high profile of the needs for the area. Of all the changes he has been involved
in it was the establishment of the golf course at Durness that has given him his greatest
satisfaction. Three Highland Councilors now represent North West Sutherland and in 2013
Hugh Morrison from Durness was elected as an independent councilor.

For visitors there are few organised activities with the exception of a guided geological tour of
Smoo Cave and an excursion to Cape Wrath, zip wire at Ceannabeinne, walks with the
Countryside Ranger but many areas for independent exploration.

In 1981, the first Durness three-day Gala was hailed a success. To advertise the occasion which
was organised with plenty of events and activities puzzle questionnaires were circulated at
hotels and other centers between Inverness and Durness to be picked up by passing tourists.
The events in some likeness have continued, some being modified and specialised while others
have been turned into fund raising events for differentiating community requirements. The gala
itself was drawn to a close.

Hall Committee

NEW VILLAGE ~4LL - DURNESS

5 . i
- Incluun‘r ln'udupl
y Scotisys ative

.- V4 COMMUNITY
P \VAY
R B o FUND
S
—~ = £
. MEt

IMAGE 40 DURNESS HALL CoMMITTEE 2000 JANET CORDINER, MEG MACRAE, KENNY MACRAE, DAREN
MACKAY, GRAHAM BRUCE, LucY MACKAY, JOHN MACKENZIE, MARY MACKAY, TRISTRAM LANSLEY, AND
MIKE FITCH.
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Following ten years of fundraising, three refusals of agency funding and determination, / a new
village hall was built in Durness. Opened in August 2001. This multipurpose building is where
many village events are held/ dances/ meetings/ activities. Village hall encouraged many of the
village activities to develop. Attracts many outside agencies to what is recognized as one of the
best facilities in the area., HISHA, CASE, SIP/ Highland Council, North West Cattle Producers
Association, North West Care Alliance, Tourist Board, NHC and Sutherland Partnership are
all regular users from outside Durness. The hall runs its own sports club.

Badminton Club

Durness has a well-established and very popular badminton club. Enthusiasts come from the
surrounding communities to the meetings. A local league is active every year with participation
at county level. The session runs from November to April annually with participation from the
age of 8 to 60 years old attending. Over 82 people attend during the session. The prime movers
for a new village hall came from the badminton club. This game has been popular in Durness
for a long time and is played by members at a high level competing around the county. The
first village hall was also built because of the requirement of a badminton facility. A local
trophy held in high esteem is the Bobby Morrison Memorial Trophy awarded each year to the
best young player. A competition is run annually in the junior section and the prize presented
at the end of term school prize giving. Mrs. Lucy Mackay is the local primary PE teacher and
has a qualification in badminton coaching which is used at all levels.

In an interview with Lucy Mackay

... 1think 1936, the badminton club was set up, and it appears to never have stopped ... since
then. Maybe, sort of, during the war, it might have. But, I have the minutes from the old hall, a
thick brown book, and it’s quite interesting, reading that, because when they started at first it
was Tilley lights. And how on earth you played badminton with Tilley lights | have no idea.
That'’s sort of the gas lamps — they 're not even gas lamps — but it was, | think, around the early
fifties that Robbie’s father, Dickie, had the Parkhill Hotel and he must have let the hall join on
to his electricity supply, and they had electricity to play by for the first time.

Cape Wrath Challenge

During the summer of 2000 a round-Britain relay of approx. 4,200 miles, The Island Race, took
place. The relay was to be completed in 100 days and on Day 93 the Island Race reached the
far North West tip of Scotland and the small community of Durness and Cape Wrath. When
you get to the lighthouse at the end of the Cape you can go no further. Richard Haldane MBE
who has a holiday house in Durness and whose family have been regular visitors for many
years and become integrated into the Durness community was chairman of the event and was
raising money for the charities which HRH Princess Anne was patron. The people of Durness
asked the Island Race organisers if they could come back the following year and hold another
event so the Cape Wrath Challenges were born, almost. The 2001 event had to be cancelled
due to foot and mouth. The first Cape Wrath Challenges proper took place in 2002 with a week
of running events cumulating in the marathon to Cape Wrath and return and were very
successful.

The Cape Wrath Challenges were designed to give a totally unique experience where runners
can take part at their own level, competing against their contemporaries or challenging
themselves to improve times over a fixed distance. Options were offered for the beginner and
the serious runners catered for with challenging and competitive courses. For the first two years
a running promotions company were employed to provide a race director and technical team
to arrange all aspects of the management. From the third year the whole event was organised
and run locally with involvement from many people on a voluntary basis. The technical and
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marshalling, administration, time keeping, social activities and catering were only possible
because of the dedication and cooperation of enthusiastic and supportive people. For the
marathon event to be safely monitored and controlled RAYNET, The Radio Amateurs’
Emergency Network the UK’s national voluntary communications service provided licensed
radio amateurs.

CAPEWRATH (NG

IMAGE 41 START OF THE FANCY DRESS BEACH RUN AT THE CAPE WRATH CHALLENGE

Although over the years slight alterations were made the original format remained the same.
The Cape Wrath Challenges could not be compared to any other running event, the week event
provided a totally unique experience, The running challenges started on the Monday with the
choice of a half marathon or a ten kilometre. Tuesday’s event was the hill race an option of 5.3
or 4 miles, on Wednesday an 8.4 mile run round the village on tracks and paths through
Keoldale and Balnakeil. Thursdays run was sponsored as a fun run with a fancy dress option
and a prize for the best fancy dress. Competitors had to estimate their time over a three mile
beach course and the closest to their guess was the winner. The running proceedings cumulated
on the Saturday with individuals and teams running to the most north westerly point on
mainland Britain. This is reputed to be the toughest marathon on the mainland. From west
Keoldale on the Kyle of Durness participants were started to run the 11 miles to Cape Wrath
and return by the same route on the tract over the Parph. On returning to the Kyle, where their
time was stopped, they were transported over the Kyle of Durness to East Keoldale where their
timing was started again and they continued the run of 4.2 miles to the village hall.

The week of running was combined with a range of social events and they included a pub quiz,
clay pidgin shoot, wine tasting, sheepdog trial demonstration and farm visit, barbeque and
beach games, coastguard demonstration with a helicopter visit. The whole experience was
concluded with a dinner ceilidh dance where the presentation of prizes was carried out. The
Cape Wrath Challenges which always had a limit on numbers due to logistics and available
accommodation became a fixed event and many were booking their accommodation for the
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following year before they left Durness. During the course of the event three families moved
to Durness bring a much needed input to the local schools.

The event was cancelled in 2020 due to coronavirus but it had been hoped to celebrate its
20" anniversary in 2021 — although that was to have been the last challenge. Organisers
agreed that it should not now go ahead because the safety of runners could not be guaranteed.
The group posted on its social media page:

“Indications are that the situation will not have substantially changed by next May and it
has become increasingly apparent that, due to the extent of Covid-19 precautions required,
it will not be possible to host either the running or social events with adequate safety.”

That difficulty, coupled with a lack of volunteers, led to the conclusion the 20" anniversary
challenge in May 2021 would be the last. A statement issued by Cape Wrath Challenge’s
honorary president Richard Haldane read: “It strikes me as more than a little tragic that,
having been robbed of our first challenge in 2001 by foot and mouth disease, we should now
be robbed of our 19" and 20 by this beastly Covid-19 pandemic.”

Christmas Treat

For many years the people of Durness have been celebrating Christmas by coming together at
the Christmas Treat. The party is the highlight of the year for the children and eagerly
anticipated by them and indeed many adults. Father Christmas brings a gift for all the junior
children of the parish but everyone is warmly invited to attend.

IMAGE 42 2002 CHRISTMAS PLAY BY THE CHILDREN OF DURNESS PRIMARY SCHOOL ALL AROUND THE WORLD.

The annual Christmas treat for the young children of the parish is an event that has been held
in Durness for many years celebrating the festive season and bringing families and the
community together, new residents and those that now come to share the excitement with
grandchildren alike. The first record of the Christmas treat is mentioned in the Primary school
record book for 1922 but it is believed that this was not the first as the mention makes reference
to this as an annual occasion. The history is lost in the annuals of time but was started and paid
for by the Durness Estate with recollections of the visiting forces participation particularly
during the war years, Miss Elliot who resided at Balnakeil House contributed generously and
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asked in return that the children sing the Holly and the Ivy, her favourite Carol. In more recent
times a small donation is requested from everyone in Durness who wishes to give. In recent
memory the format that has proved successful has been very little altered. On Friday night the
hall, all decorated for Christmas traditionally by the fathers of the primary school children with
decorations and a wonderful tree. On the Saturday the school children perform a play in which
each child has a part, the costumes, make up and technical aspects have become more elaborate.

After the play tea is served prepared by the parents with sandwiches, cakes, juice and other
goodies before the dancing and games. No Christmas party would be complete without a visit
from Santa Clause and this is definitely the highlight of the evening. From around the Christmas
tree all the children are given a gift before the night is drawn to a close. Nowadays the event is
in the new hall, previously in the old hall in the village square built in 1935 and demolished in
2001, and until that time held in the school.

Grazing Committee

Work with estates and other community groups to identify projects of mutual benefit. They are
supportive of many community activities and were involved in feasibility studies undertaken.
Grazings committees are set up with certain management responsibilities regarding the
common grazings. They are appointed into office by the crofters who share in the common
grazings and have responsibility to make and submit grazings regulations to the Commission
for approval. Each common grazings has its own grazings regulations which are administered
by the grazings committee. Common grazings are areas of land used by a number of crofters
and others who hold a right to graze stock on that land.

Youth Club

IMAGE 43 DURNESS YOUTH CLUB OUTING TO THURSO VIKING BowL 2001

Durness Youth club started in the 1960°s by Lotte Glob and David Illingworth in Balnakeil
Craft Village as a Saturday club and became established in 1970 and covers the parish of
Durness, dealing with age groups from 5-16 in three sections — yogis, juniors and seniors.
Durness Youth Club was renowned in NW Sutherland with visitors from Kinlochbervie,
Achfary and Scourie to the meetings and events. The club is run on voluntary basis by parents
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and is seen as an important step in children’s maturation. Parents and leader volunteers
supervise on a rota system which worked well. In 2007 funding was sought through Durness
Development Group and secured to employ part time youth workers and ensure all the child
protection and health and safety legislation was in place. The aim of the club is to help and
educate girls and boys through their leisure time activities so to develop their physical, mental
and spiritual capabilities that they may grow to full maturity as individuals and members of
society and that their conditions of life may be improved. The nature of the club is to provide
a diverse facility with informal but organized activity meeting up to four times a week for eight
months of the year. The main areas of work are regular Friday evening weekly meetings for
various established group activities and games. A further two evenings a week, for badminton
and football with specific interest pursuits on Saturdays which included photography,
multimedia discos, outing to Strath Dionard to feed the deer, archery, creating a ceramic wall
with the local potter, shopping and cinema excursions to Inverness and Viking Bowl Thurso.
The youth club organizes many community events involving families of children attending i.e.
bingo sessions, Down Memory Lane (for elderly), bonfire, night walks in torch light with the
countryside ranger and craft sessions to name a few.

The management of the youth club is by a committee. Experienced people involved in many
different aspects of the social, business and political infrastructure of the village. All people
residing in Durness are eligible for participating in the meetings of the club but in practice
parents administrate the club with help and assistance as needed from all sections of the
community. A chairperson, treasurer, secretary and leaders are elected annually and are
responsible for arranging and organising the youth club for the year that includes providing
activities and outings with appropriate adult supervision. The club is affiliated to the Highland
Associations of Youth Clubs and Youth Clubs Sutherland Associations. On several occasions
funding through grants has been secured to run various youth projects including art residencies,
creation of a millennium standing stone and in 2005 durness youth club hosted visitors from
the world youth congress.

Teenagers attending the secondary school in Kinlochbervie area are a recent return to the
community. Until 1994 children of secondary school age were hostel away from home during
the week only returning for weekends. This left a gap in the community for most of the time of
youths. When this was rectified a slow and determined process has been happening to provide
constructive challenges and activities for this age group. The Youth Club worked closely with
Scotland against Drugs to provide indoor and outdoor recreational facilities. In recent years as
the numbers of youths diminished the youth club has become less active and funding for youth
workers dried up.

North West Youth Initiative

This group constituted through the local secondary school and Community Education address’s
youth focussed services — motivation, learning and skills development including new
technology skills, peer-led activities and education, advice and information and access to
services to enable young people to fulfil their potential. It provides information on drugs issues
for young people and alternative or diversionary activities for, with and by young people. It
consults on a regular basis with young people on a range of health issues and seeks their views
on how to develop a wider range of opportunities for their involvement in community life.

In Durness we have developed a 14+ drop in centre for over 16 and opening hours for 14-16
years. This group have worked closely with the Durness Development Group in setting up of
a youth cafe in Durness as a safe recreational, leisure and learning facility. Funds were secured
for the purchase and renovation of 1 Bard Terrace. There was a commitment to provide for the
specific needs of young people taking particular account of the needs of the most vulnerable:
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marginalised and socially and economically excluded young people not taking part in more
formal activities. This would involve providing a drug free environment for young people to
meet and ensuring that the range of services is coordinated and responsive to the needs and
aspirations of young people.

IMAGE 44 DURNESS CONTINGENT OF THE NORTH WEST YOUTH INITIATIVE

The strategy aimed to improve the chances of young people realising their potential as they
progress towards independence. We tried to ensure the provision of safe, high quality
educational, social and recreational facilities. We also ensured that young people reach the
highest standards of personal health and live in a safe environment. The aim of the project was
to allow young people to learn from each other, share experience and gain confidence. It
provided a safe and drug free environment for them and is also ensuring the provision of social
and recreational and learning facilities.

It was the aim of the project to work in partnership with the communities of northwest
Sutherland in promotion of any events or activities, which help improve opportunities for
young people in northwest Sutherland. This would include link work with for instance Durness
Youth Club who are developing a local drugs awareness/sports facilities project of activities
with a community focus, in encouragement of alternative healthy lifestyles as a diversionary
approach in drug prevention: this work is in collaboration with local business support and drugs
development officers, part funded by Scotland Against Drugs’ Scottish Drugs Challenge Fund
— and Highland Youth Voice, an elected Youth Parliament who have prioritised drugs issues
as a focus of work and are addressing what is believed to be an information gap, through the
production of educational material and forthcoming media campaign.

e To help promote a positive attitude to young people in their community.
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e To provide young people with the necessary support, advice, information and training
on youth matters.

e To help young people express views they feel strongly about and to help young people
feel good about themselves and participate in democratic decision-making procedures.

e Create new ideas that would be of benefit to the wider community, particularly youth.

Two Members of the Highland Youth Voice, an elected Parliament of seventy young people
from throughout the area are from Durness. This is an important forum to ensure that young
people have a say in issues that affect them and also take action on issues that they think are
important. They meet with Highland Councillors and MSP’s from Scottish Parliament.

Pre-School Group

IMAGE 45 DURNESS PRE ScHoOL 2012

Durness Nursery is an extenuation of a small village playgroup. The playgroup started over
twenty years ago by a group of local mothers who ran it voluntarily. It is now government
funded and run by the Highland Pre School Services. It is still based in the Primary School. At
the moment there are five preschool children in the village that all attend Nursery. Two sessions
for mothers and under three year olds are on offer weekly. They have a wide range of activities
to choose from in the playgroup room as well as outings to local areas and the use of the school
playground. With regular visits to the village hall to play on bikes and use large play equipment.
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Angling Competition
The annual competition was held on Loch Meadaidh.

IMAGE 46 FISHING CONTESTANTS IN 2009

Screen Machine

Where the Screen Machine works is where people can't get access to the cinema. We cherry
pick the best of the films that come out, based partly on what's doing well at the box office. We
can't afford to show films on first release and our audience is pretty similar to the rest of the
UK.

In terms of public funding, we receive money from Creative Scotland, Highlands and Islands
Enterprise, North Ayrshire Council, Western Isles Council. Our main sponsor is the Royal
Bank of Scotland. We've also got a new sponsor in Highland Fuels. Screen Machine was one
of the first large-scale projects to receive Lottery funding bringing movies to remoter parts of
the country. Screen Machine is an 80-seat air conditioned, digital mobile cinema bringing the
latest films to Durness.

Sheep Dog Trials

From what started in 1981 with a few local handlers competing against one another has
developed into a popular annual event attracting enthusiasts from around the country. Keoldale
Farm Manager Jock Sutherland is a dedicated trials devotee and attends the events around the
British Isles. He has worked endlessly in ensuring the Durness event has become recognised
as a must on the highland circuit. Each September Sheep Dog Trials are held in Durness. The
Gala committee started the Durness Sheepdog Trials as a local event and the first year they
were run, only local handlers took part. They grew to be so popular that Jock Sutherland formed
a band of helpers to run the trials attracting handlers from all over Caithness and Sutherland.
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The venue for the trials is Keoldale Farm by the Kyle of Durness next to the Cape Wrath Ferry
and Cape Wrath Hotel. The setting at the farm is from the man-made gap in the dyke at the top
of the field, to the exhaust pen which is the farm fank. Balnakeil Farm ewes from the Sarsgrum
hirsel are used for the trial — they do not know the escape routes as the Keoldale ewes do! Some
of the handlers including top national and international competitors can be seen working their
dogs at the Durness trials. Jock Sutherland himself won the County Trials in 1989, was runner
up in 1990, and won them again in 1991 with his thirteen-year-old dog Maid. In 1996, he was
second in the televised Grampian Sheepdog Trials Novice Brace event.

IMAGE 47 JOHN LENNON’S COUSIN STAN PARKES PRESENTED A TROPHY TO THE PROCEEDINGS

A committee and sponsors who support them now run the Trials. Over five hundred pounds
prize money is on offer with the winner receiving one hundred pounds and a prize which can
be a framed portrait of his or her dog. The organisers are out to attract competitors from all
over, encouraging local participation. There is a barbecue and refreshments on the site and a
raffle with quality prizes.

As the first John Lennon Northern Lights Festival fell during this event in September 2007
John’s cousin Stan Parkes who spent childhood holidays in Durness, inherited the croft he
visited and lived in Durness for 10 years before having to move closer to medical services
presented a trophy to the proceedings. This was for the best young dog and was won Hamish
MacLean and his dog Tym. Stan presented the trophy at the prize giving.

27" August 2007

Jock Sutherland from Durness was in action with his dog Maid who at nearly 11 years old was
the oldest dog in the Scottish National Sheep Dog Trials which took place in Fearn near Tain
Ross-shire over three days last week. They have won a place in the Scottish National team and
Jock and Maid will now go on to compete as part of the Scottish team in the International Sheep
Dog Trials in County Kilkenny, Ireland in September.
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Jock 45 years old has been trialing for 25 years and has worked at Keoldale Farm Durness for
15 years and has been farm manager for 12 years. The Highland Collie dog, Gaelic — cuilean,
whelp, used to shepherd the white faced Cheviot is probably the oldest Scottish breed as well
as one of the most smart, alert and faithful.

IMAGE 48 JOCK SUTHERLAND WITH HIS DOG MAID AT THE SCOTTISH NATIONAL SHEEP DOG TRIALS

In January 2006 by popular request from fellow dog handlers Keoldale farm manager Jock
Sutherland organised a nursery trial for working sheepdogs under the age of 3 years. Due to
the lack of opportunities to run and test young dogs Jock held the first nursery dog trials last
Saturday at Keoldale the same course as used for the annual sheepdog trials in September.
Sixteen dogs ran in excellent conditions and weather that was perfect. The judge for the event
was Grant Nicholson from Lairg.

Pantomimes
December 1999

Two shows of Jack and the Beanstalk performed in six acts by the comical players in Durness
village hall were both sold out in advance. The occasions were described as "the most
magnificent evening’s entertainment that they have seen in their entire lives, it is sincerely
hoped that this is the start of a long tradition of pantomime and plays and when we look back
that this is the start of one of the most wonderful things that has happened in Durness."

Mary and Martin Mackay adapted the traditional story about the well-known tale of a poor
Durness crofter trying to scrape a living. Jack, played by Kerry Conlon, is plagued with
bureaucracy whose fortune is changed with some magic beans from a local merchant. The cast
of 25 included all age groups from Dottie Mackay playing Jack's mother to the youngest
Richard Belbin playing the outrageous chicken. The topical jokes and the colourful costumes
kept the audience laughing throughout the hour and a quarter long performance.
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IMAGE 49 CAST OF THE 1999 CHRISTMAS PANTO JACK AND THE BEANSTALK

December 2000

Durness Drama Group is scheduling two performances for this year’s pantomime Sangobella.
A local story based on the poor, pretty daughter of Lord Laid seeking employment to support
her family leads to a series of hilarious encounters as she approaches the Durness employers.
As luck would have it the Royal Family are in residence at Cranstackie for their annual sports
and a ball is arranged to find suitable partners for the bachelor princes. With Sangobella job
hunting her ugly sisters are left to entertain Royalty. To add a little excitement the “Spice Girls”
arrive. Sangobella eventually finds love with the rich Barron of Balnakeil after his magic spell
is broken by a kiss and he wins his fortune on Who Wants to be a Millionaire?

The script written by Mary and Martin Mackay was a very funny portrayal of the many
community issues that have occurred over the year. Without insult fun was poked at many local
characters. The players were versatile in their parts most playing more than one role. They all
deserve special acclaim. This is the second year of an amateur production that is created within
a month including scenery, props and costumes. The hard work, commitment and nerve-
racking experience often go underestimated. The group fashioned a very local and challenging
performance with all the ingredients of a traditional pantomime obviously having a great deal
of fun in the process. From the two shows over £1000 was raised towards interior accessories
for the new Durness hall.

December 2002

This year’s pantomime was the story of Ali Maca and the five thieves is loosely based on the
well-known Ail Baba and the forty thieves but has many local connotations. What is proving
to be a very funny performance was played out at the Durness Hall on two separate nights. The
story was about Ali Maca and the five robbers. The familiar plot was interspersed with the
comic capers of the robbers. Poor camel-driver Ali Maca played by Darren Mackay stumbles
across a cave containing the loot of local mobster Al Kapoun played by Charlie Downie. Ali
becomes famous when he restores the Sultan's crown, but is captured by the robbers when he
returns to the cave for more loot. He escapes, but is tracked down by evil Al Kapoun, bent on
revenge. After the big showdown, good finally prevails. If no serious acting was expected and
a large amount of amateur dramatics with plenty artistic license is accepted then the audience
experienced as much fun as the cast in staging the performance! The production with plenty
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local connotations was adapted and produced by Mary and Martin Mackay with a cast of
seventeen and a crew of technical assitance.

IMAGE 50 CAST OF THE 2002 CHRISTMAS PANTO ALI MACA

December 2005

After several weeks of dedicated rehearsal and enthusiastic participation from all concerned in
ensuring the fine details of the arrangements were ideal, the Durness Drama group presented
two performances of the traditional story of Snow White on the 28 and 30 December. Involving
a mix of young people and adults this story, adapted for a local audience by Mary and Marty
Mackay, was full of humorous anecdotes and leanings to many local events, intertwined with
amusing and witty takes on events that have occurred during the year.

The setting is Mackay Country and Snow White, played by Nicola Morrison, encounters the
wrath of the wicked step mother and Queen played by Fiona Morrison in various guises, but
eventually is able to marry her beloved Prince Jamie played by Donald Morrison. Snow White
encounters the seven dwarfs and their antics only protect snow white for a short time from the
wicked queen. The cast were dressed in marvellous costumes and, music was provided by local
duo John and Marty, make up and scenery all perfected by a supporting band of helpers.

December 2009

After many weeks of rehearsal and preparations the Durness village pantomime held two
performances both well attended. The well-known Aladdin is tricked by wheeler dealer
magician Abanazar into retrieving the magic lamp from Smoo cave.

The lamp enables him to pay court to Princess Ting-Ling, but Abanazar gets it back and usurps
the throne of Durness. However a combination of luck and youthful ingenuity restores the
status quo and all ends happily. Great fun with first night nerves was had by all involved. The
well-known story was adapted with many local funny stories woven into the plot by Martin
and Mary Mackay

75 Contents Index




Flower and Veg Show

IMAGE 51 WINNERS OF THE 2009 FLOWER AND VEG SHOW. WITH JUDGES PETE AND JILL TUCK FROM SCOURIE,
MEMBERS OF THE FOOD LINKS PRODUCERS GROUP. MARY MACKAY, GRAHAM BRUCE, KATY LEE, AND BILLY
MORRISON.

An annual event with some friendly rivalry between the keen and persistent gardeners of
Durness the flower and vegetable show attracts some excellent entries. The show proves just
what is possible to grow in this corner of Britain which can a very demanding and challenging
climate to cultivate in. The sections with entries are usually Potted Plant, Flowers, Floral Art,
Vegetables, Veggie Aliens and a Junior Competition, Veggie Creature. The social event is
accompanied by an afternoon café in the village hall rising funds for the hall upkeep.

Food and Music Festival

In September 2001 Durness held a Food & Music Festival Weekend. The Friday night buffet
supper dance was acclaimed as a magnificent spread of what was possible with produce
available from the local food producers. The buffet included local food prepared by a band of
volunteer helpers and although there were worries that either there would be not enough food
or too few people to enjoy the banquet the evening turned out to be the wished-for success. The
new village hall provided the venue and after the meal the dance to the Celtic rock group
Rhythm and Reel had the relievers dancing the night away.

On Saturday afternoon while browsing the old photographs exhibition in the lounge teas,
coffees and home baking were available. This attracted a great deal of interest as names and
places were put to the display. On Balnakeil beach Cape International were offering Boogie
Boarding and land Yachting and the windy conditions were no deterrent but the planned
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barbeque had to be cancelled. The local group Sheneagan played in the lounge of the village
hall.

Saturday evening brought a very entertaining and skilled event with a local interpretation of
Ready Steady Cook with compare Graham Bruce keeping the order and ensuring fair play. The
first team were Lesley Black of Portnancon assisted by Richard Belbin. Richard produced a
bag of food that Lesley turned into haddock on a bed of hot tomato salad followed with a sweet
of “mountain marshmallow”. Sergio Blanco from Laid was assisted by Sarah Fuller and cooked
a very appetising Brazilian dish. The next two teams were Monica Ross helped by Martin
Mackay and from the bag she was presented with Monica made a Tie Chicken dish. Fiona
Belbin took charge of the forth group and her husband local doctor Allan and Dottie Mackay
produced a salmon dish in a tasty sauce accompanied by a selection of boiled vegetables. The
majority of the food was locally sourced and the results were of a very high standard. The
evening and indeed the whole weekend activities of the first Music and Food festival were
declared a success and is hoped to become an annual occasion.

IMAGE 52 A EXAMPLE OF THE FOOD SPREAD AT THE FOOD FESTIVAL EVENTS

On the 9™". September 2002 the weekend saw a second gastronomic and musical extravaganza
held at the Durness village hall. On Friday evening a banquet was presented for those attending
the buffet supper dance. Local produce sourced from local producers was turned into a vast
array of superb dishes. A three-course meal started with a choice of malt whisky or sherry,
wine available throughout and finished with liqueurs or Atyhol Brose. The food present and
offered demonstrated the quality and diversity of the locality. The organising committee
estimated catering for 100 guests and the number attending the meal paying the full £15 per
ticket was 120. Approximately a further 25 attended to the dance following the meal. The
Scottish dance trio led by lan Muir supplied a first-rate selection of country-dance music.

On Saturday afternoon local cooks prepared a variety of dishes from around the world and
although numbers attending were small the food was excellent. This event was an unknown
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quantity but the high standard and efficient way all the participants catered with the recipes
was magnificent. The people attending were treated to a fine selection of food and were able
to taste all the dishes. Joining the local cooks was representation from the Northwest Cattle
Producers Association supplying tasting samples of cooked local beef.

On Saturday night Coinneach entertained a good crowd fully appreciative of the quality of
music that this band provided. More than just another Celtic rock dance band they supplied
original song in a professional manner. Performing their own compositions of Highland life
this talented and enjoyable group bestowed a pleasurable and exciting atmosphere.

IMAGE 53 LESLIE BLACK AND DOT SHERRIFF COOKED AN AUSIE FISH BARBEQUE WITH A CHOICE OF SEVERAL
LOCH ERIBOLL FISH DISHES

The first weekend in September 2003 was the third Durness annual Food and Music Festival.
On Friday the buffet created with local produce and presented in a variety of dishes made from
recipes prepared by a group of local volunteers could not have been given higher praise. This
occasion demonstrated that some of the finest food available could be obtained in this area.
The three-course meal offered a selection that catered for every taste. The disappointing aspect
of the evening was the band engaged for the evening was unable to provide any quality of
music. After coming with good recommendation but retained at short notice after the first
choice were double booked they failed to give anything close to a professional performance.

On Saturday the event of International Cuisine was also given the highest acclaim by the crowd.
Nine local cooks prepared a selection of dishes from countries around the world. Most were
cooking recipes of their nationality but now residing in the area. German, Austrian, South
African, Belgian, Turkish, Spanish, Australian, Russian, and Scottish. The North West cattle
producers association serving local mince and Tatties represented the latter! People were
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encouraged to walk around the hall visiting the various stands, talking to the cooks and taking
a sample of the dish. A licensed bar was serving drinks from the several countries to accompany
the food. AIll those participating in cooking and eating gave this event the supreme
commendation. A Corra Glas supplied music and this provided a pleasant background with an
informal and friendly atmosphere. The displays of old photographs were exhibited along with
the millennium albums.

The events held on Friday and Saturday September 2004 in the hall under the forth food festival
banner were both a resounding success. The local produce buffet was an extravaganza of dishes
made from food products produced locally and prepared by an army of volunteers. The
selection of food was split into three courses with a wide variety for each course. The music
was provided on the Friday evening by Colin Dewar and his Scottish Dance band from Stirling.
Colin and his band consistently produce albums which confirm their undoubted right to the
title of one of Scotland’s finest Scottish Dance Bands. They are very much in demand up and
down the country, playing for Scottish country dancing, accordion clubs, ceilidhs, reel parties
and wedding receptions. They've also made numerous trips abroad playing for country dance
holidays in Majorca, Malta, Turkey, Cyprus and Spain. Colin and the boys play in an inimitable
bouncy style, but they also respect the tradition of the dances with precise timing and phrasing.
The dance floor was never empty from the time the music started.

On Saturday Serge and Jane Blanco cooked Albondigas with rice, a Spanish dish of meatballs
in a sauce of tomato, onion garlic and coriander, Ludo Van Mysen made Belgian waffles,
Nicola Poole prepared a South African dish of cornbread and chilli sauce, Leslie Black cooked
an Ausie fish barbeque with a choice of several Loch Eriboll fish dishes. Nicola and Becca
[llingworth served a spicy hot green Tie soup, Martina McLeod an Austrian Rindsrouladen
beef and vegetable dish served with pasta and Jenny Andrews, Patates Bastisi, a Turkish potato
casserole dish with spicy garlic mushrooms and a nutty sauce. The North West Cattle Producers
Association prepared traditional Scottish fare of mince and tatties. The festival committee
served a selection of homemade soups, cheeses and oatcakes. The event was packed to capacity
and every piece of food was finished. Music was supplied by local musicians Katy, Donnie and
Carina and after the food the ceilidh got underway with Scottish country dancing and David
Morrison providing a Gaelic song.

Durness held its fifth annual festival of food and music and had some of the best experience
that could be performed. On Thursday night popular Scottish duo Aly Bain and Phil
Cunningham presented a new approach to their performance and piloted what could become a
new show. They each prepared and cooked a dish on stage. Inter linked with a comical and
interesting banter and played a selection of tunes while the food was cooking. Aly opened the
first half with an Iranian Chicken curry cooked with as much perfection as he pays to his fiddle
playing. Phil cooked meatballs in smoked chipotle sauce, a Mexican dish. They are both
proficient cooks and recently were guests on the popular television show Ready Steady Cook
so had plenty of funny stories to tell. The cooking did not distract from the music and they
played a diverse selection of music quite different from their previous visit at the end of July.
A large screen erected at the front of the stage with a camera operator focusing on the finer
details allowed all the audience to see precisely what was cooking. Graham Bruce acted as
comi chief and kept a watchful eye on the dishes as the celebrities performed. To finish the
evening the food was tasted by the audience, a small portion to each and the overwhelming
conclusion was extremely affirmative.
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g On Friday the buffet was
. exquisite, a selection of local
produce as never before seen.
Every product of cuisine that is
available locally was available. A
three course meal with a section
of soups and starters followed by
the main courses and rounded off
with sweets that displayed the
cooking talents of many in the
community. All the dishes were
prepared by local volunteers and
the committee would like to
express a sincere thank you to all
those  that helped. Local
musicians Marty, John and
Donnie supplied a range of music
appropriate for the occasion and
those that were able, after such a
fill of food, graced the dance
floor.

On Saturday the festival was
drawn to a close with what must
be the best and most talented
young people currently in the
Highlands. The Feis Chatabibh
Ceilidh  Trailers  supported
Dochas a five girl and one lad
band from across Scotland with
Gaelic  Shetland and Irish
influences. Both groups held the
IMAGE 54 PHIL CUNNINGHAM AND ALY BAIN PREPARED TO COOK audience spellbound with their
AND PLAY music. As a finale the Ceilidh
Trailers joined Dochas on stage
and gave an outstanding performance. There is little doubt that it will not be long before the
talent of these groups is in very high demand. Something very special happened in Durness
this weekend and those that participated and attended were treated to a unique experience of
food and music at its best.

The final food and music festival in 2006 had local produce prepared and cooked to local
recipes and was the central part of the Durness food festival. Held in the Durness village Hall,
transformed into a banqueting hall for the event, a four course buffet for lovers of good quality
food was on offer and some of the best food produced in North West was available. A band of
volunteer helpers were in involved in ensuring the evening ran smoothly and the occasion was
declared a great success. Over 60 people attended the event which was followed by music from
Golspie based musicians the three B’s.

The amount of work and the commitment necessary to hold such an event became
overwhelming. The experience gained laid the foundation for the Northern Lights John Lennon
Festival.
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Light Up a Life
Highland Hospice September 2006

Representatives were in Durness discussing the involvement of the community in the Highland
Hospice Light up a life scheme. This offers people the chance to remember friends or loved
ones in a tangible way. Donations can be accompanied by a message which is included in the
treasured dedication book. Each donation is represented by a symbolic light on a chosen
Highland Hospice Christmas tree during the course of advent. Durness has the chance to join
in with trees being lit in Skye, Lochcarron. Wick, Thurso, Fort William Granton on Spey and
Inverness. The non-emotive service can be led by the Highland Hospice Chaplin or can be from
the local church. The Community council were very supportive of the idea and are discovering
the logistics involved and coordinating with the Highland Hospice. While in Durness chieftain
of this year’s Durness Highland Gathering Michael Mather presented the Linda McDonald with
a cheque for over £900 raised to help the movement. Michael is passionate about the work
carried out by the Hospice and has been active in raising this amount.

Light up a Life Dec 2006

Highland Hospice in conjunction with Community Council are holding a Light up a Life, an
opportunity to dedicate a light on the Hospice light up a life tree, to any individual, group or
cause. As well as honouring the memory of those who are no longer with us Light up a Life is
also an opportunity to remember a person or people who are special to us in some way. The
event will be held in Durness Village square on Monday 11 December at 6pm. This will be
followed by refreshments in the village hall.

The 20 minute service which included the singing of 4 Christmas carols, a reading from the
bible, the recital of a Burns poem and the switching on of the lights by local man Michael
Mather was followed by refreshments. Light up a Life is a special event allowing people the
opportunity to celebrate the life of a loved one. Everyone celebrating the life of a loved one in
this way is entered in a special Book of Remembrance, which is kept permanently in the
community.

Senior Citizen’s Christmas Party

Each year a full Christmas meal is provided with drinks and a party for all the over 65°s in the
parish. This has been a tradition for several years. The photo archive of Durness has images
from1966. An obituary in the Northern Times reads

The death occurred on the 28". December 1990 of Mr. Calum Macleod who was headmaster
of Durness Primary School in the late 1960’s. Mr. Macleod who had been a popular member
of the community during his years in Durness was 90. He graduated from Glasgow University
in 1924 and taught at Ghuroch High School, Valparaiso, Tynecastle School Edinburgh and
Scourie Primary School before coming to Durness. He made frequent return visits to the village
his final one last year.

Mr. Calum Macleod initiated the Christmas Parties he enlisted the help of Richard Mackay
(Dickie), Dr. Sandeman, Christy Campbell and Willy Campbell. From 1966 — 1967 inclusive
these people plus Lady Rootes financed the parties. Many people helped by collecting and
delivering the guests. Visiting artists gave their services without charge. Much has not changed
over the years. The organisation has become established from a band of dedicated helpers and
fund raising during the year. The event originally was held in Cape Wrath Hotel, in 1977 in the
Sango Sands Oasis, 2001 in the new Village Hall and since the Smoo Cave Hotel.
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Image from 1966
Back Row

Dr. Sandeman, Mr. Calumn
Macleod, Mrs.  Madge

Campbell, Donnie Campbell
 (Rispond),Mrs.  Sandeman,
Robert Mackay, Hendry
Macdonald, Donald
Macdonald, Mrs. Campbell
(Brivard)

Front Row

Mrs Hendry Macdonald,?
Mrs.  Fraser, Williamina
Campbell, Mrs Margaret
(Campbell) Morrison.

The senior citizens Lunch
Club meets weekly on a
Friday in Durness and one
day during the week alternate
between visits for lunch to
Tongue and Kinlochbervie

IMAGE 55 SENIOR CITIZENS CHRISTMAS PARTY AT CAPE WRATH HOTEL
1966 IMAGE FROM 1966 DURNESS PICTURE ARCHIVE

Marty Mackay Memorial Cycle

Martin Angus MacKay was born on the 15th April 1967, to Martin and Mary MacKay of
Sarsgrum in Durness. He married Roberta Laurie in 1993. They were blessed with two sons,
Martin and Murray, of whom he was immensely proud. Marty was a son, brother, husband,
father and uncle, a popular man with many friends.

On leaving school in the summer of 1983, Marty was apprenticed to McCaughie’s boatyard in
Wick where he learned the skills carrying out masterful work in building and repairing boats
as well as working with all manner of engines and things mechanical. He was a true craftsman
capable of working with traditional and Modern materials to construct small boats for loch and
sea fishing starting his own business in Durness.

At the age of 16 he began to play football for the Durness team which he would do for the next
26 years. Marty could not only play the guitar, but could sing, compose his own songs and
music and inspire others to be musical too. He became a part of a leading Durness band ‘Blue
Ridge’, a band which became well known and liked throughout the north. Marty was involved
in many things and he understood the value and need for commitment to the Durness
community to keep it what it is. He was in the Coastguard for twenty years, the Fire Brigade
for ten. He was always involved with the Highland Gathering where he competed as well as
helped and was a star of the local panto both on and off the stage. His willingness to help others
stood out, whether it was to fix petrol pump at the shop at a moment’s notice or start a failed
engine. He was always obliging and helpful and he had the wonderful ability to galvanize others
to help too.
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Marty died from renal cancer on the 16™. April, the day after his 43" birthday, at home in Bard
Terrace, surrounded by family. His funeral at Durness Church of Scotland was possibly the
biggest ever seen with an estimated 700 from all across the north attending.

| His friends and Family want to ensure that
Marty’s life is celebrated and that other
families put in this situation have the
support that was shown when Marty was
diagnosed and received his palliative care
along with helping research into causes
and treatments. Since Marty’s death in
2010 each year in April a cycling event has
taken place and money donated has
distributed to good causes through a
family established Memorial Charitable
Fund to ensure donations and funds raised
make a significant difference too many
families in the Highlands during difficult
and emotional times.

Report from the Northern Times May
2011

On the 16 April Donald Morrison
organised a sponsored cycle from Lairg to
Durness a total of 57 miles in memory of
Marty Mackay and in aid of Mari Curie
cancer care. 42 cyclists from Inverness,
Ross shire, Caithness and Sutherland
started and completed the challenge. With
a 10 am start all were safely in Durness by
mid-afternoon first arrivals being Russell
IMAGE 56 MARTY MACKAY Mackenzie from Dornoch and Jim
Cunningham from Brora. All levels of
capability participated and expressed explicitly as not being a race. The weather was kind with
a head wind for about three quarters of the route. Food and drink were available at the half
way stage at Achfary and welcomed refreshment at Guilin at the start of the home run. There
were on-going celebrations at the hall after the event and this challenge is to be repeated again
next year. The date and final amount raised has not yet been ascertained but will be announced
as soon as all the donations and sponsorship money has been collected. Donald expresses
sincere thanks to all those that helped to organise this event, took part and made a donation.

Local Studies Group

Has gathered information about all aspects of the people and the environment within the parish
of Durness. Four files containing information gathered during Manpower Services commission
project have given an insight into the changes since the project 20 years previous. Reports on
Smoo Cave and other academic studies have been sourced, videos of various events are
continually being made and added to a community collection, photographs and a building
database were produced, and articles about Durness appearing in the Ambratach and NT
articles have been scanned and databased. Event photograph albums are kept and photocopies
and originals of various relevant Durness articles. A video of One year in Keoldale Farm a
Millennium Photograph album of all the residents has been complied and currently a Flora,
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Fauna, and wildlife database is in construction. An Old photograph collection is constantly
being added too and a Book Durness Past and Present was written and sold for community
funds.

North West Field Group

The Group was set up in Durness in 2000 to encourage and undertake local studies in the far
North West. Although Durness based it does encompass Scourie and Kinlochbervie as the
wider remit of Field Studies requires a bigger context in which to base research and
investigation. The principal strengths of the group are archaeology, ornithology, and botany,
but members have a range of interests. The group meets several times a year, occasionally has
guest speakers, and organises field walks.

Gun Club

IMAGE 57 MALCOLM MORRISON JACK MCPHERSON, ALEX MORRISON, DONNIE MACDOUGAL,JOHN MORRISON,
EDDIE LAID, BiLLY CAMPBELL, DUNCAN SHAW, WILLIAM CAMBELL, RAYMOND MACKAY

The Gualin Gun club was formed with the main objective to foster and encourage the sport of
clay pidgin shooting an s a leisure pursuit, and to arrange and organize matches and
competitions. The club is keen to get youths interested in the sport as they feel there is a lack
of younger people having the opportunity to try and experience clay pidgin shooting. The club
has secured a site at Lerin Beag as shooting field in April 2002 and has continued to develop
by steady work on the site by laying down stands and erecting of trap houses. The club holds
practice shoots and currently one main shoot annually. In March 2003 funding was approved
from CASE enabling the club to purchase a state of the art trap, which has proved to be
invaluable in helping to improve the standard of shooting. And will be great assets to the annual
shoot in November.
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Much of the work has been carried out in the 20 months by volunteers with a passion and drives
to see clay pidgin shooting stay very much alive in the extreme north of Scotland. Clay Pidgeon
shooting is very popular and there are many accounts of local competitions and competitions
between the armed services and local enthusiasts.

Shooting Champion 2007

Alex Morrison a local clay pidgin shooting enthusiast has won the Scottish North Area clay
pigeon Championships. Alex was first in eighty competitors from north of Fort William and
Inverness.

The Durness Gardening Group

This group has the aims to promote gardening in the parish of Durness, both for individuals
and the community in a harmonizing manner with habitats for wildlife, and have initiated an
ambitious landscaping project on the grounds of the village hall working closely with local
crafts people to incorporate wildlife and historical aspects of the townships. The Durness
community garden has been entered into the Dynamic Place Awards- this is a prestigious range
of Scottish awards set up to recognise projects of environmental regeneration significance. In
2002 the long running BBC television program Beech Grove Garden filmed an episode in
Durness and was on air In the Beechgrove Garden on 22", August.

“Jim McColl, Carole Baxter, Lesley Watson, and Carolyn Spray are not in the Beechgrove
Garden in Aberdeen this week, they are all up in the far north of Scotland in Durness helping
to finish off a new Community Garden for the next in this series of Community Garden Specials.

The Community Gardens are gardens created by the community for the community with a little
help from the Beechgrove team. While Jim, Carole, Lesley and Carolyn are in Durness they
will be helping to finish off the new garden but they will also be out and about in the Durness
area trying to solve a few problems, answer a few questions, visit some local gardens and
gardeners and as ever, best of all, glean some hints and tips from the locals.

A Community Garden is where the community design and build a garden by themselves for
themselves with only a little help from the Beechgrove team. Durness is the most northerly
community garden on mainland UK and is the most exposed the team have ever tackled
surrounded by, stunning, edible scenery and the most challenging site for a garden.

Brimming with ideas and hope, Durness are tiny community who have already raised the
money (£400,000) for and built their own Community Hall, which is in constant use and booked
up months in advance. The garden is between the hall and the sea/cliff and will be as big or
small as their imaginations. The group would like to create all sorts of shelter for people and
wildlife and have already prepared an outline plan, which is made up of distinct rooms. One
of the rooms features a "John Lennon Garden" as he spent many years in the community there
in the Lennon family holiday cottage there.

Nick Dawson, the Project Manager of the new Pitlochry Theatre (Plant Collectors) Garden is
the designer on this challenging project.

Like all small isolated communities each resident has several jobs as part of the community.
They are ably led by the local headmaster and are joined in the group by locally based, well
known sculptor the Danish born Lottie Glob, who will add her very unique touches to the
garden. Lottie has already run classes with the local school children to create pottery tiles that
will be used as a wall feature within the garden. The group has a particular eye for re-cycling
because of their isolation and non-availability of materials that we take for granted. Nick has
designed an intricate quite complicated garden for the community to build but there is no
question that they will manage it. The design features a courtyard and plenty of imaginative
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shelter. The planting will all be small in order for it to survive the almost constant windy
conditions and the materials are all local. The Tree Festival initiative are donating trees that
they reckon will survive in Durness (a place where there are normally very few trees).”

IMAGE 58 PARTICIPANTS AND VOLUNTEERS FOR THE VILLAGE HALL GARDEN WITH BEECHGROVE

This is a community garden initiative, which aims to encourage people to identify and
undertake an environmental improvement project in our local community. This scheme
involves a variety of unusual and imaginative elements. The idea behind the scheme is to prove
gardening is possible even in the most difficult location. The various areas of the site are being
developed appropriately and the overall project includes a memorial garden to John Lennon —
The most famous beetle who used to spend childhood holidays in the village — a memorial to
the pre clearance townships, trees and windbreaks, paths and seating area, alpine beds, large
rocks to provide shelter and a diverse selection of specific planting sites. The ceramic water
feature and ceramic garden will be a specific area for sheltered and quite seating. This feature
will be close to the hall and have no open water. The water will cascade from the fountain over
the stones and be recycled by pump back to the fountain. This project will give public access
to a garden in the area.

Football Club

The football club develops football skills for all age groups in the community and wider area.
Organises training and brings professional teams to the area organising training sessions and
workshops.

Durness has fielded a regular football team since 1971 although football was played previously
and occasionally, there was never enough men to supply a regular team prior to 1971. Formal
records show a structured organisation since then. People can recall players and matches some
50 years ago. Games were played against Skerray, Altnaharra and other local teams. A fair
amount of support has accumulated over the years. To have all the players strictly from Durness
has not always been possible and at times, imports from other areas have played for the Durness
team. The team has developed keeping the older more enthusiastic players on actively being
involved in the management and administration. A mixture of ages ranging from fifteen to forty

86 Contents Index




meet on a Saturday afternoon, as any other amateur football match, where a friendly rivalry
with constant vocal encouragement's are delivered for ninety minutes on the pitch with plenty
of enthusiastic action. This is accompanied off the pitch from car horn blasting from the
spectators as goals are scored, referees decisions are disputed and exciting and good moves are
appreciated. Football is treated with commitment and dedication during the game but none or
very little training and practice occurs. One or two of the team players encourage the young of
Durness by holding a training session for the juniors and organising friendly matches.

During the years there has been times when the football has been little more than a frolic while
at other times, as appeared in the 1997 season, the team was top of the league, playing in peak
form and working ambitiously to succeed. The North West Sutherland Amateur Summer
League includes seven further teams and along with being included for a few other trophies
and cups the team has a home game and an away game alternate weeks with a free week
approximately every month.

IMAGE 59 DURNESS WON THE LOCAL LEAGUE IN 2002

Much work has been carried out on the pitch over the years and is kept in a very reasonable
condition. Sited beyond the Mace shop toward the coast in front of Shore Park, where the
Durness Highland Gathering is held, it is a continual process to keep improving and the obvious
gradient and centre dip are beginning to disappear. The shack, which served as changing rooms
eventually, had gone past the state of repair and in January 1997, was demolished for the
provision of modern club facilities. This brought new difficulties. Because the club was granted
funding from the millennium for the provision of improved changing rooms certain criteria
over and above what was requested had to be supplied. Thirty thousand pounds more for
additional facilities were needed to ensure showers, referee room, etc. were made available.
Solicitors had to be instructed, constitution prepared and ownership of the ground had to be
clarified. The new facility was open in July 1997 with a football extravaganza. 12 five a side
teams participated in the bi annual football extravaganza. Teams from around the northwest
from as far as Thurso and Inverness, spent the day last Saturday in a knockout tournament. The
winning team was Raven Dogs from Thurso. The day was completed with a dance in the village
hall music supplied by local band blue ridge.

When Durness are playing at home the referee is a local man and the arrangements have been
simple. In return for his services, an occasional bottle of whisky is accepted as remuneration.
Currently the Durness strip is yellow and black. Sponsors K. Macrae and Sons Joiners are
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clearly supported upon the chest and the all in one warm suits for substitutes and waiting
players are clearly marked with the sponsors of Wm. Campbell Builders. The strip design and
colour have changed often when new sponsors are procured. The Sango Sands Oasis has been
a prominent sponsor in the past. A weekly sweepstakes, a collection from spectators and
occasional fund-raising and donations with players meeting their own expenses are the main
methods of meeting financial commitments.

Motor Club

Set up by the youths for the youths after identifying a need for adolescent activities.
Consultation with peers and after close community consultation with groups concerned they
applied for funding to Princes Trust, CASE, CED, SIP. Worked through bureaucratic process
of planning permission on their initiative and acquired a building from the estate. They re-
roofed and fully equipped the workshop.

The list of groups and activities is not finite but those mentioned give a flavor. Many groups
are formed for specific purposes which may only be pertinent to the moment, serve their
purpose and disband. Others are for specific interest recreational, social, and political for a
coherent approach to pursue a means.

The Calor Scottish Community of the Year Awards 2003

The application was made through the community council on behalf of all the groups and
current activities within in the village. After being short-listed in three categories
representatives from the community were invited to Edinburgh for a formal lunch and
presentation ceremony and were presented with first place for youth work in the community,
highly commended for environment and commended for community life. Plaques were
presented to be displayed and a total of £750 in prize money. Margaret Curran MSP Minister
for Communities presented the awards. The application was made after a suggestion to the
Development Group from Caithness and Sutherland Enterprise. Over one hundred entries were
received from throughout the country for the Calor Scottish Community of the Year Awards
2003, which are organised in conjunction with the Association of Scottish Community
Councils (ASCC), and supported by SEPA (Scottish Environment Protection Agency) and
Scottish Business in the Community (SBC). Now in their sixth year, the awards aim to
stimulate local people to take responsibility for their communities and enhance them for the
common good. The Calor Scottish Community of the Year Awards were launched in 1998, and
since then more than one third of all Scottish communities from the Borders to Shetland, and
all the country's major urban areas have taken part.

In determining the outcome of the awards, the judges sought best practices within communities,
which could be used as examples for other communities throughout Scotland. Commenting on
the community's success Gavin Tomlinson Communications Manager of Calor Scotland said:

"The young people of Durness are very involved in the community, and they are represented
on Highland Youth Voice, an elected youth parliament, which helps to promote a positive
attitude to the community's youth. They have also successfully set up and secured funding for
a motor club for scrambling and quad bikes in consultation with the local community.

"There are a variety of activities available such as golf, football, badminton and archery, and
many of the young people participate in these sports at competition level. The local primary
school has an annual educational camping trip, and the youth club caters for all ages and
interests, as well as working closely with Scotland Against Drugs to provide drug-free indoor
and outdoor facilities. In addition, a drop-in centre offers a safe recreational leisure and
learning facility.
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"The community's environmental success stems from a commitment to self-reliance that has led
to the community protecting and promoting both the natural environment and the historical
and socially relevant built environment. In general, this small and remote community has a
real sense of community life and is successful in catering for the local population as well as
the tourists."”

As with small villages community groups come and go. Here is a sample collection of those
that have been constituted and operated in Durness.
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Highland Gathering

An annual event that deserves a dedicated article is the Durness Highland Gathering which has
been the main community event since 1970. In his opening address in 1993 Don Morrison
stated that it is written in a chronical® “In 1830 the people of Durness Parish decided that one
day each summer should be set aside for local people to enjoy games music and shinty”

An annual event usually held on the last Friday in July has all the trimmings of traditional
Scottish Highland Games. Revived in 1970 after a break of approximately ten years. Difficulty
was experienced in obtaining the cups and gold bar from the bank when they were deposited.
Some members of the original committee were reluctant to sign over the trophies for a revival.
The original gold bar Hugh Mackay Piping medal is in safe keeping and has been replaced with
a mounted replica and engraved with the competition winner each year. The local shops and
businesses with sponsors from a range of sources contribute towards the prize money, cups and
shields for the competitions.

IMAGE 60 CHIEFTAINS PRESENT FOR THE YEAR 2000 DURNESS HIGHLAND GATHERING

The Gathering always used to be referred to as the Sports and have developed from local people
competing to an event when old friends, relatives, and natives of Durness return and meet up.
Athletes from all over come to participate. In 1914, the Sports can be recollected as being held
at Achins in September. In An account from 1955 originally by Wm. Morley Hames vice
convenor of Sutherland there is mention of a Highland Gathering Committee in Durness.
Christie Campbell games chieftain in 1977 said that the early games had been held on ground
behind Mathers shop. Evidently for around 177 years at the turn of the century the Durness
games have been going on in some shape or form and at a few different locations around
Durness. Since 1970, the Gathering has been held in the present field, Shore Park, beyond the
football pitch. There can be little doubt that traditional Games of agility and strength have been
practiced in the Highlands from very early times. Durness Highland Gathering is a small event
with all the trimmings.

The committee meets in January when a president is appointed and a chieftain is selected.
Sometimes a celebrity, someone with Durness connections or a local person and this
appointment is a local honour. On the day of the Gathering, the parade of officials, chieftain,

5 unidentified
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and competitors leaves the Village Square at twelve noon following the pipe band to the game's

field to declare the games open.

Entry to all competitions are free and open to everyone no matter which country you come
from. The Durness Highland Gathering Association are members of the Scottish Highland
Games Association and registered to accept both amateurs and professionals. If you do not
wish to compete just come and watch and maybe meet up with old friends or make new ones.
This is a day not to be missed when touring this beautiful part of the Highlands of Scotland.
There is much to offer in the way of a Scottish pipe band, highland dancers, field, track, and

heavy events.
The Chieftains

1970 Angus Macpherson of Achany M.B.E.
1971 George Y Mackie C.B.E. D.S.0. D.F.C

1972 Mr. Addison F. McCoubrey M.B. Ch.B. O.P.H

1973 Colonel A.M. Gilmour OBE M.C
1974 Mr. Angus MacPherson of Achany M.B.E.

1975 F.G. Armstrong Chief Ex. Highland Regional Council

1976 Mr. Charles Mackay

1977 Mr. Christie Campbell

1978 Julia Mackenzie Strathpeffer

1979 Mr. Gordon Burr Tongue

1980 Mr. Norman McAskill Lochinver

1981 Dr Sandeman, Durness

1982 Mr. John Mackay

1983

1984 Mr. Joseph Mackay Melness

1985 Mrs. Dottie J Mackay, Parkhill Hotel Durness
1986 Mr. L Montgomery Moiraville Durness
1987 Mrs. Madge Campbell Atlantic View Durness
1988 Mr. Charlie Simpson Wick

1989 Mr Fraser Wilson Dornoch

1990 Mr. Charlie O'Brien Strathnaver

1991 Mr. Colin Campbell Fochabers Moray
1992 Mr. lain Anderson

1993 Mr. Don Morrison

1994 Mrs. Lelia Mackenzie Achriesgill

1995 Mr. W H Morrison, Durness

1996 Dr. Winifred M Ewing

1997 Mr. Ken MacRae Durness

1998 Dr George Sanderson Durness

1999 Mr. A Robertson, Durness

2000 Mr. lain Keith

2001 Mrs. Janette Mackay Strathy West
2002 The Rt.Hon. Lord MacLennan of Rogart
2003 John Ridgway Ardmore

2004 Jim McCall MBE Beechgrove Garden
2005 Ally Bain and Phil Cunningham

2006 Michael Mather Durness

2007 Willie Morrison

2008 Catherine Jackson
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2009 Lachlan Ross

2010 Mrs. Iris Mackay

2011 Angus Ballie

2012 Ronnie Lansley

2013 Jill & Graham Bruce
2014 Kenny MacRae

2015 Anne & John Mackenzie
2016 Margaret MacRae

2017 Mary Mackay

2018 David Morrison

2019 Frances Gunn

2020/21 (COVID Pandemic)
2022 Donald Campbell, Corps of Royal Engineers (RE)

IMAGE 61 HIGHLAND GATHERING OF CHIEFTAINS 2002
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Celebrations
This is a short note of organised celebrations for specific events.
Queens Golden Jubilee

The Youth Club and senior citizens celebrated and commemorated the Queens golden Jubilee
on Monday with a buffet lunch. The lounge of the village hall was decorated in union jacks
and the children mingled among their guests and discussed the changes that have taken place
over the fifty years. Samples of pre decimal coins and the value along with a telegram from the
Queen to congratulate Edith Rodgers on her diamond-wedding anniversary were on show.
About 40 senior citizens and twenty-five children took part in the event.

Millennium
Photographic Record

Photographs all people living and working in the parish of Durness are being taken and
compiled into a millennium photographic album.

Smoo Cave Party

Two small beacon bonfires marked the entrance to Smoo Cave for the start of millennium
celebrations on Hogmanay. As darkness fell the cave was lit with over 100 candle lights. For
just over a couple of hours family of Durness and visitors heard music from John and Marty,
spooky stories from Graham Bruce, lit sparklers and ate barbecue beef.

Standing Stones
Stones Required 21%. February 2000

It is hoped that work can be started imminently on the Millennium Cairn and Maze at Lerinbeg.
People are being asked to help with the acquisition of local stone. Any donation would be
appreciated from one stone to represent a household to anyone with a load wishing to dispose
of a broken dyke, tumbled building or similar.

27" March

The Cairn and Maize at Lerinbeg is ready to have the concrete founds laid. David Campbell
and Robbie Mackay are dealing with this aspect and Dave Goulder, the dry sane dyke specialist
is to visit this month to build the cairn. Kenny MacRae will be digging out the car-parking lay-
by. Final decisions about wording for an information stone are still under discussion. The maize
never materialised.

10/4/2000. The Standing stone being prepared by Neil Fuller and the junior youth club and
school children has been ordered from Caithness.

17", July 2000

Work is progressing well with local stone mason Neil Fuller and the children of the community
in producing a lasting commemoration of the millennium. The four metre high stone of
Caithness slab to be erected and surrounded with small satellite stones individually designed
by the children is to be sited on Keoldale Green. The project being arranged between the youth
club school and community council should be able to be completed sometime in August. A
meeting on Keoldale green is being arranged for all interested parties to discuss and decide on
the final site. The planning authority has been informed and the standing stone in scripted with
a Celtic design is not subject to planning permission.

4" June 2001
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The millennium stone carved by local stonemason Neil Fuller was erected at Keoldale Green
last Friday. After the first attempt last December when the original length of Caithness slab
broke this creation was fitted on site without a hitch. Assisted by Kenny Macrae and Sarah,
Neil’s wife, the stone carved with a Celtic cross will eventually be accompanied by a display
of smaller satellite stones. This will be accomplished after giving the standing stone time to
settle. The smaller stones have been designed by the children of the primary school on the
theme of the Durness environment.

VE Day

The 60" anniversary of VE Day will be celebrated in Durness with a service and wreath laying
ceremony on Sunday the 8. May at the war memorial in the village square. A small crowd
assembled just before ten o’clock to observe a minutes silence at the village green war
memorial. Graham Bruce in his role of session clerk to the Church of Scotland gave a short
well-expressed speech and offered a prayer to mark the occasion of the sixtieth anniversary of
victory in Europe after the Second World War. Ex-service man Don Campbell laid a wreath on
behalf of the community. Formal representation from the local fire service session officer Hugh
Morrison and Coastguard officer Alex Morrison were in attendance.

Annular Eclipse

The 31%. May 2003 is the opportunity to see an annular eclipse. It is predicted that if the weather
is kind it should prove to be pretty spectacular. In the northern latitudes of Scotland the Sun
rises very early and this date is only 3 weeks away from midsummer. If you choose Durness to
observe this phenomena one of the best sites, the eclipse will start at 2:51:42 am, the sun would
rise at 3:24 am so the start of the eclipse would not be seen and the sun would rise with the
moon already eating into the sun. Mid eclipse and hence the maximum eclipse would occur at
3:47:06 am 23 minutes after the sunrise and be at a latitude of 1.4 degrees above the horizon.
The sun is approx. 0.5 degrees across so the sun will be three solar diameters above the horizon
at this point. The moon will completely be within the suns disc for 2 minutes 8 seconds. Finally
the eclipse will end at 4:44:36 and the sun will be entire once more.

Early in the morning on Saturday 31%. May 2003, 4.30am, the moon will pass in front of the
sun but will not quite cover its entire face and will leave a golden halo round the rim leaving
to the observer a cold ring of fire otherwise known as an annular eclipse. As soon as the sun
rises above the horizon the moon will pass across it No sooner will it be dawn than it will
appear as dusk! The ring will last for 2 minutes and the sun will become a crescent. Anyone in
the north of Scotland will be able to view this phenomenon with Durness being the best site,
somewhere with a sea view. Accommodation providers are reporting a succession of advanced
bookings for the event. Professional and armature astronomers are coming north. This is the
first Annular Eclipse over Scotland since 1921 and there won’t be another until 2093. It is a
once in a lifetime opportunity to see this occurrence.

With a large arrival of people to the village there was nobody that could be disappointed. The
accommodation providers had been reporting bookings for months in advance and the village
had been inundated with enquires about the best spots for watching. From Faraid Head to
Ceannabeinne and excursions taking people to Cape Wrath there were people at every available
situation. Passing places all along the coast road and car parks overlooking the sea were full.
Nobody can recall the village ever being as busy.

As dawn broke and the timed neared the appointed hour the sky slightly reddened and although
there was clear skies inland the horizon was levelled with a thin strip of horizontal cloud. For
the first few minutes there appeared to be no more to watch than the start of a regular good
sunrise. The cloud seemed to separate and the sight of the moon eclipsing the sun started to
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appear in a spectacular vision and for a moment the whole area was standing motionless in a
breath-taking sight as the predicted series of events occurred. This happened after a night when
streams of cars had constantly been arriving in Durness. The night was calm, breathless of wind
and warm. Comparison could be made to a summer’s day in the dark but the night never really
got dark as the dusk and dawn merged and intermingled together. The atmosphere around the
village was amazing like a massive festival with small groups congregating playing music,
having barbeques and dancing by the light of small beach bonfires. An estimate of actual
numbers has varied from two and a half to just over five thousand in and around Durness. A
more diverse mixture of people would be hard to find. The dedicated amateur and professional
astronomer, star gazers, spiritualists, Druids, the typical “anorak” and those with a curiosity of
the natural phenomena. Photographers and film crews mingled with people from all over the
world. It has been a long time since Durness has seen such a large number of people at the
same time and almost all stayed around for the weekend with a slow emigration south after
what was agreeable a superb occasion. As the village emptied it was noted on how well behaved
and tidy the visitors had been.

The Doing

A week before the wedding they had to undergo a tradition that is certainly being upheld in
Durness called “the doing”. Robbie and Fiona were gently secured in a trailer, pulled by a
tractor with cars leading the way, horns blaring and lights flashing, driven to all quarters of the
village. People greeted the entourage and emptied all kinds of concocted compounds from flour
and water to quite revolting looking mixtures about the couple.
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Music

Songs and music are a fundamental part of Gaelic culture. Gaelic songs are also one of the
most recognisable aspects of Gaelic culture. Songs served an important function in traditional
Gaelic society. The topics covered by Gaelic songs vary from politics to love, from spinning
to religion. The biggest Gaelic singing event in the year is The Royal National Mod, which is
held in a different part of Scotland every year. Thousands attend the competitions, concerts and
ceilidhs which constitute the Mod and it is a good opportunity to find out more about Gaelic
culture and singing. Many of today's best known Gaelic singers are former winners of singing
competitions at the Mod. Today the popularity of Gaelic singing attracts many learners to the
language.

Songs served a very important function in Gaelic society. Until the 20th century there was no
distinction between songs and poems since all poems were intended to be sung. Before 1700,
a clan chief would normally have had a hereditary bard in his retinue. It would be the bard's
role to compose songs in praise of the chief. Songs were also the means by which important
information (e.g. history, genealogy, legends etc.) was passed on to successive generations.

Long ago, as in English-speaking society, the majority of Gaelic speakers could not read or
write their own language. Information and knowledge were therefore passed on orally. This
required, and usually produced, an impressive memory. Even in the 20" century some Gaelic
speakers could accurately memorise a song 40 verses or more in length, after hearing it just
once!

Many non-professional poets emerged in the 17".-18" centuries. Although mostly well-
educated, these poets were free from the constraints of the hereditary bards and the subject
matter of the songs expanded to include new topics. Song making was not the preserve of the
scholarly in Gaelic society. There are work songs which were composed to accompany
everyday activities such as spinning, waulking, milking and rowing. The rhythm of these songs
is meant to compliment the rhythm of the work being done. We also have puirt a beul or mouth
music, songs in which the rhythm of the words is meant to replicate the rhythm of certain dance
tunes. Some of these songs may have been composed to assist fiddlers, and occasionally pipers,
in learning a tune. Others may have been composed as a means of remembering tunes when
the playing of the bagpipes or fiddle were proscribed or frowned upon. There are also religious
songs in the form of hymns and psalms. Gaelic psalm-singing in particular has a very distinct
style and sound.

As the 20" century progressed Gaelic poetry became increasingly detached from Gaelic song
making. As poetry evolved into a separate art form the number of Gaelic songs being composed
decreased. As a result, the majority of Gaelic songs which are sung nowadays are old
compositions. There is a wide range of bodies dedicated to traditional music including pipe
bands, accordion and fiddle clubs, folk clubs, traditional dance societies in all their rich
diversity, many Highland Games and the wide range of local festivals and events travelling
bring a blend of classical and contemporary drama.

Three instruments figure strongly in traditional music bagpipe, fiddle and harp, the latter having
enjoyed a revival since the 1970s, form the backbone of today's Gaelic music. The accordion
has a recent popularity. The clan chieftain would frequently maintain as part of his household
a harper, piper, or fiddler to entertain him and his guests.

Harp: The harp had a close connection with Gaelic poetry, the harper frequently accompanying
the poet in his recitation.
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Bagpipe: By the 17" century the bagpipe had become more popular than the harp. The earliest
historical references to bagpipes in the Gaidhealtachd date from the mid-sixteenth century, and
from about 1700, piping 'colleges' began to appear; teaching families included the MacKays of
Gairloch, the Rankins of Mull, and the McCrimmon’s of Skye.

Fiddle: Fiddle music became very popular in the 18" century, especially for dancing when
tunes were played in sets of two strathspeys and a reel.

A very brief framework can only be given as over the years one hears many stories of people
who were accomplished musicians and impromptus sing and playing would start as people
visited to ceilidh.

|11
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Many excellent musical occasions with
local and professional musicians have
been heard in the village hall. Marty
Mackay and John Morrison Carbreck a
local duo of guitar and accordion
provided music for many celebratory
occasions. Katy and Donnie MacDougal,
Katy an accomplished accordionist and
Donnie a talented musician able to play a
wide range of musical instruments also
played at many concerts, dances and
ceilidhs. Katy started The Ceol Clo Mor
music group which operated from 1998

IMAGE 63 MARTY MACKAY AND JOHN MORRISON CARBRECK . .
to circa 2004 encouraging people of all
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IMAGE 62 A VERY EARLY LINE UP OF BLUERIDGE. PHOTO BY JIM A JOHNSTONE. IAN JAMES CAMPBELL, ALE)J
MORRISON, PETE KEDDIE, DONNIE MACDOUGAL
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levels and ages to learn musical instruments. Blue Ridge, a very popular dance come pop
country band covering many of the hits of the time played throughout Mackay Country. The
line-up has changed over the years with Donnie MacDougal and lan James being the longest
serving members. Alex Morrison Carbreck, Daren Mackay, Marty Mackay and Malcolm
“Shifty “ Morrison have all played a part.

Concert Events
Feis Chataibh ceildh Trail. 25th July 2005

The second occasion of the Feis Chataibh Ceilidh Trail was in Durness village hall last
Thursday night. The ten girl’s, average age between 16 and 17 years, performed amazingly
with a full two part concert that included jigs, reels and all categories of music. They all played
a selection of instruments fiddles, accordions, pipes, whistles, and keyboards and sang some
beautiful Gaelic songs. The whole performance was presented in a professional and practiced
approach, hard to believe that these young people from the North West Highlands were so
young. In a time that many are concerned with keeping culture and traditions alive and creating
new ways to present the historical significance, it was extremely disappointing that only a very
few people turned up to experience this event. It was poor indeed that the obvious effort that
these young people had put into the preparations for the performance was not recognised. The
skill and dedication of the young ladies had to be seen and heard to be appreciated and it can
only be hoped that other audiences throughout Sutherland are far larger than that in Durness.
Those that did attend were treated to an exceptional evening of music, skills of young people
plus highland culture and were very much appreciative of the group’s dedication to making
those present, enjoy the night.

Phil and Ally concert

February 2006 Durness hall was packed with an enthusiastic and appreciative audience. As
part of the Blas Music festival Durness Hall committee promoted to groups of musicians. First
on stage were Donald Black and Malcolm Jones, Donald is an outstanding harmonica player
and provided a display of his talent in a selection of tunes accompanied by the quite but
superbly talented Malcolm of Runrig fame. For the third year running Phil Cunningham and
Aly Bain played a selection of music, some from their new album, and gave what many said
was their best performance. For a finale the four musicians gathered together on stage and gave
a much appreciated musical treat of skill and high technical ability.

Urachadh August 2007

Last Thursday evening five exceptionally gifted musicians and singers told the story of North
West Sutherland through music, song, poetry and visuals. Urachadh composed of James
Graham, Gaelic singer who comes from Lochinver, Rhona Sutherland on violin guitar from
Dalchalm, near Brora, James Ross Piano from Wick, The Strathy-born piping instructor Carol-
Anne Mackay played bagpipes, accordion whistles and Catriona MacLeod, Gaelic singer who
plays accordion and whistles from Strathnaver who conceived the idea and has spent two years
bringing the concept to fruition. The music was faultless as it brought the film running
constantly in the background to life. The audience was taken on a journey through half a
millennium of the heritage of Assynt and Mackay Country, A unique and remarkable
experience.
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Tourism

Being involved in the tourism industry in a small but necessary way to earn a living | observed
the frequent and changing demands of tourists to the area. For many visiting Durness and
surrounds was an annual event and they returned for what the area offered, generally a lack of
being commercially developed allowing visitors to find their own recreation in an environment
not transformed for holiday makers. They came prepared for the environment and took midges
and weather as part of the experience. At various times unaccustomed holidaymakers looked
for and expected high end accommodation and guest houses. Bed and breakfast establishments
had to adapt and offer on-suite facilities. The days of visitors joining in with the family croft
life were disappearing. Self-catering became popular also with expectations of high quality and
facilities. Durness and around was not a destination as such for many tourist more a “pit stop.”
As roads improved and the North Highlands became more accessible, within an hour or two
from Inverness visitor numbers and road traffic increased although very few leave the roads to
explore the scenery they admire as travelling through. The North Coast 500 was in early
embryonic stages when | departed but was becoming obvious that with aggressive marketing
and arguments for economic benefits for some was going to alter the different requirements of
the visitor.

The history of tourism in Scotland is essentially a literary one. The first "travelogue™ of
Scotland, A Description of the Western Isles of Scotland by Martin, was published in 1698. It
provided the inspiration for others to record their journey. Geographical collections relating to
Scotland made by Walter MacFarlane in 1767 mostly with reference to hunting grounds “In
Durines, where it inclines to the south-west of Diri-moir, there is a celebrated hunting-ground,
commonly called Parwe very famous throughout the whole kingdom on account of the
attractions of the chase.” From the late eighteenth century onwards increasing personal wealth
meant that travel was no longer limited to the aristocracy. From this time to the present day,
Scotland, especially the Highlands, has been associated with romantic wilderness.

The tourist, says Blacks Guide for 1863, must not look for woodland beauties, but he will find
himself compensated by the severe grandeur of the majestic mountain forms by the unbroken
stillness of the large inlets of the sea or of the freshwater lakes and the impressive altitude of
its abrupt and rugged seaward and cliffs. The Inns and all parts of Sutherland Shire are in most
cases excellent, clean, comfortable and frequently provided with unexpected accessories of
progress in the arts of life and very reasonable accommodation for families and gentlemen.

Sutherland Shire, says the abridged statistical history of 1853, was the last district in Scotland,
which was subject to the improvements of modern times the beginning of the present century.
It was a country living in nearly the same condition as it had exhibited centuries before, and in
many respects shut off from the progress of that civilization which had been so beneficially
spread over the rest of Britain. To this day, let us realise the larger part of this great county of
1800 square miles has no railways few bus routes but with the most infrequent and inconvenient
services. There are no sea ports at which passenger vessels call, and there is no airport to get
from one valley to another by public transport can take anything from 12 hours to two days.

Small and wildly scattered as the population of Sutherland is it as shown in the past 30 years,
a sharper decline as that of any other mainland county, and only Banff has a smaller proportion
of people in the 15 to 65 year old age group. There is only one burgh, the little cathedral town
of Dornoch and that followed by Brora with a population of just over 1000. There are no
inhabited islands today, although it recently as 1931 Roan or Ellan na Roan at the mouth of the
Kyle of Tongue supported more than 60 people. This is one of the loneliest regions in Western
Europe. Over vast tracts of country. As far as the eye can see, there is neither human being nor
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human habitation, often not even an animal to be observed. Yet, there is nothing in these islands
to equal the scenery of this region.

Tourism began in the nineteenth century under the influence of writers such as Sir Walter Scott.
Scott is credited with the invention of clan tartans and the modern tourist industry. King George
IV visited Edinburgh in 1822, presenting Scott with the opportunity to portray the grandeur of
Scotland's past and present. He was in charge of preparations for the visit and hit upon a scheme
of asking the main clan chiefs to dress "in the masquerade of the Celtic Society". The visit was
a great success with the city awash in kilts, tartans, and bagpipes. The King himself wore a kilt.
However, before this date clans (and remember the clan system was only in existence for a
relatively short period of time and its purpose was to provide fighting units) had distinguished
themselves by, for instance, wearing a cockade, or heather etc. The tartan industry grew
strongly under the Victorians and continues to be a defining element of Scottishness throughout
the world. Tourism is now a major industry employing people in every part of the country,
twelve months of the year. It generates a great deal of wealth but also an enormous amount of
garbage. As in war, truth is often the first casualty. Providing peace and quiet recreation for
the rest of Britain was a familiar role for the Scottish Highlands. There had been early travelers,
like Boswell and Johnstone in 1773 but not until the nineteenth century that visitors came in
significant numbers to holiday in the area.

IMAGE 64 NORTHWEST SUTHERLAND IS VAST AND DIVERSE IN SCENIC BEAUTY

North West Sutherland is one of the last great scenic secrets of Europe. It is a vast wilderness
of extraordinary mountains set in ancient rock, moorland and heather-clad hill. It is where you
will find the highest sea cliffs, the highest waterfalls, and many other extremes of the natural
world. A spectacular coast road weaves its way around numerous sea lochs and mountains. It
is a wonderful journey known as the West Highland Tourist Route (before the North Coast

100 Contents Index




500) which takes you through a traditional crofting landscape and provides a fantastic insight
into the nature of life on the edge of Europe.

The northern coast offers a rich variety of scenery, from tall storm-swept cliffs to gentle sandy
bays. The interior offers equally dramatic contrasts between low-lying windswept bogs and
dramatic mountain peaks. Fishing boats shelter in the area’s many harbours and fish farm cages
are tucked into sheltered corners. Numerous nature reserves protect the moorland’s rich plant
and animal life, with sea birds to the fore. It is also one of the few places in the UK with some
remote pockets of the Scottish Highlands yet to be explored. This is indeed a land of contrasts,
from the austere majesty of the mountains to the subtle undulations of the valleys, and from
the dramatic cliffs to the tranquillity of the most beautiful and peaceful white sandy bays and
beaches.

This is wild country and beautiful, don't rush it. This is the land of the midnight sun and of
glorious sunsets when the entire western horizon is bathed in glory as the sun dips and is
quenched in the waters of the Atlantic. The rugged grandeur of this area is beautiful with an
overwhelming abundance of wildlife all around and is sparsely populated. There is an ever-
changing light and a powerful sky, breath-taking expanse with dramatic and diverse changes.
During long summer hours of daylight there is a radiance illumination and the other extreme
of hours of darkness with vast starry skies in winter.

To sustain an economic stability the area has become more dependent on tourists and Durness
is no exception. From May through to September visitors from all over the world venture north
to the spectacular and rugged scenery. Durness is a natural stopping place on a route around
the north coast. | left Durness as the North Coast five hundred was becoming popular and many
of the issues that arose were covered in the press and various internet sites. | have no intention
of examining the specific scheme here as my experience would not be sufficient. At the early
stages | was called by the Press and Journal which happened occasionally for a comment and
| explained that the area lacked the infrastructure to cope, their article described me as the lone
dissenter.

The present day settlement pattern is essentially a coastal one, with few habitations away from
the coast. Tourism, in terms of direction of tourist movement, and availability of
accommodation, is rigidly controlled by both these factors. The main arteries of flow are the
north and west coast roads, with comparatively little inland penetration, while the existing
nucleated or semi-nucleated settlements have developed as the main centres of hotel and bed
and breakfast accommodation.

Durness has very few old reports of being used as a holiday destination but old writings from
about 1700 mention good hospitality at the inn in Durness on travels around Sutherland. This
Inn stood in the village square and was burned down in 1908. Many of these travels are
accounts of bird and wildlife. Fishing and shooting has always been popular. As early as 1808,
a special guidebook was advertised in the Inverness newspaper regarding visiting and
holidaying in the Highlands in general, but the familiar role was of providing peace and
recreation.

Before 1965 the tourist industry had been left pretty much to its own devices. In the twenties
and thirties, there was practically no tourist industry. In Durness, there was the Cape Wrath
Hotel that dealt primarily with the fishing and shooting fraternity. These were mainly the
landed gentry from the south. This hotel was the only licensed premises in the area. The Parkhill
Hotel took in guests during the summer and there were three or four houses that were known
as boarding houses and catered for a few summer visitors. The majority of tourists travelled
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from the south by train to Lairg and the daily mail bus to Durness. During the war years 1939-
1945, the only persons visiting were connected with the war.

After the war and into the fifties tourism started to get under way. People were becoming
slightly more prosperous and some families owned their own motor car. Overseas visitors
started to appear, unknown in this area in pre-war years. After the war, most of the children in
Durness went barefoot for almost all of the year. There seemed to be a milder climate. The only
footwear the majority of the locals were used to would be heavy boots, built to last. When
visitors arrived from the city, they were immediately noticeable by the sandals and more casual
footwear. These items were much longed for especially among the young girls of Durness.
They were a source of bitter feelings of jealousy and rivalry.

As the fifties passed away the swinging sixties brought an influx of visitors. In 1969 the
Highlands and Islands Development Board sighted that "Tourism will develop successfully
only if local tourist associations are organised on a strong professional basis.” Frequently a
grievance about the Highlands being marketed as one destination is aired. A report written in
1987 indicates that tourism in the late 1960's was mainly made up of wealthy English visitors
who came for the fishing and shooting out of peak season to take advantage of the quiet period.
During the early 1970's, tourism was very big. The Craft Village was flourishing and
predictions were being offered about expansion.

In 1994, a geological display featuring the rocks of North West Sutherland was erected outside
the Information Centre that caused local consternation. The massive stones appeared without
any local consultation and although have proved very popular with much interest they have
never had any kind of interpretive information.

Norther Times 1994

“The assortment of large boulders which have sprung up recently next to the Tourist
information Centre has sparked a number of theories as to their purpose. They are neither a
copy of the Callanish Stone Circle or examples of rock from a super quarry but part of an
exhibit into the interpretation of the geology of NW Sutherland. Financed by Caithness and
Sutherland Enterprise the display has been provided by the Orcadian Stone Company from
Golspie. Durness Community Council recently had the standing stones of Sangomore as top of
the agenda, members supported the local view that the stones were obtrusive and inappropriate
to the site. Contact has been made to David Richardson of the Tourist Board and developments
are awaited.”

IMAGE 65 THE STONES OF SANGOMORE

The Stones of Sangomore by Dottie Mackay

Even in those modern "High-Tec" times, we still don't understand,
The measuring of the Standing Stones that grace our ancient land,
But now to add to the great mystery, of those monuments of yore,
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Comes the miraculous appearance of 'The Stones of Sangomore."

Now while to simple crofting folk they may seem a costly blunder,
There's little doubt in years to come, experts will gaze in wonder,
But as they earnestly debate the When?, The why?, The How?
They'll be just as B——y baffled as the folk who live here now.

Some talk of devil worship, and Druid Rituals in the nude,

And fear the stones will bring decline in moral rectitude,

But when asked Old John the Crofter said "Och I've seen it all before,

Did it myself when 1 was young, chase many a bird, round the rocks of Sangomore"

The Anti Quarry folk are happy, for its better far they say,

To see new rocks being imported than the old ones taken away,

But their opponents smile, and take the view, that from the Sango Site,
lan Wilson can have loads of stones with no need to dynamite.

Now Iris and Dotty are both bound to "Have it Made"

As they sell their "Sango Souvenirs” to a growing tourist trade,

And as Colin Coventry escorts folk around, he'll state it in his view,
That the Stones hold much more magic than the famous "Cave of Smoo."

When the "Top Brass of N.A.T.O." decide to hold an exercise,

They'll be danger for' Low Flying Jets' that streak across our skies,

For where before they saw Meall nan Cra, and the Hill of Ceannabeinne,
Its now the Stones of Sangomore that will fill the radar screen.

The collies from each croft around will gather at the site,

And the "Inviting Stones of Sangomore™ will view with great delight,
And when nature calls our canine friends will bark aloud in glee,
For a stone comes in very handy in a land without a tree!

A local crofter who's been known to take a dram or two,

May shake his head at what he sees as he staggers home from Smoo,
Where he used to see pink elephants, his befuddled brain will find,
Great heaps of rocks at Sangomore, when he's stoned out of his mind.

There's a worry over graffiti, and what some lager -drinking lout,

May spray made words on -" Rural Framework"- or "Keep White Settlers Out'
But if the hooligans won'’t listen to the save our "Save our Stones Appeal”
Then we'll have to get security from the "Fence at Balnakeil'

Archaeologists, in future years will ponder o'er the site

And use carbon dating methods on the heaps of seagull sh—e

Then scrape away the moss and lichen to decipher words beneath,
That say "There's free drams at the Oasis if you vote for Francis Keith"

Some say there's no need to go to see the Coliseum in Rome,

Or to travel out to Egypt when we've got pyramids at home,
But local cynics disagree, and want the stones put back,
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And denounce poor David Richardson and Invergordons Jamie Jack

But the Tourist Board is happy, and say with stones like these,
There's no need to visit Callanish in the far off Hebrides

And Orkney's famous Standing Stones, the tourists will ignore,
And flock to Scotland's new Stonehenge, The Stones of Sangomore.

Tourist Information Centre

IMAGE 66 DURNESS TOURIST INFORMATION CENTRE

In 2021 Durness is well furnished with a wide range of accommodation providers. One hotel,
a camp site, a diverse selection of self-catering and bed and breakfasts.

This are may not offer many “attractions” in the theme-park, tour bus, sense of the word, but
you will find that Durness and Mackay Country is enough of an attraction in itself. It is a
paradise for all walkers, climbers, bird-watchers, historians, naturalists, and Scotland-lovers of
every kind. Visit and you may very well feel as though you have gone back in time. The empty
lochs, vast skies and sprawling moorland have not changed in centuries.

The interpretative panels for the interior exhibition of the Tourist Information Centre were
renewed and updated and the appliqué wall hangings by the children of Durness primary school
were hung in a purposely-manufactured display case. The opening gradually increased from a
few hours for a couple of months in the year to opening from mid-march to mid-October six
days a week and seven days a week in June July and August. Around twenty eight thousand
visitors are counted at the Information Centre in 1994 rising from twenty one thousand six
hundred in 1989. In 1996, thirty four thousand people were counted. In 2019 the building was
closed and sold. The Tourist Information Centre was built at Sangomore in Durness in 1985.
A caravan was sited in the village square prior to that for tourist information.

Visitor profile data is not available for the Durness area specifically.
Face-to-face visitor survey findings

In August 2007, Rowan Tree Consulting undertook a survey to gather information on visitors
to Durness, visitors’ views on the existing interpretation at the Durness Visitor Centre, and how
to improve the experience of visiting the Centre. The face-to-face surveys were undertaken in
and around the TIC over 5 days. In total, 60 visitors were surveyed.

It should be noted that the results give a “snapshot” of the profile of visitors over the survey
period and for this reason we have highlighted any major differences between our survey
findings and the findings of the Highlands Visitor Survey 2002.
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The results can be summarised as follows:

Origin of visitors: The survey findings indicated that visitors to Durness Tourist Information
Centre in August typically.

« Are likely to be from overseas (60%), particularly continental Europe (14% of those
surveyed were from Germany, 8% from Italy and Switzerland and 6% from France).

« If from the UK (40%), are likely to be from England (26%). (26% were from England
and 12% from Scotland).

Note: The Highlands Visitor Survey found that 80% of visitors were from the UK.

Age of visitors: the survey found that visitors are fairly likely (43%) to be aged between 25-
34 years old (17%) or 35-44 years old (26%). Over 55s accounted for 18% of visitors.

Note: The Highlands Visitor Survey found that 35% of visitors were aged 25-44 years, and that
over 55s accounted for 43% of all visitors, suggesting that the profile of visitors to Durness is
younger than for Sutherland and Caithness as a whole.

Visit profile: Visitors surveyed:

« were typically on holiday away from home (100%)

« travelling with a friend, relative or partner (58%) i.e. in a group of two. In all, 70%
were travelling alone or in a group of two people, compared with a corresponding figure
of 56% in the Highlands Visitor Survey.

* 13.7% of those surveyed had children aged under 18 in their party.

Main reason for visit: The main reason people cited for visiting Durness was for general
sightseeing (90%) with many visiting Durness as part of a tour around the North West Coast
of Scotland. This figure of 90% is exactly the same as the corresponding Highlands Visitor
Survey, and reinforces the fact that very few visitors have been influenced to visit the area as
a result of a strong interest in its natural and cultural heritage.

Activities/interests: Data from the survey indicates that visitors to Durness:

« are likely to go for short, low-level walks of 2-8 miles (55%); watch birds and /or wildlife
(40%); buy gifts and souvenirs (35%) or visit a museum/ historic building/ archaeological
site (33%). Corresponding figures from the Highlands Visitor Survey were 51%, 23%,
23%, and 45% respectively. This suggests that, in comparison to visitors to Sutherland as
a whole, visitors to Durness are:

Marginally more likely to go for short walks.

Much more likely to watch birds and/or wildlife.

Less likely to buy gifts and souvenirs.

Less likely to visit historic/archaeological sites.

Are most likely to visit the beaches (45%); visit Smoo Cave or Balnakeil Craft Village
(35%); and go to a tearoom/restaurant/pub (33%).

e Are fairly unlikely (only 25%) to want to see or find out about the area’s geology.

e Are likely to visit two or more sites in the local area (43%).

The Durness survey findings highlight the potential to encourage visitors to go on short walks
or watch birds and wildlife while also flagging up the need to take an imaginative approach to
promoting the area’s historic, archaeological sites and geology to visitors who are less likely
to have a particular interest in these. It is interesting to note the lower proportion of visitors to
Durness saying they had bought or were going to buy gifts and souvenirs locally, particularly
given that this survey was undertaken in the peak season, the Highlands Visitor Survey found
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that peak season visitors tended to spend more generally during their visit (as per the findings
of the Highlands Visitor Survey), and there consequently appears to be an opportunity to
promote local opportunities for buying gifts and souvenirs more actively.

Length of Visit: The survey findings indicated that almost half (46%) of visitors surveyed
intended to spend fewer than 4 hours in Durness, with a further 12% saying that they would be
spending a day or less in the area i.e. 58% of those surveyed (almost six visitors out of every
ten surveyed) were staying a day or less. There is clear potential for encouraging longer dwell-
times, with knock-on benefits for the local economy.

Visitors surveyed were also spending fewer nights overall in Sutherland than visitors surveyed
in the Highlands visitor survey (3.48 nights as opposed to 4.2). As the

Highlands Visitor Survey was undertaken five years ago, it is impossible to know whether this
is due to a declining length of stay in Sutherland overall since 2002 or if it is a general feature
of visitors to Durness. In either case, however, the findings suggest that working to increase
length of visit in Durness should be seen as important.

Likelihood of return visit to Durness. Data from the survey indicates that visitors to Durness:

« are very unlikely to return to Durness during their current holiday (68%); but, are
fairly likely to return to Durness again in the next 2 years (33%).

Enjoyment of visit to Durness: Data from the survey indicates that visitors to Durness:

« found their current visit to be better than expected (38%); 33% thought it was the same
as expected and 28% did not know what to expect.

Conclusions In terms of interpretation, the main conclusions from the survey seem to be:

« visitors will be primarily adults, travelling in groups of adults but with a reasonable
proportion (20%) of groups with children, indicating that facilities for children may
enhance the experience of visiting the Centre or, even, help attract more family groups
(if actively promoted to these groups).

« fairly likely to be from out with the UK — even if the August 2007 survey findings
show an abnormally high proportion of overseas visitors compared with the Highlands
Visitor Survey, the chances are that a minimum of around 40% of visitors will be from
abroad (mainly Europe), with implications for the way in which interpretation is
presented.

« the majority of potential customers for new interpretation are likely to be primarily
interested in general sightseeing (90%) while a substantial proportion will also be
interested in going for short, low-level walks of 2-8 miles (55%); watching birds and
/or wildlife (40%); buy gifts and souvenirs (35%) or visit a museum/ historic building/
archaeological site (33%);

 The majority of visitors are likely to be interesting in visiting one or more sites in the
local area (82%) — suggesting that there is scope to use interpretation to encourage Vvisits
to local sites of interest.

« only a minority will be likely to have a specific interest in sites of
historical/archaeological or geological interest, suggesting that interpretation should be
designed to appeal primarily to the general public rather than those with a special
interest, and that promotion of local sites in the area might attract more visitors if they
are promoted as destinations for short walks and as places where you can also enjoy
bird/wildlife-watching
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. Length of stay Current %
Visitor numbers 30-60 minutes 125
Year Total 1-2 hours 178
2003 32,858 2-4 hours 178
2004 26,707 4-7 hours 512
2005 23,494 7-12 hours 512
2006 19,948 12-24 hours 12 15

24-48 hours 1315

2-4 days 12 15

More than 4 days 7
®Fight to save 'vital' Durness tourist centre

A vital tourist information centre is facing closure amid accusations that VisitScotland has
failed to act. Community leaders are now fighting to save the centre at Durness, which
ironically has never been busier with booming trade from being in a prime spot on the North
Coast 500 route. Inquiries at the centre have soared by more than a quarter this year alone.
But mystery surrounds an apparent breakdown in talks about renewal of the lease, which
expires next March, between the property owner and tourism agency VisitScotland. Dorset-
based businessman Michael Bonham Cozens owns the building. But an email, apparently from
his company, to the staff states that his lawyers "will be serving VisitScotland the necessary
notice to quit and, in turn, | very much regret that they will be doing the same thing in respect
of your lease." He said he had been unable "to make any sensible conclusion with them
(VisitScotland) in spite of every effort.” Highland Councillor Hugh Morrison, who represents
North, West and Central Sutherland — and lives in Durness — said he spoke to Mr Bonham
Cozens last week. "He is pulling his hair out over VisitScotland. He has been trying to speak
to them for a year but they won'’t answer his letters and emails. "I've also tried contacting
VisitScotland but they also will not respond to my emails. I hope they don’t treat visitors the
same Way. "They should be renamed ‘Missing in the North of Scotland.’ "In fairness to the
owner he has been trying hard to resolve extending the lease but he has been left with no
alternative but to say ‘enough is enough.’ "The lease runs out on March 29. The staff have
been kept in the dark — there are two staff there in the summer and one in the winter — as well
as the community. "You have so many people visiting Durness now throughout the year we
need the centre. “Nobody has seen this coming. The owner has been left with no alternative
but to issue the termination of the lease. "Maybe the time has come for community groups to
take it on and run it as tourist information centre for the area.” The venue is shared by tourist
information and Highland Council’s countryside ranger service, which is separately under
threat, and could be axed as a result of budget cuts. Groups including the John Muir Trust and
Mountaineering Scotland have urged the local authority to protect the organisation and
safeguard 18 jobs. Long-serving northwest Sutherland ranger Donald Mitchell and his wife
Valerie could both lose their jobs because she is part of the tourist information facility. Mr
Mitchell said: "It is a very worrying time. The centre is increasingly important for the
community, particularly with the success of the NC500." The Durness Development Group is
fighting to retain the building for the community but was unsuccessful in an attempt a few years
ago to buy the building. Group chairwoman Sarah Fuller said: "This has come out of the blue.
That building is more than a tourist information centre — it is stuffed full with all kinds of
information and resource.

6 Published: Northern Times 23/12/2016
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The organisation of camping came about in 1979 when the campsite at Sango was privately
opened and operated, encouraging people camping around the area to use the designated site
and provided facilities. The site has steadily improved with toilet facilities, showers, electric
hook ups, permanent reception building and ground maintenance. In 1995, the site was
expanded. Wild camping is discouraged locally although Balnakeil dunes are popular for
campers for a night or two. There are numerous Bed and Breakfasts and only a few registered
with the Tourist Board mainly because of the high costs of commission and lack of local
consideration in the national policy making. Self-catering accommodation is plentiful from
small single caravans on crofts to chalets and houses for rent. The Youth Hostel usually opens
from May to September but in 1998 started to open in March.

The attraction to potential visitors is expressed in a variety of adverts giving descriptions of
what is often called 'Europe’s last Wilderness'. Nothing can exceed the view from Durness, the
scenery is magnificent and the wild sheltered little sandy bays afford excellent bathing. The
sheer scale of the landscape for those accustomed to town and city dwelling creates awesome
scenery. The peace and quiet typifies some of the world's best fishing and reveals the natural
abundance of plants, animals and birds. One of the most beautiful areas of Europe, rocky rivers,
scattered lochans, shimmering beaches, mountains and moorland. Arts and crafts, photography
and natural history in all its guises, scientific, amateur and professional have been pursuits in
the unrivalled expanse of Durness where the solitude can inspire the individual to a creative
end. Poetry and prose have been written both here and about here. This space tends to lend
itself to the visiting creative individual and interpretation in countless contrasting ways.
Recreation in its most natural state appears to be a function of this area.

Crofting and the tourist trade are becoming inextricably woven together and forty years ago
there was the fear in Durness that crofting would be neglected for tourism and for employment
people had to travel to distant parts of Sutherland. Durness remains a great attraction for people
who want to escape from the urbanised areas, finding relaxation, recreation and restfulness.
While it was a difficult destination to reach, the attraction of simple natural uncommercilised
facilities and services have been very welcome. The area has become easier to arrive at and the
increased numbers of persons move around at greater speeds. The capacities have not expanded
and been provided for at the same rate.

The high majority of the tourists are only passing through Durness. The camp and caravan site
has an average stay of two to three nights. There is no accommodation large enough to allow
an overnight coach party and therefore a coach stops only for about an hour on route to the
evening's destination, insufficient to have more than one stopping site. Most touring motorists
come through Durness between 11am and 3pm and make at the most two stops, depending on
the weather. The Bed and Breakfasts quickly fill in the middle of summer and the self-catering
establishments are usually booked in advance.

Organised activities are scarce but are on the increase slowly. Access to the most north westerly
point on mainland Britain by passenger ferry and a minibus ride is a popular journey. A small
dinghy expedition to the second chamber of Smoo Cave, rock abseiling, guided walks with the
Countryside Ranger to distinct and diverse wild life colonies are available throughout the
summer.

Around 1994 sea trips around Cape Wrath and Faraid Head were available with a local
fisherman to view the scenery, seabirds, seals and other attractions dependent on weather. The
trips departed from Smoo Cave and lasted about ninety minutes. The itinerary is tide and
weather permitting. The cruise vessel was nearly eight metres long and fully equipped for
passengers. Fishing by arrangement in the lochs and sea fishing by boat has all become
available.
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The area is spectacular for endless hill and coastal walking with wonderful cliffs. There are no
organised water sports but the sheltered bays are becoming popular for windsurfing and body
boarding. In 2017 a zip line with speeds up to 45mph with amazing ocean views from up to
100ft above Ceannabeinne Beach was established.

The natural environment attracts people in its own right and the unspoiled beauty with little
commercial development is one of the reasons the corner of mainland Britain has a high
percentage of return visitors. Hill walking and mountain climbing are popular pursuits and
while the mountains around Durness are lonely and remote, they are quite easily accessible and
enjoyed by novice hill walkers, when the correct routes are used. There are no great heights to
be conquered but challenging, rewarding and impressive views can be obtained. Walking in
isolated locations is hazardous and it is always advisable to inform someone of the route and
expected time of return. Important reminders are issued about responsibilities and the speed
weather conditions can change. Lives can easily be put in danger not only of the walkers but
also of others when rescues are launched.

The notion of authenticity is an important element in the promotion of tourism. In Scotland,
the commercialisation of culture is obvious. It is an ideological framing of history, nature and
tradition. Today, there is a tourist demand for authenticity rather than ‘facts’ and for the
believable over the true. Many tourists have indeed been lured to Scotland in search of evidence
of an older, traditional culture. There is a desire to see things in their original location and
condition, to experience them as people in the past would have done. It is however problematic
for reasons as diverse as the fragility of an item, the uncertainty as regards its original location
or the desire to display items to the widest audience. It also raises the issues of restoration and
of making newly made replica, which might give a better impression of how an object would
have looked, when the original item is damaged. Therefore, it frequently runs the risk of
creating a past that never existed. The phenomenon is due to new technologies that permit the
reconstruction of heritage in real and virtual space. These technological advances allow a more
active participation from the ‘spectator’. It is a form of remaking the past for the purposes of
the present. Nowadays, culture is commercialised and heritage becomes a theme park, ‘an
archaeological zoo’. It is opposed to tradition and creates conflicts between traditionalists and
those who demand a more active involvement in heritage. Authenticity may also mean that the
reconstruction of the past proceeds with notions of history. In that case, it is better to use the
term of historical authenticity. Therefore, the issue of authenticity also refers to the problem of
interpretation of the past. Many historical events and traditions have been reimagined and
reinterpreted for tourist promotion regardless of their origin. In Scotland, many features of
Scottish iconography are today presented as traditional, even though they are of recent origin
(e.g. Tartan, Highland games and gatherings). Mackay Country has a definite advantage of
seeing how these perceptions have altered the true and real communities they try to portray.
Mackay Country is a living example of what many try to recreate and we interpret what we
find in this locality for the twenty first century.

Countryside Ranger

The Highland Council employs Countryside Rangers in serving the tourist industry and
protecting the environment, the visitors come to see. The Rangers' job is to encourage a good
relationship between people and the countryside, enjoyable for people and protecting the
countryside. The main aim is for people to understand the environment, especially visitors who
will behave more responsibly towards a countryside they understand and appreciate.

In July 1996, a full time all the year round post of Countryside Ranger was created to allow
more work with the local community and of the wider county at large. Prior to that, the post
was seasonal. The Countryside Ranger has organised guided walks to destinations of interest,
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bird colonies etc. Since May 1991, a German who came to visit Durness in 1988 and settled
has held the post. In December 1997 the post became vacant and was not filled until August
1998. Since then Donald Mitchell has been in post. Until its closure the ranger was based in
the Durness Tourist Information Centre where information is displayed about most of the
natural aspects of the area. The Rangers have been responsible for starting various clubs of
natural historical interest and become involved with the children of the primary school and the
Youth Club.

"Nature’s Call

As a ranger it is challenging to offer some guided walks covering topics that one may not feel
entirely cognisant with; indeed it is a fairly common event for me! My interests are wide and
non-specific. Perhaps | am most confident on birds and mammals but even then, if a real
enthusiast comes along pointing out a rare variant species | am nonplussed. Such was the case
with a ring-billed gull and ring-necked duck in Durness fairly recently, and although I may
note a difference the penny doesn’t necessarily drop that it is something rare. For me this is
particularly the case whilst “leading” geology-based or wild flower walks, especially the latter,
although the north-west is a wonderful area for both. The machair of Oldshoremore and
Durness is fantastic in the summer and the sheer mass of blooms is astounding. No one really
needs to know each species name to be in awe, walking across and over the flowers (they
cannot easily be avoided) is a sensual hedonistic perambulation. Sometimes the more you know
about each flower the greater the pleasure and wonder — there are also quite a few “twitchers”
in the plant world, desperately keen to add a new species to their list.

We try to please all types and cater for all interests and after many year’s repetition I have
become familiar with most of the flowering plants of the north-west — but then there are the
orchids. There are masses of them, from spring and all through the summer, all over the place,
on the hill, on the moors, in the bogs, by the roadside and even on the lawn. Wonderful,
remarkable flowers they are too with a great variety of shapes, colours, complex life cycles and
extraordinary relationships with insects and fungi. It would be possible to take a guided walk
with only the orchids as the subject of interest. Perhaps fortunately for me as a non-botanist,
most people on holiday have general interests and are not too bothered about which particular
species or sub-species or which probable cross-pollinated species hybridised with which. It is
interesting however and the more | learn of orchids the more interesting they become — like
most things. In general, visitors are content to know the common name and any peculiar facts
or idiosyncratic details about a particular plant. Such as that the early purple orchid smells of
tom cat’s urine and the same plants tubers were once used in aphrodisiac love potions. They
were and possibly still are synonymous with fertility and virility. The tubers are supposed to
resemble testicles; so hence the association.

There are over 25,000 species of orchid worldwide with about thirty of them found in Scotland
(that may include sub-species). It seems to surprise people to learn just how common they are:
many widespread and abundant, some elusive and rare. One rarity we have in the north is
almost invisible — the bog orchid (Hammarbya paludosa). It is tiny, inconspicuous, and green
and lives in a bog camouflaged amongst soggy sphagnum moss but is none the less quite
remarkable. Dr lan Pennie of Scourie first pointed it out to me. We had to get down on hands
and knees to examine about six spikes protruding from the peat through the edge of the moss.
Each flower head or inflorescence has about twenty minute green flowers, which look upside

” From the Newsletter September 2006, NO. 179 By Donald Mitchell
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down compared to other orchids as the lip points upwards seemingly twisted right round.
Interestingly the bog orchid is alone amongst Scottish species in producing tiny bulbils at the
edges of its lower leaves which detach, floating off to later become a new plan.

Most orchid seed is as fine as dust and does not produce a seed leaf, the absence of which
means seedlings are dependent on an association with fungal mycorrhiza for an outside food
source until mature green leaves are formed. It may be many years before a flowering shoot
forms. Common twayblade (certainly common around Durness) can take up to fifteen years
before flowering, which may then occur only once or twice before a plant dies, depending on
species. One of my favourites, the fragrant orchid, does so — it is well named having a beautiful
aromatic scent. In the north we do not have to search hard to find these unusual plants, as once
more we are fortunate in nature’s abundance. Incidentally plaudits must go to the Scourie roads
department for delaying the cutting of road verges where butterfly orchids were growing in
abundance — all credit to them.

Puffin Link from Faraid Head to Durness
Tourist Information Centre August 2007

With assistance from Scottish Natural Heritage, Highland Year of Culture and the Lottery
Awards for All Durness community council have been working to have installed a CCTV link
from the established Puffin Colony at Faraid Head to a plasma display in the Tourist
Information Centre. This ongoing work has been disrupted by small but fragmentary problems.
The work was supposed to be completed in time for the arrival of the puffins this year but with
a catalogue of errors the puffins have left the area and the link is still not functioning constantly.
The atrocious weather leading up to the spring at the beginning of the year hampered the
voluntary work to have concrete plinths created; camera mast erected a solar panel installed
and cables laid between the cameras and the solar panel. With this completed the electrical
work and technical matters were started. The contractor had given all the details of the system
to the supplier as there is no “off the shelf system” but the loss of power between the cameras
and panel with a 250 meter run was not accounted for. A further cable had to be laid and
adjustments to the components to compensate were undertaken. The power for the system,
running the cameras and transmitting the signal is from six heavy duty batteries charged from
the solar panel. As more than 12 volts is required to be carried to the cameras the batteries had
to be wired in a sequence that gave sufficient voltage for the 2 cameras and allowing for loss
on the cable but had to be wired to allow the trickle charge from the solar panel to maintain
each individually. This has taken many visits, each time arrangements for transport and
volunteer time has to be arranged, to get right as only after a lapsed time period was it clear if
all the settings were correct. Furthermore a timer switching the equipment on and off at set
times had to be incorporated to ensure that for a period in 24 hours there was no use on the
batteries and the system could charge. Due to an ongoing unidentified fault in the timer the
whole system kept failing to maintain a constant level of charge and therefore continue
operating. The system has worked but only for 24 hours at a time without having manually to
recharge the batteries. All involved are now confident that the system will provide the CCTV
link allowing recording of the colony for times when the TIC is closed and out of season but
unfortunately the puffins will not be televised this year. There is yet a further interruption due
to the reluctance of using vehicles unnecessarily on farm ground while the Foot and Mouth
scare affects Britain. As soon as this is cleared the CCTV puffin link will be switched on!

The long awaited CCTV link from Faraid Head to the Durness Tourist Information centre is
now running successfully. After replacing the technical consultant that provided the equipment
and initially installed the system the new advisor has improved what was poor workmanship
and has the system functioning correctly. Two cameras on a mast at Faraid Head overlook the
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Puffin colony where the birds come to breed annually around mid-April and stay until around
the end of July. The signal is transmitted back to the village and displayed on a television screen
in the visitor centre.

The system was constantly breaking down and several faults were identified mainly to do with
the distance from the site to the reception. Due to ongoing incurred costs that could not be met
the system was discontinued.

IMAGE 67 PUFFINS ON FARAID HEAD
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Durness Estates and Quarrying

8The annual rents were collected by Mr Gunn of Smoo Lodge when the Durness crofters
maintained their exceptionally good name as rent payers. There being not one arear. The most
considerate landlord Mr Buxton on learning how low prices of sheep which prevailed this
season, kindly granted each crofter a reduction of 25% of the year's rent. He and his charming
lady make their tenants on rent they provided a light refreshment for them and gave to each
the most useful Christmas present of a package of tea.

Last week, Mr and Mrs Buxton visited the schools at Durness and gave to each child appear
of very warm and searched serviceable house slippers. The people of Durness are very grateful
for further extreme generosity and thoughtfulness.

The ownership of Durness Estates has been rather complicated to discover with veils of
apparent secrecy and complex transactions difficult to follow.

In 1989 A London based quarrying company Redlands Aggregates started to carry out test
bores at Durness with the intention of trying to establish a mayor coastal quarry to export
minerals from a deep water jetty at Loch Eriboll. Lime and potash were two possibilities. The
company is understood to have negotiated the mineral rights from the Belgian syndicate in
Antwerp which owns the Durness Estate. They have also received all the necessary consents
from the estate proprietors for access for a proposed quarry site between Rispond and
Portnancon on the west side of Loch Eriboll. The hope was for major jobs for Durness with the
prospect of employment for local people for years to come. If commercially viable the quarry
would have to have reserves to last at least 20 years and it is envisaged that the workforce
would increase the population of the village by about 25 per cent.

Throughout 1993 there was several newspaper reports with argument discussions from an anti-
quarry lobbying group and a local contingent supporting the possibility of a mineral extraction
quarry.

In 1994 a report was received that two large scale quarry projects were not viable. “Developing
the Durness Eriboll rock deposits for large scale export quarrying would be inappropriate” The
consultants concluded that the quality of rock was not of national significance to the aggregates
industry and would not constitute good use of resources.

SLast week it was reported in The Herald that a director of Vibel had been contacted. It is
understood that Mr. Karl Heinz Buchel, the first name to be given to this company in the 12
years since they have owned the Estate, refused to answer questions on his stewardship of the
9400-acre Estate. He stated "Vibel is a company, we have several businesses, land and so on".
He refused to identify any other director and directed all enquires to the legal representative
at their solicitors in Edinburgh.

Around the same time there was a report that Mr. lan Wilson, the Dunblane based mineral
developer, was currently negotiating to take ownership of the 9400 acre Durness Estate.

At the end of March 2000 Mr. lain Wilson met with community councillors, Durness Grazing
Committee and Councillor Francis Keith. Mr. Wilson started by giving some details as to the
history of Durness Estates and how he became the agent for Vibel SA. He indicated that it
would be useful for him to have an assistant, possibly the Durness Grazing Clerk chairman to
keep him informed and updated as to the village plans and concerns. He has noted the concerns

8 From the Northern Times December the 15th, 1932.
9 Publication 31%\January 2000
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of the inclusion of the Super Quarry in the Highland Council Structure Plan and implied that
there would be no consideration of development until the Harris Quarry Report was published.
He was reassuring in empathising that there would be no development without the Durness
Community being consulted at all the stages. There is interest in developing a small quarry in
pegmatite granite on a small scale employing up to 15 people forecast to produce up to 100 ton
per anum. The rock is foreseen as being transported by a track formed over the hill and by
conveyor belt to a shore base between Portnancon and the top of Loch Eriboll. This proposal
is in its infancy and will require more testing and examination. Future meetings will be arranged
in the autumn to update the community.

Mr. Wilson was asked about assistance with the proposed Loch Eriboll Pier Development and
he wants to be kept updated on the progress. Both the development of an Angling Club
requiring the use of lochs and the Day Care Centre requiring land will be considered and the
actual requirements should be addressed in writing to Mr. Wilson. An associate of Mr. Wilson,
Mr. Derek Prestell, gave a talk on development and the environment and ways to best advance
sustainable projects without sacrifice.

Perhaps prompted by the recent publicity about Laid Crofters Estate representative for Viabel
SA, the Lichtenstein Company that owns Durness Estates and mineral right proprietor lan
Wilson and his associate David Pretzel were in Durness last Monday. They were addressing a
series of meetings.

After meeting with the Durness crofters, the community council, with the largest turnout of
public in recent times, was presented with a proposal that was described as a proposition to
bring the Estate back to the community. To transfer the Estate and mineral rights with a 60%
shareholding in the public sector effectively giving this sector control, with 40% held by Vibel,
40% owned by the community with no financial input, 10% in Highland Council and 10% with
the Local Enterprise Company. Mr. Wilson declared that negotiations are presently ongoing
regarding the funding. The agencies would be expected to supply working capital. There would
be two companies established. The first to own the land the second to control the land resources.
This scheme was likened to the situation on Eigg but this was fiercely contested and no clear
parallel was agreed. This raised questions about the meaning of the intentions of communities
actually taking control of the land and this split did not actually give the community what the
Land Reform Legislation plans.

Mr. Pretzel describing the Durness landscape as biologically degraded chiefly addressed the
meeting and his interest is in using the biological, cultural and social resources to diversify the
economic potential of the area to achieve the biological potential with sustainable development.
When asked directly if he had any specific proposals his answer was that he preferred not to
reveal anything that may set minds in a rigid framework.

The first declaration that was made stated that both Mr. Wilson and Mr. Pretzel were against
quarrying but very quickly the debate was centred on quarries. The super quarry is still included
in the Highland Council's structure plan although the public consultation is complete the
Highland Council Planning Committee meet to start the discussion on the draft proposals of
the new document on the 11" November. What became clear as questions were put is that for
Mr. Wilson's backers, who must remain anonymous, are only prepared to put up the finance
for the buyout if a small scale pegmatite quarry, able to supply specialist mineral stones that
has a high demand in Europe for the glass and ceramic industries, is the cornerstone of a
development plan. When questioned about financial return to the community on such a
development it was discovered that only around £30,000 per anum would be available as
market royalties.
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The next step envisaged is to design a development plan for the Estate forming a working party
to produce a document for discussion. The issues identified were categorized into three,
minerals, purchase of Estate, and the development of the Estate in association with the
community. There was a lot of concern and a good deal of mistrust about the motives and
sudden concern for the Durness Estates although Councillor Keith defended the track record
of the proprietors with a list of benefits the community has obtained. Some quarter's felt that
the proposals were set to a pre-arranged agenda with the option of not becoming involved as
not being part of the only realistic alternative to Durness slipping down a slippery slope. There
was consensus that there is an opportunity but all parties must approach the task prepared to
"break the bonds of history with a good working relationship™.

It was agreed that this could be the major village influence and must be considered with full
available information, involving the whole population when clear identification of a proposal
is available. An investigative steering committee would have to be the first step. The result
from this meeting was that after discussions with their respective committees it should be
considered that the chairpersons from the Durness and Laid Grazing Committees and Durness
Community Council should take on this role.

The Laid crofters have been working independently developing economic projects to re-
establish Laid with its own identity. They have found working with the landlords very
frustrating. They have been examining the possibility of taking control and ownership of their
common grazing land. Should this succeed it would be the first hostile Highland land buy out.
During recent weeks there has been national news coverage of their aspirations and this
proposal has stimulated interest from the television and radio news magazine programs. There
is a complex set of circumstances for the participants to resolve and it was suggested that the
Council and Enterprise Company participation should be omitted at this stage.

Mr. Derek Pretswell, who currently works in Rural Partnership, discussed some proposals for
the Durness Estate. He proposed that the Durness Estate is brought into the local community
and this is achieved by means of a private and public sector partnership. He indicated that a
small quarry could pump-prime other developments, and thus create sustainable developments.
Concerns were raised regarding the mention of a quarry. Mr. Pretswell advised that this would
not be a super quarry development, a small-scale pegmatite quarry. It was pointed out that the
possibility of a small quarry had been discussed in March and at that time Mr. Wilson and Mr.
Pertswell stated that they would update the community in the autumn on these proposals. Mr.
Wilson indicated that he was very confident that he would acquire the Estate from Vibel SA,
and that they have been looking into funding for development. Several points were raised in
connection with Vibel SA, the current owners, Mr. Wilson stated that he hoped these could be
overcome by his purchase of Durness Estate which would remove the current absentee
Landlords. Councillor Keith stated that he was very concerned about the past statements, as
Vibel SA was not as bad as many of the Landlords in the Highlands. Councillor Keith then
produced a list of transactions between Durness Estate and the communities of Durness and
Laid.

The formation of a working group was discussed at some length and it was suggested that there
be a public meeting. It was decided that a public meeting would take place once there were
some proposals and ideas had been discussed and there was a better idea as to what would be
involved. In the meantime it was decided that a steering group be formed consisting of the
Chairpersons of the three groups, Durness Community Council, Durness Grazing Committee
and Laid Grazing Committee. It was suggested that each of these groups should have a meeting
with their own communities in order to decide whether they wish to be part of the steering
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group and then advise Mr. Pretswell as it is hoped that the first meeting would happen sometime
this month.

In May 2000 Mr lan Wilson notified the Community Council that all further matters relating
to the interests of Durness Estate should be addressed to his office in Dunblane. He has publicly
announced that he has taken over the control and returned the Estate to Scottish ownership.
The community council briefly discussed this at the recent meeting and is being urged to initiate
a fact finding mission on matters relating to land reform and the possible effects for Durness.
It was revealed to the community council that Mr. lan Wilson with a company called Marine
Development Ltd. has a lease on a large area of seabed on Loch Eriboll from the Crown Estate.

On 13" November 2000 the Community Council records that there is to be a letter sent to Mr.
lan Wilson requesting information about the ownership of the Durness Estate. Various groups
in the village have had to make contact and have documents signed by the Estate owners and
there still appears to be problems in identifying the correct people for appropriate signatures.

Estate letter 379.December 2001

lan Wilson mineral consultant and Durness estate factor has written to the Durness Common
Grazing, Laid Common Grazing and the Durness Community Council. The reason for writing
was to encourage and ensure that that Durness can be amongst the first communities to
approach the Community Land Unit following publication of the Land Reform Bill. Durness
Estate are encouraging the crofting and non-crofting interests to seek funding in order to
progress the studies necessary to convince themselves and the community land unit that they
should acquire the Durness Estate. In promoting this initiative the estate has had discussions
with the Community land Unit. There is no mechanism in place that would allow the existing
owners of crofting estates to work with the community Land Unit to initiate studies with a view
to assisting community ownership. The Durness Estate was informed that the approach to the
commission for the studies required by the Land Unit in fulfilment of their terms of reference
must come from the community. The Estate expect that there will be two separate Community
Trusts one encompassing Durness Common Grazing and the other Laid Common Grazing.

Applications to the Land Unit are dealt with on a first come first served basis. Mr Wilson sees
this offer as bringing to fulfilment undertakings to seek to return the estate, initially to Scottish
Control then to community ownership thus ending the role of anonymous absentee foreign
owners. Mr Wilson urged the groups approached to contact the Community land Unit.

Durness Estate Current Position 1%, July 2002

Mr. lan Wilson has circulated information about the Durness Estate and Vibel SA. Mr. Wilson
is a minerals entrepreneur and he attempts to bring about development that benefits the
peripheral communities. He achieves this by securing lengthy leases of mineral rights and then
promoting the development of the minerals.

In the case of the Durness Estates which comprises of two common grazings, Durness and Laid
he became interested in the minerals around 1987. At that time the Durness Estate was split in
two parts. Half was owned by a Lichtenstein Company Vibel SA and half by an individual
Sitzje Katz. Vibel SA in two transactions acquired the Estate in 1988. Vibel SA has Belgian
shareholders that were not prepared to disclose their identity.

Mr. lan Wilson was asked to help run the Durness Estate and as unpaid factor worked out a
deal with local leaders of the Durness Community and some of the problems were sorted out.
One problem area was the breakdown of relations between certain Laid crofters and Vibel SA.
These Laid crofters wanted to take control of their own future by acquiring the Laid Common
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Grazings. In pursuit of their aim the Laid Crofters portrayed Vibel SA and Mr. Wilson as
faceless absentee entities opposed to every development plan put forward.

Mr. Wilson states that he made it clear he was committed to returning the Durness Estate, first
of all to Scottish Control and then to Scottish ownership. Scottish Control was achieved around
April 2000 but still remains in the ownership of Vibel SA but is able to be transferred to
Community owned trusts when the communities decide what they wish to do. Mr. Wilson is
willing to work with the local communities in trying to achieve sustainable development.

In existence there is a mineral lease between Vibel SA and a company owned by Mr. Wilson.
It is this mineral lease that has allowed the control of the Durness Estate in spite of the
ownership by Vibel SA.

15th. July 2002. The Durness motor club with members from the catchments area for
Kinlochbervie High School and being organised primarily by the youths has been awarded a
grant of £11000 from the Princes Trust. The group have acquired a disused shed from the
grazing committee and the Durness Estate on the Lerinbeg Headland in Durness and have
renovated the inside. With the help of supporting adults and the school the successful
application will allow funding for tools, equipment, vehicles and computer technology to be
purchased.

Durness Estate 2", February 2004

There will be an open meeting and opportunity for any member of the community to meet and
discuss with the consultants aspects of the two feasibility studies being carried out on the
Durness estate.

Two consultants have been appointed to carry out feasibility studies on the Durness Estate.
This will identify what can be done for the good of the community with the Durness Common
Grazings. The Scottish Land Unit and the Scottish Land Fund have funded a general study of
the Estate. Helen Smith of Rowan Tree consultants have been commissioned to in general
terms, approach the study as follows:

Identify and assess the existing resources/assets (natural and built) of Durness Estate and their
condition and to identify the potential for developing the Estate’s resources (current and
potential). The needs and aspirations of the local community and how potential developments
of resources on the Estate might address these will be taken into consideration. This will
involve consultation with local people, to identify the potential economic and social impacts
on the village and the wider community of developing the Estate or of doing nothing.

Grangeston Economics have been funded through Highlands and Islands Enterprise and
appointed to carry out an evaluation of the feasibility of developing a renewable energy
programme on Durness Estate. The specific objectives of the study include: Explore and
analyze the potential for renewable energy development in the area of Durness. The potential
for electricity and heat generation for domestic properties, halls, community facilities,
including an analysis of demands and infrastructure, e.g. loads, roads, grid, spare grid capacity;
Potential income streams from the sale of renewable energy and the possibilities for job
creation resulting from cheaper energy for local use.

The consultants will be available in the village hall on Tuesday 24th February from 3pm until
early evening. An opening discussion will be conducted at 3pm and thereafter individuals can
meet and talk with the consultants.
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Durness Estate December 2004

lan Wilson agent and mineral consultant with the lease of the mineral rights on the Durness
Estate has announced that he has now taken over the majority shareholding in Vibel SA.

12", September 2004 Estate Reports

Two final reports have now been completed by the consultants on the Durness estate. They are
lengthy and weighty documents.

Jan 2005

“In general terms, although the Durness area offers a range of development opportunities for
the local community, it does not appear that community acquisition of the Durness Estate
would be a critical factor in taking them forward”

“Coastal Resources having previously obtained effective control of Durness Estate has now
acquired ownership of Vibel. The name Vibel is being changed to Durness Estate and will
come under the UK tax regime, the end of unknown owners.”

Presently the Durness Estate is registered with owners at PO Box 18 Stadtle 35 9490 Vaduz
Liechtenstein. In the last few years the mineral consultant, factor acting on behalf of the owners
Vibel S.A. and holder of the mineral rights on the estate Mr. lan Wilson has been the Scottish
contact in the management of the estate. The Durness Estate (which includes the Durness
Common Grazings) was purchased in 1982 by Vibel SA, a Lichtenstein firm. In spring 2004,
Mr. Wilson acquired a controlling interest in the estate.

Durness Estate April 2006

Durness has the opportunity to pursue from the renewable energy study carried out on the
Durness estate a scheme that would provide electricity to the national grid and create an income
to the community. A Feasibility study of renewable energy on the Durness Estate Prepared by
Grangeston Economics was carried out in May 2004 and a review of all possibilities was
reported on. This would be a small scale scheme that would involve a maximum of 3 wind
turbines and because of the infrastructure capacity would not lead to a larger scale
development. To continue on such a scheme the community must determine with the help of
the Highlands and Islands Community Energy Company several consultations and
assessments. The research and development of such a project can take 2-3 years and would
involve an in depth community consultation. The community Council have given their backing
to the development group investigating and examining the pros and cons.

Durness Estate September 2006

Renewable Devices Energy Solutions Ltd, SAC Bush Estate, Edinburgh, has been
commissioned to carry out a study to assess the opportunities for wind energy development in
Durness. The aim of the study is to provide an understanding of the potential for on-shore wind
energy development and local capacity for both construction and maintenance of the
technologies.

They plan to meet the objectives through four studies. A Technical Feasibility Study: to
consider the wind resource, access to the site, the local resources available and the electrical
infrastructure at the site to produce a preliminary wind energy system design A Preliminary
System Specification: produced from the results of the technical feasibility study, will provide
specifications on the location, number and size of the wind turbine(s) An Environmental
Feasibility Study: which will assess the likelihood of the project consent in the planning system
through the submission of an environmental screening study and initial contact with all project
stakeholders, followed by a full proposal of the scope of works to the council and A Financial
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Feasibility Study which will take the results of the technical and environmental feasibility study
and determine the marketing opportunities, community involvement, capital and operational
costs of the system and returns on investment. These studies will enable the community to take
an informed decision on future investment in renewable wind technologies for the Durness. All
during this and all stages the community will be informed of progress through newsletters and
public meetings. The first meeting with representatives of the company and steering group
composed of members of the community council, grazings committee and Development Group
are meeting later in September.

April 2004. Major shareholder in Vibel SA which owns Durness Estate and holder of the
mineral leases on the Estates lan Wilson met with AMEC, representatives of Keoldale sheep
stock club, Highland Councilor Keith, Community Council Chairman and Durness
Development Group chairman recently. Mr. Wilson wished to peruse a joint venture with Amec
and Keoldale in the possibility of establishing wind turbines on the Durness Estate. AMEC
have been discussing with Keoldale the possibilities of developing a wind farm on areas of
ground on Cape Side. This would encompass the majority of the turbines and be capable of
supplying enough energy to allow negotiations to develop methods of carrying the power to
the National grid.

Land Court

As land becomes more valuable and the uses become more apparent with status and wealth
attached to the ownership a disagreement about where a beast drinks, where sheep graze, where
peat’s are cut are no longer being disputed with a shaking of fists, a few nasty words and
neighbourly argument that continue with name calling and deformation of characters for
generations. When the wilderness land was undisputed the needs to formally and officially
define the boundaries at local level were in practice unnecessary as human restrictions and
limitations were practiced as an understood margin.

Early in the 21st Century could this be a defining time of separation from the past, one of series
of dramatic events that brings the far ranges of the Scottish Highlands to nearer society’s ways,
a blip in the timeline, one of the continuous adjustments that mostly go unnoticed or a necessary
event that alters nothing. Whatever it will be talked about locally and interpreted and
remembered in different ways. Recorded in officialdom and local history and forgotten by
those that whatever the outcome has no effect on the life and times. Will the result be accepted
as definitive, will there be appeals? Will there be long-term repercussions and effects as yet
unanticipated? This event occurs at a time when perceived changes are happening, could
happen, and must happen in the village and community at large.

Crofting has seen its period and much of the ideal and idea of crofting is all that remains. Living
off the land in the time honoured way of highland crofting is not a productive approach of
making a living and although crofting and the crofting fraternity still remain in existence the
romantic past holds more of the ideal together than today’s crofting. Times are changing and
expectations are different, knowledge is giving the crofting life and its meagre returns
something to think about. Huge assets are held in quality of life and property of land is now
being viewed with not only its growing and grazing capabilities.

The Durness village hall still new in its appearance and recent in its service, continuing
regularly with the events from the past and providing services for the community has seen
many meetings for community groups, leisure and recreational activities and hosted a diverse
range of pastimes. On the 23 March 2004 the lounge was set up as a court and its most formal
role was practiced.
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A legal lady, a presiding gentleman acting as chairman sitting behind a top table facing the
respondent Hugh McClellan and solicitor Simon Frazer, defendants Martin Mackay and
Charles Marsham with their solicitor David Flynn. A witness table to the right of the chairman
and the public seated behind the legal representation facing the front of the court. An air of
formal authority with importance of occasion was present and all involved acknowledged the
recognition of a process that has the decisive authority above the individuals concerned.

The proceedings are declared as an official sitting of the Scottish Land Court to hear in the
process of law the boundary dispute between Laid Common Grazings, Durness Common
Grazings, and Rispond Estate. The proceedings must be presented between individual people
and although the clients of the solicitors may represent their group’s interest the court has to
hear the evidence between people. What started in formality with the first written
correspondence between Hugh Maclellan and Martin Mackay more than four years ago, and
longer in informality has reached a time when learned consultation has declared the law of the
land must bring the matter to conclusion. About 25 public congregated for curiosity, press
reporting, and support of their belief of the circumstances. Those being called as witnesses
were ushered in to the main hall out of earshot. The fitness group had to cancel their exercising
scheduled for the afternoon but the computer course continued in the caravan outside which
had been running for almost two weeks. At the participant’s coffee break, which they held in
the foyer, being unable to utilise the kitchen they could be hard chatting in the court and were
asked to quieten a little. There was military exercise occurring that day and on a couple of
occasions the noise of an aircraft and explosion on Garvie was clear. For about five minutes in
the afternoon the electric power was switched off but this was scheduled and caused no
disruption to proceedings.

The solicitors sat with piles of papers, files, old looking documents, and maps. Legal and
official words about evidence productions and numbers were agreed and the proceedings
started. Simon Frazer called Hugh Maclellan to the witness stand. The chairman stood and
asked Hugh to raise his right hand and repeat an oath to tell the truth.

The dispute is about the area and boundaries of common grazing. The 17 full crofts and 2 half
croft of Laid give an eighteenth share of common grazing to the crofters. On their tenancy
agreements they have a share of 2300 acres and although there has been transactions and past
Land Court hearings no definitive boundary map exists. Hugh took it upon himself to draw a
map that showed the boundaries giving the Laid crofters their entitled share using what he
described as natural features and submitted this as the boundaries the Land Court should
recognise. This was supported with romantic stories from the past when Hugh came to Laid on
holiday and stayed with his grannies and how he had been told by men and woman, who had
no reason to lie but were now dead, about where the boundary between Durness and Laid lay.
All Hugh’s spoken evidence revolved around stories from Hugh’s grandmother and there was
times that the proceedings although conducted in a formal manner and maintained an air of
serious authority began to have a sense of fiction. Hugh spoke to his solicitor with a well-
practiced story and the questions appeared to lead Hugh to a romantic and endearing picture of
why he was able to determine boundaries and discuss the history of Laid. From times of the
clearances and the many hardships his family endured as though they were they only survivors
amongst a people with no past and ancestor line to call for stories. At times it was touching.
Hugh was desperate to protect his grandmother’s reputation and shrewdly stuck to a series of
stories that he felt backed his claim. Unfortunately he was using hearsay and all the people he
related stories about were dead. To his mind they were all good people and would not lie. He
omitted to understand or acknowledge that living people were telling different stories. Any
deviation from Hugh’s story was a decent on his grandmother’s reputation. Any direct answers
was avoided when questioned about any dispute to his story.
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The boundary dispute has affected more than the crofters whose use of the land has been at
stake as the political and social implications appear to have been as readily involved. Anyone
wishing to have the opportunity to make submissions, personal invitations and citations were
not necessary at this public hearing, could have made advanced notification. Newspapers for
anyone to give representations or comments gave notice. A land court will examine and sit in
judgment of hearsay evidence and this is a main difference from civil and criminal courts. Very
different versions from varying times were heard and the production of evidence was not
always agreeable. Minutes from meetings regarded by some as unapproved and recently drawn
maps to suit the circumstances were presented with dates from the past when official
documentation was unclear of actual borders. After the witnesses had given all there evidence
the solicitors summed up. Simon Frazer intimated that his client had no alternative but to have
the boundary clearly defined. Clarification was needed if a buyout of common grazing through
the Scottish Land Unit was to be pursued by Laid. David Flynn declared his clients had no
option but to defend what has been recognised as the status quo and the boundaries by all
official bodies. He suggested his clients should be awarded all costs for the defence of this
action that was believed to have ulterior motives. The case will be decided in about six weeks
with written confirmation to all parties.

The boundary decision went in favour of Durness common grazing and Rispond Estate. The
boundary being at Portnancon.
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Historical Context of Durness

2,500 BC 4,500 years black chert arrowhead made and used in Durness area ‘Heads of
arrows are occasionally found in the mosses; they are from two to three inches long, formed of
a brown, red or whitish flint-like stone.’[i]

c.1AD 2,000 years ago Tollund man died in ‘Denmark’ ‘The Bog People’ - The
first Bog man was found in 1950 in Tollund Fen and was researched by Lotte Glob’s father,
chief Archaeologist in Denmark.[ii]

83/4  Defeat of Caledonians at Mons Grapus by Agricola.

c. 1600 - 1610 Timothy Pont is minister in Dunnet. His brother, Zachary, is minister in
Bower — another Caithness parish.  Pont was a mapmaker and his maps are the earliest
known of Duthaich MhicAoidh. [iii]

1616 Scotland has access to sugar plantations.

1618 - 38 The Thirty Years War Mackay Regiments involved.

1619 Balnakeil Church rebuilt.

1654 The Atlas Novus (5 volumes) is published by Blaeu in Amsterdam.The  maps  for
Province of Strathnaver, Sutherland and the other areas of Scotland are based on Pont’s maps.
[iv]. The text is by Robert Gordon, derived from Pont’s notes.

1660 The Restoration Charles Il is returned to the throne. 2nd Lord Reay is recommended
for restitution and compensation for loss of lands and fortune and significant periods of
imprisonment. Instead of seeking such recompense from Sir Robert Gordon of Gordonstoun’s
(Earl of Sutherland d. 1656) heir, Charles Il directs that it should be sought from Robert Gray
of Arkboll, one of Sutherland’s commissars since 1649. Settlement concluded in 1681. [v]
1707 Act of Union of Parliaments.

1714 Rob Donn is born in Strathmore.

1715 Jacobite rebellion.

1724 Parish of ‘Durness’ is split. Three parishes were created — Tongue, Durness and
Eddrachillis. It was directed that a church should be built at Duartbeg but the other 2 new
parishes already had churches.

1733 Sherriff forbids the wearing of arms at market. Lord Reay writes to concur and pledge
that he will communicate this new custom in Duthaich MhicAoidh. [vi]

1744 Balnakeil House is rebuilt.

1745 Jacobite Rebellion. 3. Lord Reay and Mackay Country are not Jacobite. It is related
locally that a French ship carrying gold to feed and pay the Jacobite army comes ashore at the
Kyle of Tongue and that gold which was hidden in a great rush while being pursued is still
hidden in the hills locally.

1746 Battle of Culloden.  Presbytery of Tongue sends a letter to the Duke of Cumberland
congratulating him on his success at Culloden. [vii] Durness minister Murdoch MacDonald is
in attendance at the meeting in May. George, 3rd Lord Reay, writes in September of this year
to the government suggesting that the forfeited estates should not be settled on anyone but
should be held and by the government who should appoint factors and arrange lettings.

1748 3. Lord Reay, George Mackay, dies. Son Donald, resident in Balnakeil House
succeeds as 4. Lord Reay and Chief. Donald had been living at Balnakeil House and while
the principal Mackay residence had traditionally been in Tongue, Donald, the eldest son, stayed
on at Balnakeil House after succeeding to the title of Lord Reay and as Clan Chief. Hence in
this period Balnakeil becomes the centre of Clan Mackay activities and administration of the
estates.

1755 Population is 1,000. Account by Dr Webster referred to in First Statistical Account.
Area covers ‘peninsula’ of Durness and Westmoin.
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c. 1760Smallpox inoculation introduced by Dr. Dunnet of Thurso. Reduction  in  infant
mortality resulted as noted in First Statistical Account. Inoculation became general locally in
1778 due to charitable support of ‘a gentleman’ belonging to the parish.

1760 Joseph MacDonald’s ‘Complete Theory of the Scot’s Bagpipe’ is written on a voyage
to India. Joseph’s father was the Reverend Murdoch MacDonald, minister in Durness and a
key campaigner for the establishment of the parish school at Loch Croispol. It is said that
Joseph and his brother Patrick and sister Florence were taught violin by the Keoldale Factor,
Kenneth Sutherland — and that Joseph and Florence composed some of the airs for Rob Donn’s
songs. Joseph gained a position with the East India Company and sailed to India in 1760. He
wrote the manuscript for this book on the voyage. Joseph died of ‘fever’ in Calcutta in 1763,
aged 24 years old. The book was published in 1803 in small numbers and then rediscovered
and reprinted in 1927. It was not until the 1950s and the scholarly work of Archibald Campbell
that this book becomes acknowledged as the earliest known primary source on Highland
bagpipe music. [viii]

1766 The Potato arrives in Assynt It is noted in The First Statistical Account for Assynt that
there were no potatoes in 1765 but half a boll of seed was ‘got’ in 1766. It is also stated that
‘at first the natives were indifferent’. It may be that potatoes arrived in Durness and Mackay
Country before this date via Caithness trading links.

1778 Rob Donn dies.

1782 & 1783 Crops fail. ‘Supplies liberally provided by the late Lieutenant-General
Alexander Mackay, together with the share of what Parliament granted, for the relief of the
north of Scotland, contributing greatly to alleviate the sufferings of the poor, in those seasons
of general want’.

1788 & 89.  Two sloops built in The Bay of Durness. They are the property of the Tacksman
and are used for kelp harvest and shipping, salmon fishing, cod and herring fishing. 20 men
are employed in this way and sail out of Rispond.

1790 Populationis 1,182 asat 12th June —mentioned in First Statistical Account. Average
deaths is 30; average births is 41; marriages 10.

1791 Parochial School has 45 pupils. Statistical Account states that the schoolmaster is Mr
Thomas Ross. His salary is paid by Lord Reay (10 merks Scotch). The other half of the salary
is payable by ‘his Lordship’s tenants’ — rates per quarter are 2s 6d for teaching Latin; 2s for
arithmetic; 1s 6d for reading and writing; 1s for teaching to read. The Schoolmaster’s salary
is augmented by his work as Session Clerk. A second school is operating in Westmoine and
has circa 30 pupils. There the schoolmaster’s wife teaches ‘some branches of female
education’.

1791 First Statistical Account — Mr Rev John Thomson. It is reported that Cape Wrath was
already a sheep walk and carried far more stock 30 years before when it was still part of
Balnakeil Farm.

1807 — 1821 Key ‘Sutherland Clearances’ period. ~The Second Statistical Account mentions
new lotting, creation of sheep walks and clearance. The writer expresses scepticism about the
impacts for the common people and notes that these changes have eradicated the middle classes
and eroded the previous high regard for education locally.

1814 Sir Walter Scott visits the Freisgill and Smoo Caves, Second Statistical Account.

1815 20 to 30 families emigrate from Durness Parish to America.

1822 The Inverness Society for the Education of the Poor in the Highlands Survey of Gaelic
and English speaking and literacy at parish level. A questionnaire survey was sent to 171
parishes and 89, including Assynt, Eddrachilles, Durness, Tongue and Farr were returned by
the ministers for these parishes. In all of these parishes in 1822 over 80% of the population was
reported to prefer speaking in Gaelic and less than 20% preferred English. In these parishes in
our study area less than 20% of the Gaelic speakers could read but in Assynt between 20 and
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39% of Gaelic speakers could read. Amongst the parish population who could speak English it
was reported that all of them were literate. [ix]

1829 Last part of the Mackay lands sold to the Marquis of Stafford. It has recently been
asserted that a small piece of land which is still legally ‘Clan Mackay’ land remains in the
vicinity of the golf course at the village of Reay.

1841 Durness Riots & Clearance of Ceannabeinne Township.

1843 The Disruption — creation of The Free Church of Scotland. In Durness Rev William
Findlater and most of the congregation secede and for years worship is in the open air in the
Sango area.

1844 Royal Commission on Poor Law (Scotland)

1845 Second Statistical Account published - written in 1834. There are now 4 schools — 1
parochial; 1 Assembly and 2 subscription.

1846 Potato Blight takes hold. The potato crop fails in the Highlands and islands for several
years. Famine conditions and famine relief — ‘the Live Aid of'its’ day’ follows.

1852 Foundation of Highland Emigration Society Assisted passages become available — the
preference is for large family units with useful skills. As demonstrated in the case of the
Munros from Armadale, literacy is an advantage in getting a place and residency essential.
1861 Education Act changes conditions of service for teachers and allows the teacher,
William Ross, to be retired. School closes.

1883 The Napier Commission. Royal Commission into the condition of cottars and crofters
— evidence taken at Kinlochbervie and Bettyhill.

1884 The Geological Survey. Peach & Horne — to settle the mystery of why older rocks were
to be found underneath younger rocks. The findings were of global significance in terms of
scientific enquiry. The ‘Memoir’ of this study was published in 1907 and remains a key text.
1886 The Crofting (Scotland) Act Security of tenure; a right to fair rents; a right to
compensation for improvements on exiting the tenancy and the tenancy is now heritable. But
no land taken out of ‘crofting’ is returned to that system and cottars are not dealt with.

1888 - 99 Formation of 18 clan societies[x] Balmoralisation races ahead after Victoria and
Albert buy Balmoral in 1848.

1890 Crofters Commission visit to Durness. Fair rents set — a reduction of £2, 13s on the
rental. Arrears cancelled (£15, 17s, 9d) and ordered £30, 3s 9d to be paid — mostly still
outstanding.

1892 Royal Commission — Highlands and Islands Reported in 1895 — the stated aim was to
ascertain what land in the ‘crofting counties’ at that time under deer forest, grouse moor or
other sporting purposes was suitable and capable of profitable cultivation for crofters and small
tenants. Evander Maclver gave evidence as did several local representatives from amongst the
crofters. Evidence was taken in Durness on 16th October 1893 — Donald Whyte, 31 Durine;
James Sutherland 52 Sangomore; Robert Mackay, Sangomore; Alexander Sutherland Durine
and Rispond; Roderick Campbell Durine and Rispond; Kenneth Sutherland, cottar,
Sangomore; George Campbell, fisherman, Laid; Thomas Mackay, fisherman, Laid; George
Campbell Durine; Evander Maclver — Factor — aged 82 years. Includes discussion of ‘The
Black Park’ at Balnakeil being allocated for exclusive use of the farm in exchange for the Farm
giving up shared rights in the crofters’ common grazing.

[i] Rev. William Findlater, Second Statistical Account, 1845, p. 94.

[ii] P. V. Glob, The Bog People, 4th edn (Paladin, 1972).

[iii] Map Library National Library of Scotland, ‘The Pont Maps’ <http://www.nls.uk/pont/historymaps.html>
[accessed 16 June 2010].

[iv] Map Library National Library of Scotland, ‘Blaeu Atlas of Scotland - Maps - National Library of Scotland’
<http://www.nls.uk/maps/atlas/blaeu/index.html> [accessed 16 June 2010].
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[v] Angus MacKay, The Book of Mackay, 247th edn (Edinburgh: Norman MacLeod, 1906); Grimble and Saltire
Society.

[vi] MacKay, p. 448.

[vii] MacKay, p. 453.

[viii] Editor’s notes from Roderick D. Cannon (editor) Joseph MacDonald’s Complete Theory of the Scots
Bagpipe (c. 1760) New edition with Introduction and Commentary (Glasgow: The Piobaireach Society, 1994)

J Macdonald, Joseph MacDonald's complete theory of the Scots Highland bagpipe (c. 1760), Edited by Roderick
D. Cannon. New ed. with introduction and commentary. (Glasgow Scotland: Piobaireachd Society; Distributed
by the College of Piping, 1994).

[ix] C. W. J. Withers, Gaelic in Scotland 1698 - 1981: The Geographical History of a Language (Edinburgh: John
Donald, 1984).

[X] Michael Lynch. The Oxford companion to Scottish history (Oxford [England]; New York: Oxford University
Press, 2005).

Lord Reay'?

Reay in the County of Caithness, is a title in the Peerage of Scotland the hereditary Clan
Chief of Clan Mackay, whose lands in Strathnaver and northwest Sutherland were known as
the Reay Country. The title was created in 1628 for the soldier Sir Donald Mackay, 1st Baronet.

o Donald Mackay, 1st Lord Reay (1591-1649)

e John Mackay, 2nd Lord Reay (c. 1612-c. 1680/1681)

e George Mackay, 3rd Lord Reay (1678-1748)

o Donald Mackay, 4th Lord Reay (died 1761)

o George Mackay, 5th Lord Reay (c. 1735-1768)

e Hugh Mackay, 6th Lord Reay (died 1797)

o Eric Mackay, 7th Lord Reay (1773-1847) (second son of George Mackay of Skibo)
o Alexander Mackay, 8th Lord Reay (1775-1863) (third son of George Mackay of Skibo)
o Eric Mackay, 9th Lord Reay (1813-1875)

o Aeneas Mackay, 10th Lord Reay (1806-1876)

« Donald James Mackay, 11th Lord Reay (1839-1921)

o Eric Mackay, 12th Lord Reay (1870-1921)

o Aeneas Alexander Mackay, 13th Lord Reay (1905-1963)

e Hugh William Mackay, 14th Lord Reay (1937-2013)

o Aeneas Simon Mackay, 15th Lord Reay (b. 1965)

The heir apparent is the present holder's son the Hon. Alexander Shimi Markus Mackay,
Master of Reay (2010).

10 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopaedia
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Durness Parish

Since the year 1724 Durness has been separated from the parishes of Tongue on the east, and
Eddrachillis on the south-west. Until 1724 the parish of Durness extended from Kylesku on the
west to the water of Borgie, thus including modern Tongue, Durness and Eddrachillis.

It is the most sparsely populated parish in Scotland, two point four persons per square mile,
and the most remote area in Great Britain.
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IMAGE 68 MAP OF DURNESS PARISH

Occupying the North West corner of the county of Sutherland Durness parish covers nearly six
hundred and six square kilometres. One thousand five hundred and eight hectares are water;
one thousand and twenty eight hectares of foreshore, just over thirty three kilometres in length;
and nearly eighteen kilometres wide with several inlets. Scarcely one-hundredth part is under
cultivation. On the Northwest and north, the parish is bounded by the Atlantic Ocean, on the
east by Tongue and Farr and on the west by Eddrachillis. Durness Parish covers a vast area and
the expanse has altered at different times in history but each leaving its imprint. There have
been abundant social establishments, some lasting for hundreds of years. These have come and
gone in a changing landscape.

The surface is covered with deep peat and accordingly the region is bleak moorland and peat
bog. The blanket peat that covers most of the territory has not always been the hallmark. On
close inspection, many remnants of time past can be detected. The immediate sites of pre-
clearance settlements are numerous and after simple inspection can be readily identified
although many are removed from any roads and tracts of today. Some are ruins of ancient
townships that at one time were advanced and well organised. Definite old and elaborate but
simple life styles can be understood. The settlements at first when discovered can appear
situated at random and remote locations. When considered away from the roads and transport
of today the sites become more understandable. Many are close to lochs and rivers, situated in
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sheltered and fertile situations in the lee of hillsides. When plotted on a map there are apparent
connective routes usually direct either by sea, loch or mountain pass. Before the 1800’s, at least
twenty eight townships were in existence around the parish. The most noted are listed as
archaeological sites and recorded monuments. Within the parish boundaries can be found
evidence of cave dwellings, stone circles, chambered cairns, 8" century Christian settlement,
the Vikings, 18" century architecture, the notorious clearances and the Second World War.

The coast is mainly of precipitous cliffs fringed with spectacular beaches of silver sand, soaring
cliffs and deep caves. The impressive mountain scenery is formed from some of the oldest
rocks in the world, Lewisian Gneiss. There are considerable remains of ancient wood,
consisting principally of birch and hazel, growing in sheltered situations; but no plantations
have been formed. Of the small portion of land under cultivation, the soil is generally clay or
moss, resting on a substratum of limestone and clay, and the crops grown in the past were grain
of various kinds and potatoes; but the parish is principally rural, and dependent in a great
measure on its fisheries.

The Durness Parish Districts

The parish is bounded on the north by the North Sea. Its surface, which is diversified, and
abounds with magnificent scenery, is naturally divided into three mountainous districts,
separated from each other by spacious inlets from the North Sea.

1. Parph district, between the Atlantic and Kyle of Durness.
2. Durness itself, including the land between the Kyle and Loch Eriboll and

3. Westmoin, which extends from Loch Eriboll to the middle of the morass below Loch
Hope, known as Moine.

The district of Parph, extending from the Atlantic Ocean on the west to the Kyle of Durness,
occupies an area of more than seventy square miles; there is several deep ravines; but no straths
of note. This territory consists mainly of loans and deep morasses several miles in extent, which
are intersected by mountain streams, and a few green and fertile spots may be seen on the
eastern shores. The district of Durness, reaching from the Kyle to the western shore of Loch
Eriboll, has an area of about eighty square miles. The district of Westmoin, extending from the
eastern shore of Loch Eriboll to the mire east of Loch Hope, contains nearly 100 square miles.

The principal mountains in the parish are, Sgribhis bheinn, Fashven, Fairemheall,
Creigriabhach, and Beinn Dearg, all in the Parph district, varying in height from 1500 to 2500
feet. Ceannabeinne, Meall Meadhonach, Cranstackie, and Beinn-Spionnaidh, in the Durness
district, of which Ben-Spionnaidh has an elevation of 2566 feet. In the district of Westmoin
where there are several ranges of high and precipitous hills on the east side of Loch Eriboll,
various shapes between Strath More and Strathbeg. In this division is Ben Hope (3,150 feet) at
Cassildubh near the upper end of Loch Hope, it rises here in abrupt and towering magnificence
with dark-blue terraces. Ben Hope the most northerly Munro, is best approached by following
the track road along the side of Loch Hope. From the keepers cottage at Alltnacaillich (the old
woman's burn) the route follows a burn up to a water fall and then crosses north along the ridge
of Leitir Mhurseil that rises toward the summit. On a clear day from the summit, may be seen
the Lewis and Orkney Islands and most of the principal mountains of Sutherland and Caithness;
while numerous lochs, throughout the country resemble specks of silver glory and the firths,
rivers, when their view is not obstructed by adjacent hills, to say nothing of mists.

The basins are, Strath-Dionard, extending from the Kyle of Durness along the River Grudie for
about fourteen miles; Strath-Beg, a narrow fertile vale about two miles in length; and Strath
More, extending from the north base of Ben Hope, for about six miles, along the banks of the
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river to which it gives name. Among the rivers are the Strath More River, which has its source
in Glen Golly, and having run for ten miles, flows into Loch Hope; the Hope, which is merely
a continuation of the Strath More Water and the Dionard, which rises in Loch Dionard, and
after a course of ten miles falls into the Kyle of Durness. These rivers are impetuous, especially
when swollen after heavy rains, and afford good fishing. There are numerous inland lochs, of
which the most extensive is Loch Hope, six miles in length, and about half a mile broad. Loch
Borralie is one mile in length, and in its centre is a beautiful green island. Loch Croispol is
about half a mile in length. Loch Dionard and various others are of still less extent.

e e ——|

IMAGE 69 KYLE OF DURNESS LOOKING TOWARD FARAID HEAD

The coast is generally bold and elevated, and in most parts defended by a chain of rocks, rising
precipitously from the sea to heights varying from 200 to 700 feet; in some places the shore is
low and sandy, and at the bay of Balnakeil are hills of shifting sand.

The headlands are, Cape Wrath, Faraid Head, and Whiten Head. Of the inlets that intersect the
parish, the principals are, the Kyle of Durness, about six miles in length, and one mile in
average breadth, there are bars and shallows on the west side of Balnakeil Bay in the Kyle,
which, at times, shift their position with north winds. At ebb, they appear as large fields of
sand. Seals are to be seen on the banks and different species of shellfish are to be found. To the
east of the Kyle, Loch Eriboll, ten miles long, and varying from one mile to four miles in
breadth. The chief bays are, Durness, between the district of Parph and the long promontory of
Faraid Head; the small bay of Balnakeil, to the east; and the bay of Camas an Duin, in Loch
Eriboll, affording excellent anchorage, and resorted to by vessels unable to round Cape Wrath
or enter the Pentland Firth.
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There are several islands off the coast, of which Garvie, to the east of the Cape, and about a
mile from the shore, is 100 yards long, nearly of equal breadth, and sixty feet high, and is
frequented by various species of seafowl. Eilean Hoan, near the entrance of Loch Eriboll, is
one mile in length, and half a mile in breadth, covered with verdure; and Eilean Coraidh, within
the loch, is of equal dimensions and fertility: in both there are places of burial, said to have
been originally selected for security from the depredation of wolves which infested the parish.
Numerous caverns have been formed in the rocks along the coast by the action of the waves;
the most remarkable is Smoo, two miles eastward of Balnakeil, having natural arches, and
abounding with features of character. About a mile from the eastern part of the coast, towards
the north, are the rocks called the Stags, whose summits only are above water; and at some
distance from Cape Wrath are others, visible only at neap tides; all of which, previously to the
erection of the lighthouse, were frequently fatal to vessels making for the Cape.

Loch Eriboll ten miles long and from one to four miles broad, has a depth averaging from
fifteen to sixty fathoms. No perceptible current is felt and saltiness is the same as the ocean.
The tides of Cape Wrath and Whiten Head are strong and run, on an average, at the rate of 10
M.P.H. The River Polla, takes its source from a few hill burns and after a run of about two
miles through Strath Beag, falls into Loch Eriboll.

Loch Hope, is the largest. It is roughly six miles long by one and a half miles broad. The mean
depth of this loch does not exceed six fathoms shallower at the Strath More end. Loch Dionard
is roughly one mile long by half a mile broad, Loch Borralie and Loch Croispol are supplied
by subterraneous streams through limestone rocks in the district. The former (one mile long)
has a green islet 200 yards. The latter lies near the manse of Durness and extends to about
twenty-nine acres (being about half a mile long) Loch Lanlish lies near Balnakeil Bay. Many
other lochs abound in the interior.

Among the streams and rivers are the Rivers Kervaig and Inshore in the Parph district. The
Kervaig rise in the hills above Kervaig near Cape Wrath and falls into the sea after a run of
about six miles. Inshore rises in Loch Inshore and falls into the Pentland Firth after a run of
about two miles. The River Hope is really a continuation of the Strath More Water which has
its course from Glen Golly in the Reay Forest and the contiguous mountains and after draining
a distance of about twelve miles through Strath More, empties itself into Loch Hope, eventually
flowing into the sea at Loch Eriboll. The River Dionard (or the Grudie of Durness) is roughly
twelve miles. It takes its rise in Loch Dionard, in the Reay Forest and after traversing roughly
ten miles through Strath More, falls into the sea at the head of the Kyle of Durness. Its’ banks
are rugged and this stream, when in spate, is very wild.

Topographical Dictionary of Scotland, Samuel Lewis — 1851
The annual value of real property in the parish is £1745

The herring-fishery commences in June, and continues till September; a small kind of herring
of superior flavour is found in Loch Eriboll, but it is used only for home consumption. In this
fishery are engaged ten boats, manned with four men and a boy each, for which the harbour of
Rispond affords good accommodation. The lobster-fishery commences in May, and continues
till August, employing six boats, with two men each; when taken the lobsters are kept in a
perforated floating-chest, whence they are forwarded weekly in smacks to the Loudon market.
Cod and ling are abundant off the coast, but they are taken only for domestic use. Salmon are
found in the River Dionard and in Loch Hope, and the number caught annually, including
grilse, averages about 1 1,000. The cattle and sheep of the parish are sent to Falkirk, and the
wool to Liverpool and Hull. The harbours are Loch Eriboll, affording safe anchorage and
ample shelter for vessels of any burthen; Rispond, where a substantial pier has been
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constructed; and Port na Con, near the bay of Balnakeil, which is adapted only for boats. A
boat-slip, also, has been constructed at Clashcarnach, two miles to the east of the Cape. At
Balnakeil is an ancient mansion-house, formerly the residence of Lord Reay, but now occupied
by a sheep farmer. There is no village properly so called, but in various parts are clusters of
small houses consisting of from ten to thirty each. Good roads have been constructed, among
which are those from the Kyle of Durness to Cape Wrath, from Loch Eriboll to Tongue, and a
line from the west to the east of that parish, thirty-four miles in length round the loch, or
crossing the ferry of Loch Eriboll twenty-four miles. A post-office has been established, which
has communication with Tongue twice every week.

Ecclesiastically the parish is within the bounds of the presbytery of Tongue, synod of
Sutherland and Caithness. The minister's stipend is £158. 6. 8., of which more than two-thirds
are paid from the exchequer; with a manse, and a glebe valued at £20 per annum: the
patronage is in the Crown. Durness church, situated within a few yards of the sea-shore, is a
plain structure erected in 1619, and containing 300 sittings.

In the Eriboll district, about ten miles from the parish church, is a small church in connection
with the Establishment, built in 1619, and containing 100 sittings.

There is a place of worship for members of the Free Church, containing 400 sittings.

The parochial school is not well attended; the master has a salary of £30, with a house and
garden, and the fees average £11. A school, also, is maintained by the General Assembly, and
another in connection with the Free Church.

Durness (Norse, deer and nes point, point of the deer) — in old manuscripts it is always written
Dyrnes.

Owing to the smallness and quality of the lots, there is an annual importation of from 300 to
500 bolls of oatmeal. The cattle are of the Highland breed, and the sheep, with the exception
of a few of the black-faced, are chiefly of the Cheviot breed. Several tracts of waste have been
reclaimed and laid down in pasture, and comfortable cottages have been built on most of the
small holdings.

Church History in Brief

Scottish Presbyterians have been meeting in 'kirk sessions™ ever since John Knox thundered
his fiery sermons from the pulpit of St. Giles in the 1560's. Today, their denomination is the
official, as well as the largest, church in the country. The Church of Scotland, as it is called,
claims the adherence of nearly half the population. Roman Catholics, make up the second-
largest group of worshippers.

The ruins of the church at Balnakeil ceased to be used for worship in 1843. In the summer of
1996, a student minister of the Church of Scotland held two services as they might have been
when last used for regular practice.

The Durine church, built to replace the ancient church at Balnakeil, a plain substantial building,
erected about the year 1844, and would have seated to accommodate about three hundred and
fifty, but, is not attended by more than twelve or fifteen of a congregation reported in
Sutherland OS Name Books, 1871-1875. Originally this church was erected in The Green near
the present village centre but as no surveyor was employed it was not until after being built it
was noticed the church was subsiding on soft ground and was taken apart brick by brick and
moved. This Established Church of Scotland was closed in 1945 and is now a joiner's
workshop. In 1996, the roof was replaced and an extension was added to the rear. There are
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local people who can recall the Durine church being used for a wedding service in the 1930's
and during the war the Durine church was used as a Home Guard canteen.

IMAGE 70 DURINE CHURCH NOW A JOINERS WORKSHOP

The current church for worship Sangomore Church of Scotland at Churchend where the parish
minister for Kinlochbervie and Durness holds a service each week. The Sangomore Church
was built as a Free Church of Scotland in 1891 and joined with the Durine Church in 1929 to
become Durness Parish Church. Nothing has changed inside the church except for the electric
lights. There was no organ before 1940. The Church of Scotland Parish Minister resides and
also holds services in Kinlochbervie church.

The history of the parish is very closely intermingled with the religious and social account;
related writings are primitive actual boundaries are challenging to discover. The early Celtic
Church formed portions of land into Parishes and from church records, there is apparent
evidence to show that those favouring the Roman Catholic Church received grants, the Celtic
owners being dispossessed. The new landowners dedicated a portion to the church and gave a
tenth of their produce. This granting of a tenth became a right of the church and it is safe to
presume that the parish of Durness was formed at this early period. Durness was church land
owned by the Bishop of Caithness and in 1559 granted by the then Bishop to the Earls of
Sutherland. While this area is popularly proclaimed as Mackay Country, the Mackay lands did
not include Durness parish. Their land was known as Strathnaver or Farr and extended from
the bounds of Durness at Dirimore eastwards to the bounds of Caithness and Southwards to
Ben Chilbrig.

Up to the time of the Reformation, the parish of Durness was more or less under the jurisdiction
of the Roman Catholic Church. Strathnaver, Durness, Sutherland and Caithness formed one
diocese and from the reformation to the Revolution Settlement in 1688, they remained as one
ecclesiastical unit alternatively Presbyterian and Prelate. On The tenth of April 1638, an
agreement was made between the First Lord of Reay and the Bishop of Caithness regarding a
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Parish at Tongue. This agreement mentions that there had been two parishes covering Farr and
Durness since Papal times. The agreement was registered in the Presbyterian books but erection
did not take place as the Bishop was deposed a few weeks later.

The first Protestant minister in the parish of Durness was John Reid; Farquer Reid followed
him in 1574. About eighteen ministers in the next one hundred and fifty years are recorded and
laterally in that period the ancient order of Catechises were employed by the wealthier families,
where there were no settled ministers, to act as family tutors.

IMAGE 71 CHURCHEND

Until 1724 Durness parish stretched to Tongue in the east and to Kylesku in the south; “....But,
as one clergyman was not equal to the task of instructing the inhabitants of so extensive a
district in religion, and inspecting their manners...," it was divided in three; Durness, Tongue
and Eddrachillis. The Rev. Mr. Macdonald of Durness in his diary for June 1741 states that the
death of Mr. Mackay, the minister of the Parish of Eddrachillis who had been ordained only
two months previously, was brought about by a reputed witch whose daughter of Mr. Mackay
had severely rebuked. Action was brought against this woman by the church and she suffered
great punishment.

In 1772, the Presbytery, finding that the Parish of Durness was divided by a Kyle and that
another preaching station was necessary besides the church, appointed a mission house at
Westmoin. On occasions when Lord Reay or his eldest son stayed at Durness, the minister
there would preach for four Sundays at the church and the fifth at Westmoin. It would further
recommend that one discourse at least would be in English each Sabbath at Durness.

Although God fearing people most Highlanders had little interest in Presbyterian Protestantism
until the 18" century. The main mission of the Established Church was to put down
Episcopalians. The Presbyterian offensive intensified after each Jacobite rebellion and reached
a climax in 1746 when many Episcopalian Chapels and meeting houses were destroyed. The
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Established Church was identified with the landlords. Ministers objecting with the evictions
were rare. Disorientated and demoralised by the social and economic changes and without their
traditional leadership the small tenantry were unable to look to the Established Church for
guidance and assistance. The Evangelism led most of the people into the Free Church.

The Gaelic bible was the only book widely available in Gaelic and used in society schools after
the translation was completed in 1801. It was of great importance to the crofting population.
Society ministers were looked on with disfavour by the moderate ministers and often
persecuted, being summoned before the church courts but it brought a new self-confidence
amongst the crofters. Lay preachers became prominent, the first leadership of any sort to
emerge from the crofting population. The laymen were known as 'na daoine' The Men.

The clearances, removals and evictions were questioning times and led to the formation of the
Free Protesting Church of Scotland in May 1843. In Sutherland eight out of eighteen parish
ministers came out into the new Free Church, approximately eighteen thousands of the twenty
five thousand population. On the first Sunday after the Disruption the Durness Church bell was
muffled with an old sock and the congregation reduced to practically nil. Only the
sheep farmers and their shepherds attended. The landlords were very suspicious of the Free
Church and harassed and obstructed them whenever possible. It was a danger to the landowner
as it threatened to end the crofters' political isolation and translate their wrongs into English.
In 1843, it was the first time the crofting community had stood up to the proprietors and won.
Through various sequences of events and Parliamentary enquiries the Crofters Act was passed
in 1886.

The Disruption of 1843 affected the parish when the Rev. Wm. Findlater was one of those
ministers who came out followed by a great majority of his congregation. For a few years they
had neither church nor manse and were compelled to worship in the open. Eventually a site
was obtained at Sangomore on which a church, manse and school were erected. The old church
at Balnakeil remained the church of the Established congregation. They moved to the
Durine with the Established Manse at the Gleb. The two domination's continued like this for
years except the Free Church became the United Free Church in 1900. At the general assembly
of both churches in May 1929, it was resolved to unite as one denomination and in April 1931,
on the death of the minister of the former Established Church a local union was consummated.
In July 1931, the minister of the former United Free congregation was inducted to the charge
of one congregation of The Church Of Scotland. The United Free Church in Sangomore
became the Church of the Parish and the Established Manse the manse of the parish. The United
Free manse was sold in 1935.

Durness used to be a Gaelic speaking ministerial charge but was departed from around 1935
because of the difficulties of securing a minister. In 1955, it was reported there had been a
vacancy for three years with no prospect of an early settlement. The Air Ministry, who had
acquired twelve acres of land in the Glebe in 1954 offered to buy the manse and the
congregation, accepted their offer. In 1955, there were two elders, ten communicants and an
average attendance of about twenty. From 1991 to 1998, the Rev. Donny MacSween was the
Church of Scotland minister to the Parish. The Rev. John Mann followed before the current
Rev. Andrea M Boyle. The Church of Scotland owns some land around Durness mostly in the
region called the Glebe in Durine.

Maelrubha

Maelrubha had travelled far. There are a few parts of the north and West of Scotland, says
Doctor Frank Knight that have not some association with his name. Born in the neighbourhood
of Londonderry on the 3rd of January 642 AD He was of royal blood on both sides. His father,
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a descendant of Nile of the Nine Hostages a Scot his mother Calgall of Bangor a Pict. Few
men could have been better qualified by family connections and heritage to work, for the
commencing of those two hostile races. Educated at the famous monastic and Missionary
Training Centre at Bangor in Northern Ireland it was a young man of 29 that set sail for
Scotland with a full complement of disciples. Following in the footsteps of his famous relative,
Columba who had preceded him by little over a century.

The first two years were spent in exploration and investigation and the final settlement was
made at Applecross. The one port of call made by the modern passenger ship as she voyages
from Kyle of Lochalsh to Stornoway in Lewis. From this remote and quiet spot Maelrubha
Evangelist with extraordinarily seal increased his influence and spread into the heart and
mainland and throughout the Western Isles. From 673 when he founded his monastery till 722
when he died, a period of 49 years, Maelrubha was the Great and Reverend Father of the
Pictish Church.

On his last missionary journey he came into what was then the Wilds of Sutherland Shire
northwards through the mountains to Strathcarron from his home and base at Applecross.
From Loch Shin he went over the lonely moors and through the mountains. This intrepid
missionary came at last to Durness. It was here on the shores of Balnakeil Bay that the first
Christian building on a site that has ever since been a centre for religious worship. From
Durness, thinks Dr. AB Scott the historian of the Pictish Church, to trace the footprints up
Strathnaver long centuries afterwards to the scene of the celebrated Sutherland clearances that
this heroic missionary met his death by martyrdom. The first to suffer for their faith in the
northern counties of Scotland. Against the interior wall of a Pictish tower, says Doctor Frank
Knight is an ancient beehive cell probably erected by the saint. At the edge of a wood below
Skail at a spot still pointed out by local tradition Maelrubha, while preparing the gospel, was
set upon by Danish pirates who had landed upon the coast and had penetrated in land.
Ferocious pagans as they were hating if the very name of Christ and rejoicing in brutality
towards all Christian bodies. They attacked him with swords, murdered him and dragged his
body into a thicket. His disciples reverently laid their master, not far from the Teampool near
which he was slain. A rough cross marked stone single in type on the banks of the Naver marks
the spot where this pioneer for Christ rests. The date of its martyrdom was the 21st of April
722. It was 51 years since he had sailed from Ireland.

There is another tradition. To the effect that the body of their master was reverently carried
back to Applecross by the disciples who had accompanied him on his journey.

He was not the first minister of the Gospel in the North West but he was by far the most
significant. No one quite like him before there has been no one quite like him since. He came
to the district remote and savage to a people steeped in ignorance and superstition, and he left
the parish of Durness, a centre of light and power throughout the whole of the north.

Durness from Earliest Times!2
The Culdee Missionaries.

Before the Norse invasion took place, strangers of a gentler mien found their way to far Cape
Wrath. These were the Culdee missionaries from the monastery of lona. Fired with apostolic
zeal, they carried their truths of Christianity far and wide, and effected settlements among the
islands and on the western sea-board at a very early date. Nor did they rest content here. Some

1 From Tales of the Farr North West a Sutherland Shire miscellany by D.P. Thomson 1955.

12 This section is from the Transactions of the Gaelic Society
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of these early pioneers sailed in their wattle-curraghs to the Orkney Isles; while others, crossing
the mainland, found their way to the Continent, and became the scribes of the Continental
Monasteries. In this way it happens that for the literary remains of the Culdee Missionaries we
must look rather to the records of the religious houses on the Continent than to those of our
own land. Their chief work there was that of transcribing the Gospels in the Latin tongue; but
a gloss here, and a marginal entry there, in the Gaelic language, reveal the nationality of the
scribe. There is every reason to believe that each monastery in our own land took care to possess
a written record of its history, although hardly a trace of these can now be found. The Norsemen
made it a special part of their mission to desecrate and destroy the religious houses.

But there was one record which it defied them to efface. That is the topographical; and by
means of it we can form a good idea of the movements of these Christian pioneers. About two
years after landing in lona Columba found himself face to face with King Brude on the banks
of the Ness. The object of his visit was political, to secure leave to preach the Gospel among
the Northern Picts. This was granted; and under royal auspices the work of propaganda was
fairly begun. Their method seems to have been as follows: they first of all selected a suitable
spot for an establishment, on which they built their bee-hive cells. They next turned their
attention to agriculture, for the monastery must be self-supporting; and judging from the sites
still discernible it is clear that in the work of selection they manifested considerable skill. A
way of colonising as well as a Christianising power. Some years would thus be spent in settling
themselves in their new quarters gradually gaining a knowledge of the surrounding country,
and, in the extreme north at any rate, a knowledge of the language. With regard to the south-
western part of Scotland, where the Dalriadic colony had previously settled, it is likely that the
Culdees would not require an interpreter. But in the north it was different; and Columba
required the services of an interpreter both in his negotiations with King Brude, and in the
conversion of the Skye Chieftain Artbrannan. The chief opposition they had to encounter came
from the Druid, whose power waned in exact proportion to their success. The chieftain would
soon discover that he had nothing to fear, but a good deal to gain from the residence and
influence of those holy men of God (Ceile-De); and as a rule he left them unmolested. Not so,
however, the Druid. It was to him a matter of life or death; and there can be no doubt that
ancient Caledonia was once the scene of that cruelty, treachery and bloodshed which we find
described in the graphic pages of Paton, Hannington, and Maokay of Uganda.

The Norse Invasion.

But a change was at hand. That scourge of early Celtic Christianity—the Norse invaders—
broke loose upon our Scottish shores, and for three centuries enveloped the land in heathen
darkness. At first they came in quest of booty and plunder, and seized upon the treasures of the
religious establishments with avidity. Nothing escaped their ravages; three times in succession
was the lamp of lona extinguished, and the lesser monasteries of the sea-coast shared the same
fate. The shores of Caithness and Sutherland, from their proximity to the Orkney Isles, were
early infested with these ruthless pirates. Pagans themselves, they had no scruples in making
the monasteries their prey, and what they could not carry away with them they subjected to the
fire and sword. In this way the labour of years was undone, and the history of the early Celtic
Church abruptly closed. We may rest assured that settlements were not affected without a
severe struggle with the native population. The many tumuli which are met with so frequently
on the north coast are ascribed by tradition to this period, and point out the battle-fields of the
contending parties. If we look upon the ninth century as the enchanting period of the Norse
invasion, we are left with the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth centuries as the period of occupation.
During this period active hostilities would cease, and a certain fusion of the hostile races would
take place. We read that on one occasion a peace was concluded at Camrigh, an eminence
overlooking Durness, between Sweyn, King of Norway, and Malcolm Il of Scotland.
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The effects of this occupation are traceable in the place-names, in the language, and in the
moral and physical characteristics of the people. | have on a former occasion tried to estimate
the influence of the Norse language upon the Gaelic of Sutherland, and already referred to its
effect on the topographical record. What we owe to the Norseman in the physical and moral
spheres can never be ascertained with certainty; but that a blending of the races took place is
absolutely certain. To them are due the light, sandy hair, the blue eye, and the powerful
imagination which characterise the native population of the North Coast; and judging from the
adventurous spirit, ready tact, and sanguine temperament of the people of this parish it would
seem as if they could lay claim to a more than average share of the blood of the Vikings.

It would be interesting to know the conditions of life which obtained in Sutherlandshire under
Norse rule. We may gather a few facts bearing on this from the pages of Torfaeus, but they are
exceedingly meagre. Reference has already been made to the peace established in Ard-
Durness—which is by mistake located in Strathnaver; and we further learn from the same
source that Alexander, King of Scotland, took Sutherland from Magnus 1., Earl of Orkney in
1231, which until then was reckoned part of the Orkney Earldom. It is likely that along the sea-
coast a bi-lingual race would spring up; but it does not appear that a complete fusion ever took
place. The dominant Norseman imposed tribute upon the vanquished population; and claimed
for himself the richest parts of the soil. But in everything save military power, the conquered
were superior to their conquerors. They were superior in point of numbers and civilisation; and
the presence of the Norwegian fleet alone accounts for the quiet submission of the Celt to the
foreign power. When this received a check at Largs, and the storms of the North Coast
completed the destruction of the fleet, Norwegian rule may be said to have ceased in Scotland.
Thereafter a process of evacuation set in; and the more determined and adventurous spirits,
who would not submit to the new order of things, looked about for new lands and eventually
settled in Iceland. They carried with them there the principles of civilisation and the truths of
Christianity.

The Norsemen in the tenth and eleventh centuries settled in and occupied the lands on the east
coast, and along the Oykcll valley and possessed several settlements on the north and west
coasts. In the reign of David I, alter the rebellion of Malcolm Macheath, the Mackays migrated
from Moray and settled in Strathnaver and Reay. It was in a latter migration that the Murrays,
the natives of Sutherlandshire, came over from Strathbogie under Hugo, son of Freskyn de
Moravia and took up residence on the shores of Loch Eriboll.

The Clan Period.

The last encounter between the Norsemen and the native population took place towards the
close of the 13" century. In 1263 Haco, King of Norway, made vast preparations to go to the
rescue of his countrymen in the Hebrides. Three of his captains, Erling, Ivarson, and Andrew
Nicolson had got the start of the main fleet, and resolved to while away the time by making a
descent upon Durness. They sailed their galleys up the Eriboll Loch, and then disembarked,
probably on the Eriboll side. Thence “they went up the country, burnt twenty hamlets, and
destroyed a castle.” From the description given it is clear that this descent was made upon the
villages lying to the south-east of Loch Eriboll, and that the Castle referred to is the far-famed
Dornadilla. But the fortunes of war are variable. When Haco returned from the west, and his
fleet lay becalmed in the Gia-fiord (Loch Eriboll) after rounding Cape Wrath, some of his men,
in ignorance of what had taken place, landed to secure a supply of water. They were
immediately surrounded “by the Scots” and slain, and their graves are pointed out to this day.

In order to provide against such inroads as the preceding, a certain amount of organisation
became necessary, and in this way a beginning was made of what is known as the Clan system.
The Kings of Scotland were willing to recognise the services of the most successful leaders
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against those invaders, and portions of land were freely granted in return for such services.
There can be no doubt that this was the origin of the two leading clans in Sutherlandshire, the
Sutherlands and Mackays. And not only were lands given for military services, but for other
purposes as well. Sir Alexander Stewart had granted a charter to Farchard, the King’s
physician, of certain portions of Durness, and we find under the date 1379 this charter duly
confirmed by King Robert I1., giving the lands of Melness and two parts of Hope to the same
Farquar, and nine years subsequently giving, in addition, a large number of islands on the North
Coast, including Eilean Hoan and Eilean Choery, in Loch Eriboll. This this connection it is
curious to observe how traditions come down through the generations. There yet lives in
Durness an old man (great-grandson of Rob Donn the poet) who is thoroughly convinced he
could make good his claim to all these islands, on the ground of direct descent from the famous
physician; According to his version, his renowned ancestor effected the cure of the King by the
timely discovery of a white serpent, and the words of the charter ran, “Na h-uile h-eilean tha’s
a’ mhuir Eadar Storr is Stroma ’n t-sruth.” which substantially agrees with the islands named
in the charter of 1386.

What is now embraced in the parish of Durness frequently changed hands during the clan
period. At one time it would seem to have formed part of the possessions of the House of
Sutherland; at another time we find it in possession of the Mackays, while the MacLeod’s of
Assynt, who gradually developed into the leading power in the west of Sutherland, also claimed
a connection. From about the year 1500 till its recent absorption into the Sutherland estates, it
remained in the possession of the Lords of Reay. The following notes serve to show the
uncertain character of its tenure about this period:—

In 1499, for the good service of Odo Mackay, James IV granted him in heritage certain lands,
including Davoch Eriboll, which had been forfeited by Alexander Sutherland for treason.

In 1511, by a deed at Inverane, Donald MacCorrachie resigned the lands of Melness, Mussel,
and Hope, in favour of Y Mackay and his son John.

In 1530, James V. gave Hope, Huinleam, Amaboll, Eriboll, Mussel, Kin tail, and Westmoin,
in heritage to William Sutherland of Duffus—the dues of said lands.

In 1539 the same King gave to Sir Donald Mackay of Strathnaver, in heritage, the free barony
of Farr created a new, including Davoch, Eriboll, Hoan, and the lands of Hope.

This last gift brought about a dispute between the Sutherlands and Mackays, in the settlement
of which we find the Earl of Moray arbiter in 1542.

During this period, a formidable chieftain obtained considerable power in Durness. This was
Donald MacMurrach-mac-lan-mhor. He was a Macleod, and originally hailed from Lewis. It
is likely that owing to some misdeeds he had to flee his native island, and he was harboured
for some time by Macleod of Assynt. We next find him as chief of the Macleod’s of Durness,
and holding in life-rent the lands of Westmoin. This was conferred upon him by Hugh Mackay
of Farr, father of Donald, first Lord Reay. At this period what is now known as the Reay
Country was held as follows: From Cape Wrath to Assynt, by Donald, brother of said Hugh,
or as he is better known in history, “Huistean Dubh nan tuagh” (Black Hugh of axes); Durness,
by Donald Mac-Murchon in life-rent; Strathhalladale, by Niel Mackay, a near kinsman of the
Chief; and the remainder of the Mackay Country by Hugh himself. When Donald, first Lord
Reay, succeeded to the property and title, he succeeded in gaining possession and charter rights
to the whole of the Reay Country; and ever since, the Master of Reay always resided in
Balnakeil, Durness, in the present Mansion House, which up to that date was the Bishop’s,
residence.
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In the Judiciary Records, under the date of 10™". December 1668, mention is made of another
Durness warrior of some note in his day. This was William Mackay or Maccomash, who had
his floruit in the time of John, Lord Reay. This latter nobleman, possessed the lands of Spittal
in Caithness, but found it difficult to secure their rents. So he took the law into his own hands;
made a raid upon Caithness and carried off a great booty. The Earl of Caithness naturally
resented this, and criminal letters were lodged against the raiders, “making mention that the
said William M‘Comash, in Durness, and others, in the year 1649, under the command of Niel
Mackay, kinsman of Lord Reay, robbed and spoiled the said country of Caithness,” but the diet
was deserted, and the proceedings terminated.

The most important local family at this time was that of Hurley, near Balnakeil. This family
was connected with the Scourie branch of the Mackays; and furnished some of the ablest men
that ever bore the name. Donald of Borralie was second son of Scourie, and brother of General
Mackay who fought against Dundee. He had a son who succeeded him in the lands of Borralie,
Captain William Mackay; and under date 18th May, 1675, he obtains a charter from Lord Reay
of the Scourie district. He led a company of Mackays at the battle of Worcester, on the side of
Charles I1. His brothers also were men of note. Donald, who took a leading part in what is
known as the Darien Scheme, and which ended in failure; and the Rev. John Mackay, who was
educated at St. Andrews and on the Continent, and became minister first of Durness, and
afterwards of Lairg. He was succeeded there by his son, Rev. Thomas Mackay, whose family
also was distinguished. It was a son of this clergyman of Lairg that wrote the “Shipwreck of
the Juno,” to whom Byron owes so much in “Don Juan.”

All through this period, the eldest son of the chief resided at Balnakeil. It was impossible to
estimate the value of such an arrangement in civilising a region which until then was so
isolated. Owing to this it happened that the natives of the most inaccessible portion in the north
were brought into personal contact with men of wealth and culture, and the effect made itself
manifest in their general bearing. They became more intelligent, sprightly, and chivalrous than
their neighbours, and there is a valid foundation in fact, as well as evidence of caustic Celtic
humour, for the name by which they are known in a neighbouring parish—uaislean Dhuirinah
(Durness gentry).

Ecclesiastical Records.

Perhaps in no way was the beneficial effect of the Balnakeil Mansion House more apparent
than in securing for the natives from time to time the services of the ablest and most cultured
clergymen. It may at first sight appear strange that such an outlandish parish as Durness could
command such men; men who not only had brilliant careers at our Scottish Universities, but
who also drank deeply at the continental seats of learning. The reason was twofold. In the first
place the parish of Durness, until recent times, was a very large one including the three parishes
of Tongue, Durness, and Eddrachillis. In the second place, the Reay family was among the first
to adopt the Protestant religion, and took a special pride in securing the services of the ablest
men. One of the Lord Reays made it a boast, that for praying, preaching, and singing, “he would
back the Presbytery of Tongue against any other Presbytery in Scotland.” The clergyman to
whom he referred as so proficient in singing was Mr. Murdo Macdonald, A.M., minister of
Durness.

The story of the ecclesiastical history of Durness would, of itself, form no inconsiderable essay.
It begins, as we have seen, with the Culdee Missionaries settling in Balnakeil, who underwent
the same kind of usage from the warlike sons of Lochlin as their lona brethren. But they did
not give up the struggle in despair, for we find that the Church of Durness, between the years
1223 and 1245, was assigned by Bishop Gilbert “to find light and incense for the Cathedral
Church at Dornoch.” It would be unreasonable to expect a connected history of the fortunes of
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this monastery, for such does not exist, but, judging from the subsequent history of the north
coast, it would appear that while the influence of the Celtic Church waned in proportion to the
aggressions of Rome, Balnakeil Monastery would have been among the last to come under
such influence. In England, which had been Christianised mainly by Papal emissaries, it was
but natural that they should acknowledge the supremacy of the Roman See. But it was quite
otherwise in Scotland, and down to the 14" century, the Scottish Kings on the one hand, and
the Scottish clergy on the other, resented with all their might the foreign influence. But it was
a losing battle in which they were engaged; the Scottish clergy retired gradually before the
representatives of Rome, first from England, and latterly from the south of Scotland. But as
late as 1320, eight earls and thirty-one Barons of Scotland sent a spirited remonstrance to the
Pope, asserting their determination to preserve their ancient freedom alike in State and Church,
declaring at the same time their spiritual obedience to Rome.

The Culdees continued until the fourteenth century, when they were finally superseded by a
regular order of clergy owing allegiance in worship and ritual to Rome. But in the more
inaccessible districts there is no question that they held out against the innovations of Rome
much longer; and the same century which saw the decline of the Scottish Church, saw the rise
of the Lollards and the Wickliffe’s. Considering the slower pace of events in our northern
peninsula, it is not too much to say that the influence of the Culdees remained until the fifteenth
century, and this accounts for the almost entire absence of traditions relating to Roman Catholic
priests in the north coast.

In no part of Scotland was the Reformation earlier launched and more effectually carried out
than in the Reay Country, where the soil, had been favourable for its reception, through the
labours of the Culdees. Roman Catholicism flourished but a short time here, and was looked
upon by the people as an exotic plant. The only tradition which the writer heard, which owes
its origin to this influence, is that about a certain priest called the “Sagart Ruadh,” and the
curious thing in connection with him is that almost every parish in the North Coast preserves
very much the same traditions concerning him, and claims his grave. In Durness, a spot is
pointed out where he had a chapel; in Strathnaver again, forty miles distant, his grave is to be
seen in the valley of the Naver. When the river will have removed his bones (and it is now
within a few yards of it) the tradition is that "the Cheviot sheep will give way again to men.”
In one way the scantiness of materials dating from this period is very natural, when we consider
that the chief, Hugh Mackay of Farr, and father of 1%. Lord Reay, adopted with his clansmen
the principles of the Reformation. He flourished between 1571 and 1614. So attached was the
family to the cause of religious freedom that his son, Sir Donald, mentioned above, served on
the continent under Gustavus Adolphus, and drew so largely upon the resources of his estate
to equip him in this undertaking that it never afterwards recovered financially.

I shall bring the ecclesiastical record of the parish to a close by subjoining a number of notices,
gathered from many sources in the Advocates’ and Free Library, Edinburgh, adding, where
possible, further information from local tradition.

1541.—James V. presented the vicarage of Ard-Durness to Mr John Jackson, vacant by the
death of Sir Gilbert Dynocht. He resided in Balnakeil House.

1544 —Mr John Jackson was still vicar.

1551. — On a letter from Queen Mary to the Bishop Elect of Caithness, the latter received
Robert, Bishop of Orkney, as tenant of the lands of Durness and tends of the parish. In 1559
the same Bishop granted the same lands in heritage to John, Earl of Sutherland.

Between 1561 and 1566, the teinds of the parish continued to be leased with the lands and
Barony of Ard-Durness.
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In 1567, John Reid is appointed exhorter there. At this time the parish extended for fifty miles
from east to west.

1576.—King James VI. Presented the vicarage to George Mernes.

1580.—(Date of National Covenant—directed against Popery) the said George Mernes “is
placid conform to warrant.” He is said to have demitted before 8th March 1580, when William
Mernes was presented to the vicarage by James VI.

16—. — Mr Alexander Munro was appointed to the benefice in the first half of the 17" century.
He is styled in Macrae’s MS. “catechist of Strathnaver”—which at the time formed part of the
parish of Durness. He found the natives in a state of heathenism almost, so far as religion was
concerned, which demonstrates what many a writer has affirmed concerning the religion of
Scotland in the centuries between the decline of the Celtic Church and the Reformation, that
for its influence on the moral and intellectual life of the people, it may be said to have had no
existence. The labours of Sandy Munro, as he is called by tradition, were greatly blessed. He
was no mean poet, and translated or paraphrased portions of Scripture for the benefit of his
parishioners. Some of these are preserved in Macrae’s MS., and are of much interest as showing
the northern dialect of Gaelic as it existed about two or nearly three centuries ago—being
written phonetically. He was converted under the preaching of Mr Robert Bruce, second son
of Bruce of Airth, one of the barons of Scotland, and a connection of the Royal Bruces. This
took place while the latter was prisoner at Inverness, on account of resisting the Episcopal
designs of James the Sixth. Soon after he believed he heard a voice from heaven calling him to
the ministry, and informing him of this his future settlement. He studied for the Church, and
was duly licensed and ordained for this remote parish, through the influence of the Reay family,
whose leanings were with the evangelical party. His son, Hew Munro, succeeded to the
benefice, and his daughter Christian married John Mackay of Achness, chieftain of the Clan
Abrach branch of the Mackays.

For some years, since the death of the preceding incumbent in 1653, the parish was vacant, and
the Presbytery Record of Caithness shows, under date 5th Dec., 1659, that Mr Alexander Clerk,
minister at Latheron, was sent to officiate in Strathnaver, “according to the Lord of Rhaes desire
to supply them.” The same Record contains also the following:—“Wick, 4 Dec., 1660.—All
brethren present, except David Munro, absent in Strathnaver.”

“Thurso, Jan. 1st, 1661. Letter presented showing that Mr David Munro had come the length
of Strathie, but was detained there by tempestuous weather. Excuse admitted.”

Thurso, Sept. 26, 1662. The said my Lord Bishop, and the brethren of ye Presbytery present,
Mr He we Munro (son of Sandy Munro above) had his popular sermon on Math. xiii. 24, as a
part of his trial, in order to his call to the Church of Durines, in Strathnaverne, and being
removed was approved. This was the first meeting after Prelacy was restored.

1663, Ordained said Hew Munro to Durness. From this date forward there are many references
in the Presbytery Record complaining of his non-attendance at the meetings. He excused
himself on the grounds of distance, and difficulty of the journey, but was sharply admonished.
He did not take the test in 1681, but on petitioning the Privy Council, he was allowed to do so
before his Ordinary on 16th March, 1682. He died in possession of his benefice in 1698, aged
59 years, in the 36th year of his ministry. A daughter, Isabella, married Robert Mackay of
Achness.

A vacancy again occurs between 1700 and 1707, and we find the General Assembly of -1704
directing to send “a probationer having Irish (Gaelic) to Caithness, with a special eye to
Durness.”
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1707.—John Mackay, A.M., 3rd son of Captain Wm., of Borley, referred to above, was
ordained minister of the parish. It was on a distinct understanding that the parish should be
divided, and another minister placed in it. This promise was set aside by George, Lord Reay,
the heritor. A lawsuit followed, and the minister failed in his endeavour to secure justice, with
the result that a call to another charge was procured for him, and he was transferred to Lairg in
1713, after a ministry of about seven years in his native parish. This lawsuit preyed alike on
his health and resources, but at Lairg he proved of great service in civilising the rude
inhabitants, the Earl of Sutherland conferring upon him power to inflict corporeal punishment
where necessary. He was educated first at St Andrews, and then on the Continent and connected
as he was with the Reay family, was a man of culture as well as education. He was of great
physical strength, which was much required in those days, when moral suasion failed; and
tradition points to an island in Loch Shin, where this worthy divine imprisoned for a time his
more lawless parishioners. Left alone there during the night, there is no question but the
method, acting in concert with their fears and superstitions, would have a salutary effect.

1715.—George Brodie appointed to the parish by the Presbytery, jure devolvio. It was in his
time that the parish was divided by the Commissioners of Teinds (1724), and he betook himself
on its erection to the newly-created parish of Eddrachillis.

The next incumbent was Mr Murdo Macdonald, A.M., who was inducted in 1726. An account
of the diary kept by him was furnished some years ago to your Society by Mr Hew Morrison,
now of the Free Library, Edinburgh. He was minister of the parish for nearly 40 years, and was
succeeded by Mr Thomson, whose daughter married the pre-Disruption minister of Durness,
Rev. Mr Finlater. But as my paper has already exceeded the length usually granted to such
contributions, |1 must reserve for a future occasion the events in Church and State during this
most interesting period. It was during Mr Murdo’s ministry that Rob Donn, the Reay country
bard, and native of Durness, flourished; and in justice to this interesting period of our parochial
history.

Statistical Account Number LXXIX. Parish of Durness. 1792
By the Rev. Mr. John Thomson.
Origin of the Name.

Various etymologies are assigned for the name of this parish. Among others, it is said that Dur
is a construction of Durrin or Dourin, which signifies, in the Gaelic, a storm, so that Durness
would seem to mean the ness or promontory of storms, an appellation to which the
neighbouring coast is not unentitled. But whatever may be the meaning of the name, it is well
known, from tradition, that the application of it, to this parish, took place, not from the nature
of the ground, but in consequence of the Bishop of Caithness disponing of it to Morrison, (Ay
Mac Hermaid, as they call him), a Lewis man, and a nature of a place called Diurness there, on
occasion of his being married to his natural daughter, or, as such were usually termed in those
days, his sister. This Ay Morrison gave it its present name, to commemorate the place of his
own nativity. Whatever its former name might have been, it surely has been sheal, or summer
dwelling of old, belonging to the bishopric of Caithness.

Extent and Situation.

The parish comprehends the cultivated lands on the eastern side of Loch Eriboll, common
called Westmoine; with the tract denominated Strathmore, and intersected by the River Hope.
It forms a part of the county of Sutherland, of the presbytery of Tongue, and of the synod of
Caithness and Sutherland. The greatest length of the parish is computed to be fifteen miles, and
the greatest breadth,
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Surface and Scenery.

The scenery of this parish is mostly wild and mountainous. Considerable tracts are occupied
by mosses. Towards the shore, however, where the peninsula terminates in Far-out-head, there
is a series of beautiful fields, and rich green pasture. On the sides of the hills, too, upon spots
where shields have been occasionally erected, to shelter the shepherds, in summer and harvest,
when feeding their stocks at a distance from their ordinary dwellings, the sward is richly
variegated with clover, daisies, and other valuable grasses and wild flowers. Loch Borley, a
lake which is a full quarter of a mile in length, and about two thirds as much in breadth, lies in
the middle of the peninsula of Durness. A small river falls into the Bay of Durness, and the
River Hope holds its course upon the east side of Loch Eriboll. Along the shore, a tract of flat
land extends, in some places, to the very verge of the ocean; in others, there is a considerable
extent of bare sands; at the head lands, piles of rocks tower to a vast height.

Shores and Tides

The shores are almost everywhere rocky, barren, and even destitute of vegetables. In Loch
Eriboll, and indeed in some creeks, red-ware, or sea-weed, is produced in such quantity, as to
afford, yearly, 10 or 12 tons of kelp; and on the shores, upon both sides of Far-out-head, great
quantities of this weed are driven in by the waves, and used for manure by the possessors of
the adjoining lands. Great plenty of sponges, but not of the best quality, are also inter- mixed
among those sea weeds. The tides rush in with great rapidity and violence upon this coast,
especially on the head lands; and, above all, at Cape Wrath, where their violence is increased
by means of a shoal, running out north by east, from the extremity of the Cape, for 5 or 6 miles,
and covered by a depth of water, measuring only from 16 to 24 fathoms. About a mile from the
coast is the Staigs, a rock the top of which is always above water; but which is, nevertheless,
formidable to ships approaching the Cape by night; but a still more dangerous rock, the top of
which can be seen only in neap tides, is said to lie 9 miles due north from the Cape.

Lakes and Rivers

Loch Eriboll is a spacious harbour, in which even the smallest sloop enjoys perfect safety, and
which appears large enough to receive perhaps the whole British Navy. On the east, it is
bounded by the bright and elevated rocks of Whitenhead, which mariners distinguish at a
distance, even in the night; and on the west by Ruspin, a small dry harbour, lately much
improved by the tacksmen of the fishing’s and the kelp shores. At Far-out-head, there is a large
bay of rough sea, too open to afford shelter for vessels. Cape Wrath, Far-out-head, and
Whitenhead, are the only headlands on this part of the coast.

Caves

In the cave of Smoo, founds are distinctly repeated by a remarkable echo. This cave is, indeed,
in many respects, an object worthy to attract and engage the notice of a curious observer of
nature. It is, in some places, 100 yards wide. The natural vault is about 70 or 80 yards in height.
A short way within the mouth of the cave, there is a persoration in the arch, through which a
stream of water descends, and is received into a subterraneous lake, that extends backwards to
a length that has not been ascertained. Tradition says, that the only person who ever had courage
to attempt to explore it, was one Donald, master of Reay, and that the extinction of the lights,
by soul air, obliged him to return, before he could advance to the extremity of the lake, or the
boundary of the cave. Many other caves, besides Smoo are scattered through the peninsula of
Durness; but none so singularly remarkable, so large, or so magnificent.

Minerals, etc.
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The tract of country is not known to afford any uncommon minerals. Through the whole
peninsula, no less upon the flowers, than in the interior parts, the soil seems to rest upon one
unbroken bed of limestone, perforated here and there, indeed, by the caves above mentioned,
but intercepted by no veins or strata of stone of a different nature.

Fish.

Loch Borralie affords, in great abundance, a species of trout called Red Bellies, and, in Gaelic,
Tarragan. They are caught only in October, when they repair to the shallow water to deposit
their spawn. Both the small river, which empties itself into the Bay of Durness, and the Hope,
afford salmon, like other British rivers communicating with the sea. These, with all the other
fishing in Lord Reay's country, are under lease to a company, who export the fish caught. The
former river yield about 24 barrels of salmon annually. The Hope may afford 20 barrels. Cod,
ling, skate, turbor, haddocks, whiting, and flounders, are the most common sea fish upon these
coasts. Loch Eriboll sometimes affords a small tack of herrings. Seals abound all around the
coast. When the tide is at ebb, scores of them are daily to be seen, basking upon the banks of
the channel. As they seldom go out to sea in quest of food, they are commonly in a pitiful lean
condition; and yet they are so shy, that it is scarcely possible, by any artifice, to come at them.

Birds and Quadrupeds

The quadrupeds and birds, in this tract of country, are the same as through the rest of the
Highlands. Grouse and moors owl are, however, less plentiful here than in many other places;
for the hills and fields are too bare to afford much cover for these birds; and, as there are few
corn fields, neither can hares or partridges find much food or shelter here. Both the black cattle
and the sheep of Durness are esteemed to be of an uncommonly excellent breed. Cape Wrath
has long been reckoned an excellent sheep walk; the sheep stock said upon it was, however,
much more numerous 30 years pass, than at present, having been disjoined from the contiguous
farm of Balnakeil, and affording, itself, no sit pasture for the younger stock, it has same suffered
a rapid decrease.

Agriculture and Produce

The grain produced here is barley and black oats. White oats have been found to degenerate
greatly in a few successive sowings. Great quantities of potatoes are planted every year. The
plough is used in planting and honing them, and answers extremely well for this article of crop.
Cabbages, green kale, turnips, carrots, etc. are produced in the gardens. In favorable seasons,
the parish produces as much as maintains its inhabitants. In years of scarcity, it is supplied from
Caithness. It is a happy circumstance, that the bottom of Loch Borralie contains an
inexhaustible sand of the richest shell marle.

Roads.

No roads have yet been made through this tract of country, and, of consequence, on no occasion
has the statute labour yet been exacted.

Shipping.

About 20 of the natives of this parish are employed in navigating two floops, the property of
the tacks-men of the kelp shores and salmon fishings. These sloops were built in the Bay of
Durness, in the years 1788 and 1789. They fail from Ruspin, to the herring and cod fishing, in
which they have hitherto been pretty successful.

Price of Labour

The wages of day labourers are commonly from 6 d. to 7 1/2 d. a day; carpenters receive 1 s.
and masons the same, daily wages, for building walls of dry stones. The usual half yearly
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wages, which farmers pay to their men servants, are from 26 s. to 11. 16 s.; women servants
are paid from 10 s.to 15s.

Fuel

Peats are the fuel universally used through the parish. These every family cut and prepare for
themselves.

Language

The Gaelic language is still generally spoken through this parish; but the English makes
considerable progress among the people.

Heritor and Rent.

Lord Reay is sole proprietor of the whole lands of this parish. The whole rent of the lands help
shores, and fishing, may be about 4501. Sterling.

Population

As to the population of this parish, it appears, from lists completed upon the 12th of June 1790
that the whole number of souls then amounted to 1182, of whom 509 were inhabitants of
Westmoin, and 673 of the penin of Durness. The return to Dr. Webster, in 1755, was 1000. The
annual average of births appears, from the parish register, to be 41; of the deaths 30; and the
marriages.

Diseases

Although the atmosphere be frequently moist, and very large quantities of rain fall here in the
course of the year, yet the people are not greatly infested by diseases, Dysenteries, (often
occasioned, perhaps, by the inordinate use of cow's milk in summer an harvest), and slow
fevers, (probably produced, in many instances, by sleeping in the shiels, upon the damp ground,
or on green bulrushes; by long fasting, by exposure to wetness of feet, and by neglect of
personal cleanliness), are the most prevalent distempers, especially among the poorer
inhabitants in this parish. The small-pox used formerly to cut off great numbers of the children;
but inoculation was introduced here more than 30 years ago, by the late Dr. Dunnet of Thurso;
and about 12 years past, the practice was rendered general, by the active benevolence of a
gentleman belonging to the parish, and was attended with the greatest success.

Emigrations

About 17 or 18 years ago, several families emigrated from this parish to North America. A few
have removed, within these 2 or 3 years, to seek employment at the cotton mills.

Church, etc.

This, with the adjoining parishes in Strathnaver, known by the names of Tongue and
Eddrachillis, comprehending a tract of country, which is computed to be 30 miles in length,
and 15 or 20 in breadth, were formerly united in one parish, under the common name of
Durness. But, as one clergyman was not equal to the task of instructing the inhabitants of so
extensive a district in religion, and inspecting their manners, George Lord Reay, in the year
1721, applied to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland, for aid towards the religious
instruction of the inhabitants of this country. The Assembly agreed, that a collection should,
for this purpose, be made through all Scotland. A contribution of 1500 L. Sterling was thus
obtained. The original parish of Durness was, in consequence, divided into the 3 present
parishes of Durness, Tongue, and Eddrachillis, in the year 1724. Stipends were assigned for
the ministers of these parishes, in certain proportions, out of the teinds of Lord Reay's estate,
and the interest of the money contributed. The stipend then allotted to the minister of Durness,
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was 800 merks Scotch, with 40 merks more, in the same money, for communion elements. Of
these sums, 150 merks were constituted payable out of the teinds of Lord Reay's estate; the
other 690 merks were to be received out of the interest of the general contribution. By a
reduction of the rate of the interest upon the mortified fund, this stipend has been since
diminished to the small sum of 42 L. 16 s. 8 d. Sterling. The glebe may be worth about 4 L. of
yearly rent. The king is patron; but the family of Reay have always presented, and their
presenters have ever been acceptable to the people. A part of the church seems to have been
built in the year 1692, and some part of it may have been built still earlier. The manse was first
built in the year 1727; in 1771, it was repaired; and in the years 1785 and 1786, it was entirely
rebuilt.

Schools

The salary of the parochial school is only 10 merks Scotch, payable by Lord Reay, with
recourse on his Lordship's tenants for the one half. The quarter payments are, 2 s. 6 d. for
teaching Latin; 2 s. for arithmetic; 1 s. 6 d, for reading and writing; and 1 s. for teaching to
read. The schoolmaster has sometimes 20 s. and sometimes 1 L. 10 s. a year, as precentor and
session clerk. He has 1 s. for every marriage, and 3 d. for a baptism. But the salary and
perquisites could not maintain him, if his employers did not accommodate him in board and
lodgings. The present master, Mr. Thomas Ross, is approved for his diligence and success. The
number of scholars is 45, or thereby. The school house and room for the master will be in
excellent repair very soon. There is a Society school in Westmoin, a district of this parish. The
master has 10 L. 2 year; and his wife 3 L. for teaching some branches of female education. The
number of scholars never exceed 30 at any time; there are indeed seldom so many.

Poor.

There are 35 poor people who are assisted from the funds, under the direction of the kirk
session. The amount of the weekly contributions, for their relief, with the interest of a mortified
fund of 57 L. 10 s. may be about 12 L. a year. In the years 1782 and 1783, when the crops
failed, the supplies liberally provided by the late Lieutenant-General Alexander Mackay,
together with the share of what Parliament granted, for the relief of the north of Scotland,
contributed greatly to alleviate the sufferings of the poor, in those seasons of general want.

Antiquities

The only remarkable monument of antiquity that remains in this parish is the famous Dun
Dornadilla, in Strathmore. That portion of the wall, of this ancient tower, which is still standing,
is 18 feet at the highest part. The area appears to have been surrounded with 2 concentric walls.
A large triangular stone covers the front door, as a lintel. The opposite side has been reduced
to rubbish.

Eminent Men.

The celebrated Gaelic bard, Robert Donn, was of this parish. His songs are well known, and
discover uncommon force of genius. It is a pity that they have not been printed, to secure them
from mutilation, corruption, or oblivion.

Proposed Improvements

It would contribute greatly to the safe navigation of vessels upon these coasts, if a light house
was erected upon Cape Wrath. The bearings of the rocks, lying off the Cape, ought also to be
accurately ascertained. Some shipwrecks that have happened, within these last 10 years, upon
the coast of Durness, seem to point out the necessity of these measures.

General Character
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Of the character of the inhabitants of this parish, it may be observed, that they are moderately
industrious, hospitable, and fond of a military life. Many a brave hardy soldier has gone from
Durness; and of these, some have raised themselves considerably in the army.

Account XV from 1834. Rev. William Findlater

The principal amusements in Durness are playing at the ball and shinty on the fine sands of
Balnakeil. The whole population turns out on old Christmas Day and New Year's Day and even
old men of seventy are to be seen mingling in the crowd; remaining until night puts an end to
the contest. To keep up the tone of the actions they retire in the evening and mingle in dance
to the music of the bagpipe, regardless of the bruises and scars of the contest. The natives are
generally lively in their dispositions, social in their habits, although it cannot be said they are
remarkable for their cleanliness, cattle and people using the same shelters. When engaged in
labour either at sea or on land they endure a great deal of fatigue. Spending evenings in each
other's houses in the plentiful hamlets sharing the news of the country, repeating the songs of
their native bard or listening to legendary tales. All natives speak Gaelic, a proportion of the
young can speak English. The habits of dram drlnkmg acquired by both sexes in the course of

= their mixing together have tended to
deteriorate the morals of the people
considerably. Their attendance at religious
ordinances, however, is pretty regular.
| Smuggling, foreign and domestic is now
~ totally depressed.

Statistical Account the Rev. William
Findlater, Minister. 1845

The most important change since the last
Statistical Account has been the
introduction of sheep-farming, which
commented about thirty years ago, and has
been extended since. Though some
respects this may have augmented the
revenue of the processor, and added to the
commercial wealth of the nation, yet it a
very questionable, if it has added, in the
meantime, to the intellectual, moral, or
religious superiority of the inhabitants.
The division of the parish into such
extensive farms has also depressed almost
entirely the middle classes of society, who
paid counts of from L. 10 to L. 50, and has
thereby tended to extinguish, a great
degree, the intelligence, and laudable
IMAGE 72 REV WILLIAM FINDLATER, DURNESS MINISTER, emulation of the neW_ Classes'_T_he former
1811-65 generally felt a desire of giving every

advantage of education to their children at
school, and their example diffused an emulation among the latter. The great sheep-partners
who are resident employ teachers in their families; the schools are attended by the poorer
classes, who are all on the same level,-and that, for the most part, during the winter only. Lads
when they can handle an oar remove to Caithness, and after two or three years training there,
getting the share of a boat on credit, they have arrived at the summit of their ambition, and
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marry. From the extinction of the middling classes of society, the writer hereof, in common
with several of his brethren, has to regret the difficulty of finding men suitable for being
ordained elders. It cannot be expected, however worthy the individuals may be who may be
nominated to this office, that while poor and in some cases illiterate, they can be so influential
in checking immorality, stimulating to intellectual and religious attainments, and suppressing
superstitious and enthusiastic feeling.

While such improvements have been made on the physical aspect of the parish, by the liberality
of the late Duke, and which there is every confidence will be continued, in making the harbours
and creeks more accessible and available, it is hoped that the tenants will gradually acquire the
knowledge of artisanship, as well as of fishing, and thus add to the productive capabilities of
the country, and their own individual comfort.

A Shinty Match in Sutherland 1894
Originally with illustration of play on the beach. London-Robina Findlater.

This article was written by the daughter of the Rev. William Findlater and describes the events
surrounding the game of Shinty that was at one time very popular in the parish. This game is
no longer played although a version with refined rules is taught to the school children.

Times have changed in the North of Sutherland, and with them the habits and customs of the
people have undergone an alteration. The amusements of the winter months are still indulged
in, but not so heartily, | fear, as they were in the days of long ago. Shinty was a favourite game
on the sands of Balnakeil overshadowed by the fine baronial residence of the Lords of Reay,
and on New Year's Day the game is still played. It may not prove uninteresting, to the readers
of the Celtic Monthly to describe a New Year's Day Match as it was played on these beautiful
sands many years ago.

It is a fine clear morning, with a touch of frost in the air sufficiently keen to add zest to the
exertions of the day. The players having arrived, the Shinty is thrown down, and boys, lads,
and men play merrily for half-an-hour without drawing sides, like the first flourish of offence
before beginning in earnest.

The crowd thickens, old men appear upon the ground, and young wives and maidens also, as
spectators, come dressed in their best attire. A murmur goes round that, it is time to begin; it
gets louder and they collect in a group. The company having, assembled, it was proposed and
unanimously carried, that the game be commenced in earnest. Retiring to the middle of the
sands, two persons are chosen to draw sides, and a club is tossed in the air for the first call. The
chosen one standing out in the ring looks around for companion-at-arms, who modestly holds
back until called by name, when he advances, not unconscious of the honour conferred on him,
but with affected humility, perhaps finding fault with his principal for having made such a bad
choice. His opponent next selects his man, and so proceed, at first cautiously, each party consult
together as to whom they should choose. At times, both call out favourite players
simultaneously and then the battle wages long, and loud. But they now get impatient, and the
names are called out still faster, until none are left save a few half grown boys too young to
join the strife of heroes, and too old for entering the battle of the pigmies. A hole is then made
in the sand, the men are seen stripping; shoes, stockings, bonnets, clothes are left in the custody
of some daughter or fair favourite, or upon a sand hillock.

Two field marshals are appointed who take their stations; the ball is tossed out of the hole, each
man firmly grasps his club, each eye is on the alert, up it ascends, and then begins the fight of
heroes. All else is forgotten, brother comes against brother, father against son, for their blood
is up. Now they seem all in a knot, next instant they separate, they press in a body upon one
end, and they then diverge like mountain streams; but though many they are one, for they have
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a common object, though only a piece of wood three inches in diameter. The fair ones, gentle
and simple, group along the shore, while many a loving look is exchanged, no doubt stimulating
some greater exertions. The running of one is beautiful, another's playing is awkward, that of
a third is superb, of a fourth ludicrous. The masculine exhibition on that sea shore is really fine.

What flashes from that young man's eyes as he strikes forward the ball! What a proud step after
he has done it! What attitudes that field marshal puts himself into as the ball is deliberately hid
on a fulcrum of sand before him! Conscious of the gaze of a thousand eyes, he retreats a few
steps, and measuring the object with the eye, clutches more firmly the club, and comes down
with it in a circular sweep, hitting the ball beautifully, and following it with his eye as it rises
into the clear blue sky. No rest being allowed, the ball is at times by mistake thrown into the
sea, into which though the surge should be considerable, a dozen stalwart fellows leap, and
even amidst the breakers struggle for it. As a tribute to bravery, the one who finds it is permitted
to strike without molestation, a sufficient reward, he considers, for his ducking.

But look at that group who support a fainting man. From an accidental stroke of the club on
the temple of his skull is laid bare. He is deadly pale as they carry him out of the melee. Women
also surround him, among whom is the young man's sweetheart. Pale and trembling, she takes
the handkerchief off her neck, and binds it round his head. His eyes open; that look she gave
him has acted like a cordial. The warm blood once more mantles his face, he says he is quite
well, and wishes again to enter the melee, but is kept back by a beseeching look from the
maiden, and the tears by which it backed have more weight with him than the remonstrance’s
of a thousand tongues.

But we see another and a larger group, but it is difficult to wedge one's way into it. There is a
ring and loud words; inside are two fellows with brawny arms, pale with anger, collaring one
another, while others try to hold the determined fighters back. "Let them alone," cries a sensible
old man, and, left to themselves, they see what a ridiculous figure they cut; they look at each
other, shake hands, and set off once more in their pursuit. Sometimes, however, they are not so
easily separated, and blood flows ere they desist from fighting. But see that poor limping dog
which had faithfully followed his master, and for his fidelity has got a broken leg. What has so
suddenly dispersed that female group?

The ball has effected this with as great expedition as a shell falling among a party of troopers.
Off it goes, however; that handsome young fellow who eyed it intently had a design upon it,
and now is his time, beautifully does he send it along, never missing, and as skilfully does he
out-manoeuvre his adversary, who meets him; he waits, strikes it, and passes him. With the
ball at his foot, a false step and all would be lost, for he is hotly pursued, the whole field being
in full cry at his heels. But he knows his power, and reserves his strength to the last Forward
he goes, only now pursued by two or three, and, out-distancing all, he is cheered by his own
party, while the opposition only sullenly growl. Reaching the goal now, he strikes the ball
against the rock, while a triumphant hail rises from a hundred voices, and meets him gratefully
as again he draws breath.

By this time it is almost dark, and as each youth, weary with the day's exercise, returns home
in the gloaming, he looks out for the girl he loves best, and engages her as his partner for the
evening dance.

An Account from 1912 from the edited Parish Register of Durness Hew Morrison.

The Register commenced in 1764, the year in which the settlement of the Rev. John Thomson
as parish minister took place, t01814. Hew Morrison notes that evidently Mr. Thomson was
not a proficient Gaelic scholar although able to preach in the native tongue. He could not master
the spelling of popular local surnames but he has preserved in the registrar a careful and minute
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phonetic rendering both of names of persons and places. To identify persons he gave the proper
and popular cognomens and in many cases names of fathers, grandfathers and great
grandfathers. Careful noting of people with the same name was apparent especially Mackay.
There is also a considerable mixture of other names, Morrisons, Munros, Macintyres,
Sutherlands, Calders, Campbells, Macleods and Macdonalds. The Register contains detailed
accounts of Baptisms and Marriages at a time when registers were hardly kept at all. It throws
light on the social and moral condition of the people and the various classes are clearly defined.
The very lowest person is designated, as residing "sometimes with his father and sometimes
with his father-in-law™ The next step in the social grade is a person living in a certain place.
Then follows "little tenant”, "tenant”, “farmer"”, "tacksman." and some of the tacksmen have
the prefix Mr. or Esquire and the parish minister seems to be at the top of the social ladder. At
the beginning of the register of notices of baptisms, the entry of children not born in lawful
wedlock is written clear. If this is considered with the time and strictness with which Mr.
Murdoch Macdonald, Mr. Thomson’s predecessor, held sway over the people during his
ministry it does not cause a deal of surprise. Robb Donn in an elegy to the late minister
Macdonald speaks of extremes in moral laxity to which people had declined since his death.

Early marriages were not readily approved of and when a young man probably not much out
of his teens married, the register shows him as either a "simple young lad" or a "single young
man" single signifying in this connection that he had little or no responsibility. The register
also shows that there were many who plied a trade of some kind or another. There were masons,
carpenters, boat builders, shoemakers, tailors, and weavers. It is interesting to note that Lord
Reay employed a chef at Balnakeil House. Every leaf of the original register is signed by "John
Thomson Minister” and up to 1811 in his own handwriting after 1811, it is in the handwriting
of his successor the Rev. William Findlater.

An account from 1955. Originally by Wm. Morley Hames Vice Convener of Sutherland

Progress in road reconstruction has been severely handicapped in post war years owing to lack
of funds. Work had commenced on the main road through the parish from the Gualin Lodge
boundary and proceeded through Durness to Heilam on the East Side of Loch Eriboll where it
was halted by the outbreak of war in 1939 and has not yet resumed. The road, which connects
Durness with Lairg; our railhead, is in a deplorable condition for about forty miles.

A piped water supply for the whole parish, including the hamlet of Laid on the west shore of
Loch Eriboll is now in progress of construction. A drainage scheme serves a portion of the
parish and it is hoped to extend this in the near future. A scavenging area has also been formed
for the more populous portion of the parish, and it is hoped to extend this in the near future. It
is understood electricity will be brought here by the autumn of 1955. Social organisations are
difficult to maintain. At present, there is a Football Club, a Badminton Club and a branch of
the Woman's Guild, a Highland Gathering Committee, A British Legion Branch, and a
Community Club. During the war, branches of the W.V.S. and of the W.R.I. were very active
but these have now lapsed. A mobile library provided by the County Education Committee
visits monthly and a local branch library is shortly to be set up by the Education Committee.

The standard of housing has been immensely improved during the past twenty-five years. Most
of the older houses have disappeared with only three or four of the old fashioned bent house
still in use. The County Council has completed six houses since the war and another four almost
ready for occupation. A demand still exists for more houses. In the centre of the village are the
ruins of a substantially built stone hotel that was destroyed by fire in 1908. The County Council
has now acquired these ruins and hopes to be able to convert them into two houses.
Householders in increasing numbers are preparing to take in water and are adding bathrooms
and lavatories to their buildings. An appeal to the council is to be made shortly for the

149 Contents Index



installation of a proper drainage scheme for the whole parish The county rates are high at
seventeen shillings and ten pence in the pound, half from the owner and half from the occupier.

The agricultural statistics at June 4. 1953 were; tillage one hundred and eighty nine acres,
temporary grass, one hundred and eighty two acres; permanent grass four hundred and ninety
four acres; rough grazing, one hundred and eight thousand five hundred and seventy nine acres;
nineteen horses, two hundred and seventy four cattle, twenty three thousand seven hundred and
sixty two sheep, eight pigs, one thousand eight hundred and sixteen poultry. Holdings over one
acre numbered ninety six. Total tractors at February 18th. 1954 were four. The number of
milking cows has considerably decreased in recent years (could be due to the fact many crofts
are occupied by bachelors). An increasing number of residents are receiving milk from the
nearest branch of the Milk Marketing Board at Lairg, the milk being delivered by the daily mail
bus in one pint bottles.

The Air Ministry are erecting buildings to house personnel engaged on a scheme, the
construction of a radar station which is reported to be the most modern in the country. A survey
party of the Scottish Council is taking samples for analysis regarding large scale Dolomite and
silica deposits.

Account from March 1985
Charles Stewart Sandeman.

The present population is two hundred and ninety seven, about half are incomers. There are
twenty four children in the primary school.

There are no draught horses or milk cows. Milk comes in on the bus from Lairg. Frequently
crofts have been combined and used for the grazing of sheep. The standard of housing continues
to improve. A further twenty-one council houses have been built. Many croft houses are
derelict. On the Cape Side there were until recently nine occupied houses, there are now only
three occupied by lighthouse keepers whose families live on the east coast. The road from
Gualin to Tongue and from Gualin to Lairg has been greatly improved although much of it
remains single tract. Almost all houses have public water supply, mains drainage and electricity
supply. A mobile library visits once fortnightly. There is a resident medical practitioner and
district nurse. The parish of Durness has been combined with that of Kinlochbervie. Despite
the fact that special surveys have been carried out it is unlikely any minerals found will ever
be worked. The main development has been tourism.

Throughout the area is partial evidence of ancient works related to limestone. It is believed
locally that at one time this must have been a very active industry with settlements developing
in localities where small mining actions were possible.
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The history of Durness: from Clanship to Crofting
Malcolm Bangor-Jones (Loch Croispol Project)

This short essay on the district of Durness
concentrates on the period between the
mid-18th century and the mid-19th
century. It was a period of extraordinary
change which saw changes in
landownership and land tenure, in
peoples’ livelihoods, and in social
relationships. This essay is a selective
account and should be read in association
with the work of Graham Bruce on The
Old School House of Croispol and the
Clearance settlement of Ceannabeinne.

Historical Background

Over the last five hundred years Durness
has had a number of identities. The lands
' of Durness as they occur in old charters
included not just Balnakeil but all the
territory between the west side of Loch
Eriboll and the River Laxford. They did
not include Eriboll or Strath More. On the
other hand, the medieval parish of
Durness was huge and reached from the
border with Assynt to include Tongue. In
1724 it was reduced in size and new
IMAGE 73 MALCOLM BANGOR-JONES parishes of Eddrachillis and Tongue
were created.

The lands of Durness lay within the province of Strathnaver which reached from Assynt to
Caithness. Although Strathnaver came to be associated with the Clan Mackay, the lands of
Durness belonged to the church (though the Mackays may have been tenants). At the time of
the Reformation, Durness passed to the earls of Sutherland, and the Mackays were eventually
confirmed as their feudal vassals.

The ambitions of the Mackays peaked in 1628 when Sir Donald Mackay was created Lord
Reay. The clan had also reached their greatest territorial extent. Thereafter there was to be a
long and drawn out decline. George Lord Reay, who succeeded as a minor in 1680, grew up to
be a staunch Presbyterian and supporter of the Government. His influence, allied to that of the
Earl of Sutherland, ensured that Sutherland was largely free of Jacobite influence.

The growing integration of the Mackay gentry into the mainstream culture of Scotland was
obvious by the early 18th century. More expensive tastes and ways of living brought about
financial pressures. While leading members of the clan were to assist by lending money, the
narrow agricultural base, where the main commercial emphasis was on livestock farming,
posed severe constraints on estate income. The Mackay gentry had always adopted a
commercial attitude towards their estates, for instance, selling their produce by way of contracts
entered into with Lowland merchants from places like Inverness, Aberdeen, and Edinburgh.
From the mid-18™ century, these attitudes were to take stronger root.
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The Reay Estate and Agricultural Improvement

In the eighteenth century Lord Reay was a leading member and correspondent of the premier
agricultural society in Scotland, the Society of Improvers, and was latterly its President. His
agricultural experiments included sown grasses, inclosures, water meadows and even a ‘trial’
of wheat. These experiments took place either on the Mains of Tongue, or on the Mains of
Balnakeil to which were attached the fine grazings on Faraid Head and the Parph between the
Kyle of Durness and Cape Wrath. The inventory of Lord Reay’s farm stocking following his
death in 1748 suggest that the experiments had included the introduction of some Black Faced
sheep onto the Parph and that, while they may have been few in number initially, the flock had
continued to increase. These would have been significantly larger than the native sheep.

Donald Lord Reay possessed the two mains farms until his death in 1761. While initially
circumscribed by the family trust, his son George was able to take possession of the estate,
including the mains farms in 1764. He entered into a ten year contract with Charles Gordon of
Skelpick for the disposal of the estate produce, including wedders, sheep, hoggs, lambs and
wool, and also goat’s and sheep’s cheese. He also had an interest in estate improvements. In
1767, the naturalist James Robertson, noted that, while there were few sheep in the north, 2500
were kept by Lord Reay and they “had succeeded so well, that he intended to bring from the
south 5000 more.” Part of the Faraid Head was enclosed “for the purpose of receiving My Lord
Rae’s newly weaned lambs”. The inventory of Lord Reay’s moveable effects after his death in
1768 revealed that his stocking included £1000 worth of cattle and over £600 of sheep.
Balnakeil, including its sheep flock, was let in 1770 to Colonel Hugh Mackay, the eldest son
of John Mackay of Clashneach, and who had prospered in Jamaica. In 1780 the Parph continued
to be devoted to sheep, though without the benefit of Balnakeil.

Lord Reay was succeeded in 1768 by his mentally incapable younger brother Hugh and the
estate was managed by various tutors and factors until the latter’s death in 1797. The tutors
took a positive attitude to the development of the estate, but largely left its improvement to the
local tacksmen. This, and the limited personal expenditure of Lord Reay, enabled the family to
survive financially for a while longer.

The tutors regarded the future of the Highlands as a ‘grazing country’ but while they were
prepared to allow the tacksmen to remove subtenants and take more of their farms into their
own hands, the tutors did take steps to protect the subtenants and ensure that they were not
removed from the estate altogether. In general the tacksmen concentrated on the cattle trade
but the high prices of sheep in the Napoleonic Wars encouraged them to introduce flocks of
their own.

The Fisheries and Kelp

The Reay estate contained several salmon rivers which were fished by traps or net and coble,
including the Grudie. The herring, cod, and ling fisheries were important for many coastal
communities, not only as a source of food but also of money income, even if the visits of the
herrings could be erratic. In the 1720s and 1730s Lord Reay was directly involved in the
fisheries and sold herring to Lowland merchants. The herring could attract many herring
‘busses’ or ships from the Clyde and other ports. Interest in the herring fisheries of the North
West Highlands took off in the 1770s with the establishment of a number of fishing stations.
In 1775 the tutors of Lord Reay gave a 21-year lease of the salmon fishing’s to Thomas and
James Arbuthnot, merchants from Peterhead, and their local manager, James Anderson, who
had been granted a lease of various coastal farms to enable him to pursue the herring and cod
fisheries. Under a new lease of 1787, the merchant partnership built a fishing station at Rispond.
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The local fishermen were able to sell fish to the merchants and visiting herring busses, and
people were also employed in gutting the fish and packing them in barrels.

Another development which was to be of considerable significance was the manufacture of
kelp from seaweed. On the Reay estate kelp-making began in the 1730s although it does not
seem to have become continuous until the 1750s. In 1754 Donald Forbes, tacksman of Ribigill,
became responsible for organising it on behalf of the estate. In 1764 he took over the
manufacture himself under a lease which gave him right to the ‘whole ware and Tang...in the
Parishes of Edderachillis and Durness...excepting that ware and Tang as will be indispensably
necessary for manuring the Arable Lands of the respective Inhabitants of the said Shoars’. The
tenants of the coastal farms were encouraged to manufacture kelp and Forbes undertook to
provide those making kelp with meal. The shores were afterwards let to the merchant
partnership based at Rispond. Rising prices for cattle benefited the small tenants as well as the
tacksmen. However, increased money income, particularly from fishing and kelp, also enabled
them to buy meal. The introduction and rapid uptake of the potato, which could be grown on
poor ground, was another factor enabling population growth in the second half of the eighteenth
century, particularly in the coastal townships.

The Kelp Industry

The parish of Durness was a centre for the collection of kelp to use the extract in the
manufacture of soap and glass since the 1760s. In 1790, the price soared from about two pounds
per ton to ten pounds per ton rising to twenty pounds by 1808. The kelpers working conditions
were noted as being worse than those of workers in the southern factories. Remuneration was
only a tiny fraction of the gross proceeds of kelp sales. Few tools were needed and many of the
tenants applied themselves to the trade. Sickles were used to cut the wares and long iron pokers
known as clatts used to stir the burning seaweed in the kilns. Kelper's wages were generally
between one and three pounds per ton.

The landlords and employers deliberately maintained the kelper's connection with the land.
The tenants lived on the land growing crops and raising cattle and the landlords were able to
depend on their labour in the kelping season. As the provider of the land the kelpers were
indebted to the landlords and forced to labour to subsidise their living and meet rent
commitments. To ensure the crofters would be willing to work at the kelping they were moved
to areas of poor soil so the holding alone would not support a family. The landlords went to
extreme lengths to keep tenants on rocky and boggy land of least profit to the estate and keep
better farming land for sheep farming concerns.

Where previously kelp was used as manure almost all the kelp was put to manufacture. The
land was in very poor condition barely capable of supporting the tenant with some milk, a few
lean sheep, horses and cattle, a poor crop of barley, black oats and potatoes. The land was
falling into desperate neglect, as the kelping season was the time most attention was needed.
By the 1820s, the tax had been lowered on imported kelp and landlords could no longer depend
on kelping. The kelping finally ceased in the 1940s.

The Clearances

When Eric Lord Reay succeeded in 1797 he inherited an extensive estate but one burdened
with debt. His desire to maintain the style of living which he felt appropriate to his status was
to have enormous consequences for the people of Durness. The Highlands were enjoying an
economic boom which not only encouraged him to reorganise much of the estate into sheep
farms but also made it financially advantageous to resettle those cleared to the coast where they
were expected earn their livelihood mainly from kelp manufacture and fishing.
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Emigration from the parish began in 1772 when 200 people left for South Carolina. This was
before the notorious clearances when people were forcibly evicted to make way for sheep
farming. Despite having been on the government side during the Jacobite Uprising of 1745, the
Mackays were hit by the economic downturn which crippled the Highlands in the aftermath of
the Battle of Culloden. Poor management of the Mackay estates did not help and in keeping
with elsewhere in the Highlands, sheep farming was seen as the salvation. The first enforced
clearance was in 1820 in the Westmoin district of the parish, followed by the Keoldale Estate
clearances and in 1841, the Rispond Estate Clearance.

The Reay estate was cleared in a series of phases commencing in 1801. With the exception of
John Dunlop of Moreham who took the farm of Balnakeil — mainly as an inducement to
introduce a “new and more improving system of management” — the remainder of the sheep
farms were taken by local tacksmen. Their leases were renegotiated between 1805 and 1809 to
take in additional lands at higher rents. In 1815 new leases were entered into for most of the
farms. The end result in Durness was the creation of three large sheep farms: Balnakeil (which
included substantial arable lands), Keoldale, tenanted by the Scobies, and Eriboll, tenanted by
the Clarkes.

The clearances by Lord Reay in the parish of Durness took place over almost a thirty year
period, with some townships not cleared until the mid to late 1820s. The process was prolonged
by the fact that numbers of people especially the aged and infirm, were allowed to remain as
subtenants or cottars on the sheep farms, even into the 1840s. Some, however, were not small
tenants. In 1829 there were two cottages on Keoldale sheep farm: Borley held by John
Campbell, a subtenant of Mrs. Mackay Scobie and another at Clashneach, inhabited by Mrs
Scobie’s mother.

Small Tenant Population

Some of those cleared are known to have immigrated to Canada. However, most of the small
tenants were resettled on the estate, though some moved out with their parish, for instance, to
the Kinlochbervie area. Kelp manufacture became a very important source of income for the
small tenants and a good deal of the wet and cold work was undertaken by women. Lord Reay
took personal control of manufacturing in 1801. Although he granted forty year lease of the
shores to James Anderson junior in Rispond, in 1806 Lord Reay took a half-share in the
enterprise and became bound to “take the tenants of the coastal farms where kelp can be
properly manufactured, bound to give immediate assistance in such manufacture when required
so to do, upon their receiving such wages per ton as shall be payable at the time by Lord
Macdonald”.

Some of the small tenants actually became subtenants to Anderson: at Sangobeg,
Ceannabeinne, Portchamil and Island Hoan (and later Lerin). As elsewhere, the townships
became swollen with cleared households. The subtenants of Sangobeg later complained of the
“the great injustice we received from the late Mr. Anderson by having added 4 or 5 additional
families to the towns at the same time deprived us of a very considerable part of our ground,
as shown by the old boundary land marks”.

Kelp manufacture had disappeared by 1830. Local fishing remained of importance and many
of the small tenants and their sons took a share in larger boats and went every year to the
Caithness herring fishery. There was employment for women in gutting and packing and young
people also went every year to Caithness for agricultural work. Seasonal migration further
afield was also undertaken.
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Acquisition by the Sutherland Family

The financial difficulties of Lord Reay increased markedly with the onset of the economic
depression after the end of the Napoleonic War in 1815. Livestock prices fell and the sheep
farmers had problems paying their rents. At the same time the price of kelp collapsed. A new
factor, John Horsburgh, was appointed in 1825 tasked with bringing about a more efficient
management of the estate. It was not enough and the estate was sold to the Marquis of Stafford
in 1829.

The Sutherland estate managers found the Reay estate possessed by an over-rented and
impoverished small tenantry. Part of their response was to invest in the construction of roads.
Prior to this Durness was only served by rough tracks or by boat. In the early 19th century
Sutherland had been opened up through the building of Parliamentary roads up the east coast
and to Tongue. After 1829 a road was built from Skiag Bridge in Assynt northwards to Durness
and round the coast. The work of the county road surveyor, Peter Lawson, is recorded on the
plaque at the water trough between Gualin and Carbreck although the date of 1883 should be
1833. Ferries and inns were provided by the Sutherland estate. The provision of roads enabled
the Dukes of Sutherland to visit parts of the estate which had rarely seen a landlord for many
years. Tours of the estate were regularly undertaken, usually starting at Lochinver and
progressing round by Scourie, Durness and Tongue. The Duke stayed at the Durine or Durness
Inn, kept by Mrs. Isabella Ross. Lunch en route to Tongue House would be taken with
Alexander Clarke, the sheep farmer at Eriboll.

The Duke inspected works and met with tenants. However, his party also enjoyed other
activities. In 1845 there was a visit to Smoo Cave and local men were employed: “Clearing the
Road down to Smoo and putting stepping stones in the burn” and “Six men with two boats
went in to the Cove of Smoo with the Marques of Stafford”. A man was paid to go “to
Achumore to warn the Ferryman to be in readiness to receive such as intended going to the
Cape”. As in every year, payment was made to “three men employed day & night in keeping
drunken and disorderly beggars &c from entering the Inn or taking anything out of the Inn”.
The management of Durness had remained under the factor at Tongue until the appointment of
a separate factor at Scourie in 1832. The Scourie district of the Sutherland Estate included
Assynt, Eddrachillis, and Durness, excepting Eriboll sheep farm which remained under the
Tongue management.

The Creation of Crofts

It is usually said that in the Highlands and Islands the creation of crofts (small individual
holdings) was associated with the clearances. It is contended that those evicted when their
townships were cleared were resettled in crofts where it was intended that they would become
a labour force to manufacture kelp or fish. The crofts would be too small to allow the tenants
to support themselves entirely from the produce of their holdings. This did not happen on the
Reay estate: instead the small tenants continued to hold their land according to the runrig
system of intermixed strips. The adoption of a more improvement-minded approach — initially
from 1825 of townships into crofts. The runrig system was condemned as stifling agricultural
improvement: crofts would not only stimulate improvement but also encourage more
industrious habits amongst the people. The townships of Durine, Balvolich, and Sangomore
holding of the landlord were finally made into crofts in 1833. The tenants had to surrender their
houses if they fell on another tenant’s croft and promised to build new houses on their crofts
or lots. The tenants of Sangomore signed an undertaking to the factor: “Considering that as you
are now about to relocate this township and thereby that many of the houses will fall to be upon
lots not to be possessed by the occupiers of the said houses we the undersigned hereby agree
and engage that if under the new arrangement any of our houses fall to be on one or other of
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our neighbour Lots we shall remove them from at or before the time of martinmas next and we
farther engage to commence our new houses immediately on such cites [sites] as you may point
out”. The crofts were laid out by a land surveyor and then valued by local valuators.

There was some dissatisfaction as to the way the re-organisation was carried out. In 1837 a
majority of the tenants in Durine complained that the men who had been elected by the crofters
for “valuing or equalizing the rent” of their crofts had taken the “best lots and had got them
without running the chance of the rest and some got them by force.” The ground officer
confirmed that the men had not done “as well as they might have done in putting rent on
improved ground”. In Balnavolich, for instance, the croft of William Morrison was “rather
dear” and that of Widow George MacLeod was “very dear and rocky and cannot be improved”.
The building of new houses was a financial burden for many of the tenants. In 1835 the crofters
of Durine petitioned the estate commissioner, James Loch, “That since the distribution of their
lands into Lots, your Petitioners have been preparing materials for building their new houses:
That they have no sufficient carriage for the conveyance of stones, lime &c &c: That a cart
and harness has been, by their noble proprietor, placed at the disposal of their neighbours in
the Township of Sangomore; And that there are six & twenty of your petitioner — heads of
families, to whom such another present would prove invaluable.” A cart was granted. A road
was also made through the Durine to ‘Geo Brat” where the crofters normally got their drift
seaweed for manuring.

The difficulties of the 1830s were reflected in the rising level of rent arrears. A very poor potato
harvest in 1837 exacerbated conditions. All the crofters or small tenants on the Sutherland
estate were forgiven their arrears when the second Duke of Sutherland succeeded to the estate
on death of his mother the Duchess Countess in 1839. The appointment in 1845 of a new factor
for the Scourie district, Evander Mclver, brought greater efforts to collect rents. Mclver also
strictly enforced the estate rule whereby tenants were not allowed to take in married lodgers,
including sons and daughters, except in special circumstances. Those who broke the rule were
summoned to remove.

Laid of Loch Eriboll

Patrick Sellar, one of several who advised on how the Reay Estate should be developed by the
Sutherland management, recommended “Lotting out the West side of Loch Eriboll...That
which is situated below the county road should be divided into lotts of different sizes, in the
hope that ultimately it may, by the help of lime fish offal, be, nearly, entirely brought into
cultivation and someday put into rotation.” Such a new settlement would help to reduce the
overcrowding by taking landless households from Durine and also help accommodate a number
of subtenants to be evicted from Eriboll sheep farm. Laid appears to have been first settled in
1833, though it may not have been established in formal terms until two years later when
eighteen tenants were entered on the rent roll. Each was to be only charged a shilling’s rent for
the first seven years. In August 1834 they had petitioned for better places rather than the “barren
& uncultivated heath on the side of Loch Eriboll, which, on their present distressed
circumstances, and without any capital, they are utterly unable to bring into a state of
cultivation, with the additional expense of erecting new houses thereon”. The following year
they asked for possession of Island Choraidh “to provide sustenance for our families, which
for several years the present lots cannot produce, not after all our exertions above three or four
months in the year and from the nature of the soil being almost all pure moss on a rocky or
shingly bed it is not capable of being made good land.” Loch admitted that the crofts were poor,
but claimed that “by industry and exertion they will be made better.”
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The Anderson Clearances

Anderson at Rispond was also faced with rising arrears of rent from his subtenants and decided
to clear the townships in favour of sheep. This process began in 1839 when the inhabitants of
Port Chamuill, Port Sian and other townships were summoned to remove. The six subtenants
of Port Chamuill (Donald Mackay, Alexander Munro, Neil Gunn, James Campbell, Donald
Mackay, and John Mackay) petitioned the Duke of Sutherland for assistance in September
1840. Campbell had already refused the offer of a croft in Eddrachillis and the Duke was unable
to offer further land. The clearances and, in particular, the riot of 1841 are the subject of the
booklet by Graham Bruce.

The Duke of Sutherland was able to resume possession of Lerin in 1842. However, Anderson
continued to fall behind with the payment of his rents. In 1847 he complained of his remaining
tenants being a “mill stone of no ordinary nature about my neck, pay no rent, but of necessity
without loss of time I must try what can be made of them”. Two years later he was bankrupt
although he was able to transfer his property in trust for the benefit of his family and remained
in residence until his death in 1854. In 1850 the premises consisted of dwelling house with
wings, detached store house, salt cellar, coopers and curing shed, all valued at £550. The other
promises, used by the tenant of the salmon fisheries, comprised a salmon boiling house and
cooling house, with meal store above, valued at £1150. The lands of Rispond were taken over
by the Messrs. Swanson, paying a rent of £137 10s, a significant rise from the rent paid by
Anderson of £57 19s. The tenants of Sangobeg became direct tenants of the Duke of
Sutherland.

The Potato Famine

Given the extent of crofter’s reliance on the potato, the onset of the potato disease in 1846 was
a catastrophe. Destitution conditions lasted for several years. Ensuring a supply of meal was a
priority for the estate management. In early 1847 the factor Mclver reported that “the quantity
required is so large that the ordinary Dealer is afraid to import”. Mclver pressed the merchant
at Smoo, Murdo Low, to import, but he refused, so he was forced to buy supplies for Durness
from Mr. Craig of Thurso. The supply of meal continued to be a challenge for several years.
Works, paid for by the Duke of Sutherland, were set going to employ one person out of each
family. At Laid, each tenant was allowed money to improve his croft. Tenants were also
employed trenching and draining land, for instance at Lerin, and between Murdo Low’s at
Smoo and the Ground Officer’s house. Young people were encouraged and assisted to go south
for look for work. In 1847 and 1848 the Duke spent a good deal on arranging four emigrant
ships to Canada: most of the emigrants, however, came from Assynt and Eddrachillis. Paupers
receiving assistance under the new Poor Law were assisted by the Parochial Board. Those who
were not on the poor’s roll but who had no family to support them and were judged unable to
work, were given allowances in meal.

Loch Caladail

Relief work was also provided by the drainage of Loch Caladail. Drainage of lochs to form
new agricultural land had been undertaken in the North West for several decades. In 1845 a
report had been made into the drainage of the loch: it was then 60 acres in extent with an
average depth of three feet, and only five feet at its deepest. Although it appeared a simple task
to deepen the outlet, the work of draining the loch was not commenced until June 1848.

In November 1848, Mclver reported that progress had been impeded by a variety of causes,
“first by our adhering to Destitution Wages — next by our contracting with a person who could
not carry on the work — but principally by the extreme wetness of the summer and harvest —
which made the work most difficult and at time the overseer was afraid we should have to
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abandon it altogether.” The total length of the cut to the loch was about 400 yards. It varied in
depth from 6 to 18 feet deep, averaging 12 feet. The soil was very soft and full of springs. The
bottom of the cut was paved with stones and a retaining wall built on either side, varying from
two to five feet in height. About 260 yards had been completed, the constant rains had
prevented it being completed to the loch before winter.

A cut of nearly one hundred yards had been made into the loch and most of it had been allowed
to drain. The surface had been found to be “principally soft mud — about twenty inches deep —
below which there is a stratum of moss six inches deep and below that there is a bed of marl
which appears to be from two to three feet thick — and is supposed to be more than double that
thickness in the centre of the Loch.” The marl was subsequently analysed at Edinburgh and
found to be very rich in lime and suitable for using on the land as a substitute for lime.

Effort continued on the works until 1850. In 1851 the agricultural advisor and surveyor, John
Russell, measured the surrounding lands with the aim of creating a new farm. The cost of
enclosures, roads, and buildings, as well as improving and fencing a portion of Keoldale, was
estimated at £1982. The project, however, was not proceeded with. Not only was this a
considerable sum but the drainage work was posing problems. It had been found necessary for
two lines of piles to be driven either side of the cut to hold back the soft earth. There were also
apparently problems with springs. Marl, however, was extracted and a new road made.

158 Contents Index



Brief History of Highland Clearances

The Clearances began in 1760 and ended over a century later. During this time tens of
thousands of men, women, and children were evicted, often with violence and cruelty, from
their homes in order to make way for sheep farming. In some parts of the Highlands entire
glens were cleared, homes were burned down (as were nearby trees to prevent rebuilding) and
tenants were often forced to leave at sword or gun point, being allowed to take very little with
them as they began a life of poverty and hunger. Prior to the enforced clearances, there had
been voluntary emigration as Durness people searched for a better life in the new world. In the
1700s, a whole community from Hope immigrated to Prince Edward Island, while in the
“People’s Clearance” of 1772, families from Loch Eriboll made the journey to North Carolina.

A note should be made that the clearances were a result of what was considered to be
agricultural improvements especially portrayed as such in the lowlands and by the clan chiefs
as landowners. A national movement was under taken known as enclosure. Land divided into
fields.

There were two types of clearance, one following on from the other. The first kind was
compulsory settlement on desolate and infertile land near the sea. The Highlanders who were
moved to the coast were given a small piece of land — the croft. If this land was bad, the crofter
was forced into kelping (collecting seaweed, the ashes of which were used to make soap and
glass) to make a living. But if the land was good, then the crofter had to pay a high rent for it
and so was still forced into kelping to pay for this. For the Highlanders who had been moved
to the coast life was hard. They had to try to get used to a new lifestyle and to earn their living
from fishing and kelping which they had no experience of. Usually they tried to continue
farming on their small plots of land. The second form of clearance was often provoked by the
failure of the croft to provide the Highlanders with a living. The situation for many was
hopeless. The numbers of people who were made to live on the coast along with huge increases
in rent, over-fishing of coastal waters and over-kelping, resulted in starvation and poverty.
When the kelp industry fell apart and the price of cattle decreased, this left a huge number of
poor and needy people who were not able to pay their rent or to buy food.

By the 1850’s the Clearances were effectively at an end for several reasons. First of all there
were no people left to evict, secondly the population had decreased, thirdly the economy was
starting to pick up, and finally the fishing industry was improving. Also the crofters were
beginning to act on their own behalf. It had taken them so long to act for a number of reasons.
They were slow to organise themselves effectively and the protests that there had been against
the Clearances had been unplanned and disorganised. The loss of the traditional leaders in the
Highlands and the destruction of the clan system as well as the actual shock of the effects of
the Clearances meant that it had taken some time to produce new leaders from amongst
themselves. The Church also influenced events because it described the Clearances as God’s
retribution of their sins on earth and it actively discouraged the Highlanders from protesting.
The final end to the Clearances was the Crofters Act in 1886 which was passed after a struggle
lasting for four years. This came about from the Napier Commission that marked the start of a
century of land reform legislation and is a resource of near-unigue importance.

Enlightenment of the Highland Clearancesand a basic insight is necessary for any
understanding of highland history. The clan system had been the determination of the life style.
Since the defeat of the rebellion rising, the clans were shattered and the Highlanders were
restrained in all their business. The Clearances were very convoluted and involved actions. The
data of the fundamental episodes are not easy to retrieve and have usually been viewed and
recorded through estate and official offices. Land rights were family and clan controlled with
local interpretation and understanding of privilege and claim. Ancestral rights were no longer
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applicable. Puzzling and complicated agreements gave some people favorable conditions while
others had little security.

Tenants and property owners interests were regulated by an Act of the Scottish Parliament
passed in 1555, modified by the Court of Session in 1756. The legal process of evacuation was
a common occurrence and most tenants moved peacefully. The removal of people to instate
sheep farms had the most devastating effect on all the natural cultural progressions of
Highlanders. Between the late 1700s and mid to late 1800s when simple and hard life styles,
but long established and complex township structures were in existence, thousands of people
were forcibly removed from their homes. Most of the county of Sutherland was owned by one
man George Leveson-Gower, Marquis of Stafford who was known as the ‘Leviathan of
Wealth’ and later became the First Duke of Sutherland. Between 1810 and 1820 about fifteen
hundred of his tenants were evicted. The Sutherland clearances were part of a vast
modernisation scheme that also included building four hundred and fifty miles of public roads,
the first in the county.

From medieval times into the 18th and 19th centuries, prolonged occupation of a piece of land
gave the right to permanent tenancy known as dutchas. This was established and recognised by
the whole community when a family had managed to maintain occupation of a township or
joint farm for three generations or more. The tacksmen of these farms followed each other in
succession from father to son. Any attempts by the feudal superior of the land in question to
establish another family was fiercely resisted by both family and clan. The social form of life
was based on the bonds of kinship and not on economic dependence. The tacksmen to the
chief’s principal role was to muster soldiers rather than ensure good financial return from the
soil. They paid only a nominal rent for the farms and sublet most of it to subtenants who did
the day to day farming and to cotters and mailers subtenants of subtenants constituting the
lowest order of the clan.

The townships were well established and organised to supply the needs of all. A lazy bed was
constructed where there was little soil. A strip of turf and soil would be cut and laid on top of
the adjoining piece of ground. Gradually these grew into ridges with ditches in between. Lazy
beds were manured with sea weed or old thatch and were particularly good for growing
potatoes. The runrig system was the method of farming on good arable land. The ground was
divided into strips rather like lazy beds but longer and wider. A person in a township owned
each strip and every so often, the ownership was changed giving everyone a chance on wet or
dry land. All available manure was put on the runrigs, which in the main were used for growing
grain. The best land near the township was known as the infield and land further away, usually
less arable was the outfield, commonly used for grazing animals.

The poorer people and subtenants were forced to work for the factors of the estates. They were
oppressive and gave no acknowledgement of the services given to them. They were ordered to
work thirty to forty days a year with no pay or food in return. Their rents were doubled at the
same time as the price of cattle had halved. There was scarcity of bread and yet the
unscrupulous factors extracted work from people and forced them to sell their cattle at prices
that suited the factors. If for any reason of sickness a person could not perform work he was
charged a shilling a day. Property owners despised the people and treated them as slaves or
beasts of burden. They were treated with contempt and not worthy of saving or leaving in the
hovels of their ancestors. The improvers believed that the people of Sutherland should be pulled
out of the past by the scruffs of their necks. It was criminal to oppose any reform of the system
of land tenure in the highlands. Those resisting deserved the chastisements from a constable’s
truncheon or an infantryman’s bayonet.
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Durness Village Square, in 1841 was the site of one of the first serious uprisings against the
Highland Clearances, the forced eviction of tenants to make way for sheep farming.
(See Ceannabeinne Township.) Balnakeil and Keoldale were first to be cleared about 1820.
Durine survived. Many of the ruins that are scattered around Durness are not the remains of
pre clearance townships but of ruins abandoned after the clearances. As townships were cleared
the buildings were in the main demolished, the stones being used for dykes to enclose pastures

for sheep.
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People

The people make the area and the Highland people are typical of the expectations, warmth,
welcoming, curious and helpful.

There are some worthy of further detailing because they can share experiences that depict life
and changing times of the area, are able to give interpretations of the environments, have stories
that are relevant and capture the population as a whole or have memories they can share.

Willie Morrison, Sangobeag Memories

IMAGE 74 WILLIE MORRISON

Generations of my family came into the world at or near Sangobeag, in the parish of Durness,
close to the western lip of Loch Eriboll. I broke the sequence by only three weeks, when | was
born in a crofthouse then tenanted by my father at Sangomore, two miles to the west. Only
days after my birth, in January 1941, my paternal grandfather died at the cottage he had built
15 years earlier, on the site of his former black house beneath Beinn Ceannabeinne, and my
father inherited both house and croft.

The world was at war, and although Durness itself remained a backwater of peace, the arrival
of a top-secret RAF radar station straddling the community’s twin Lerinbeg and Leirinmore
promontories, and increasing use of Loch Eriboll by the Royal Navy, had brought international
reality closer than ever before.

We moved from Sangomore early that February, as the country lay in the grip of one of the
century’s most severe winters. My mother still recalls resting me in the corner of an old leather
armchair, well wrapped up against the elements, as she set about the business of taking over as
new mistress of the Morrison croft at 79 Sangobeag. The cottage itself, though fairly spacious
by standards of its time, was lacking in all the most basic amenities familiar to urban dwellers.
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It faced directly into the prevailing nor’ westerlies which howled in from Greenland at all
seasons.

There was no porch to mitigate the effect of the elements on the front door. There were no
dormer windows upstairs to defy the gales, no running water, no inside toilet and no electric
light. These all came much later, at my mother’s insistence.

My parents carried water into the house in enamel buckets from the wee burn alongside the
croft steadings. Light, and indeed some of the heat in the living room, came from a hissing
Tilley. In the bedrooms, cotton wick paraffin lamps had by then supplanted their ancestors, the
centuries-old cruisies, though the general principle was the same.

My brother David, now a property developer in Dundee, and head of a group called Sangobeag
Investments, was born in Sangobeag three years later, and my sister Violet, today a prominent
Tain businesswoman, arrived in 1947.

The golden picture-postcard sweep of Sangobeag sands, so popular with Scottish calendar
publishers provided an ideal playground, conjoined as it was to our croft. Life was anything
but romantic for my father, especially during the eight or nine months of the year he plied his
trade as a lobster-fisherman. It was a matter of running fast to stand still, governed as it was by
weather conditions, wireless forecasts and tides.

I remember well lying snug in bed at three o’clock on bitter winter mornings, hearing my father
rise to catch the tide and haul in his creels. On one occasion he and his boat mates chanced on
a grimmer haul — bodies from a naval frigate torpedoed off Cape Wrath in 1944. From June to
August, when the weather was too warm for lobsters to travel live from Durness to Billingsgate
Market, in London, the fishing boat was hauled in for its annual tarring and painting.

After that, it was time to cut, dry and take home the peats, shear the sheep, scythe, stack and
store the hay. The peats arrived three miles from the moss in a cart drawn by our old mare
Beaut, while the hay was transported in the same manner to the three little barns it took to hold
all the winter fodder. Life on a croft revolves as much around the welfare of its animals as of
its human inhabitants. The mare, the two cows, the 60-odd lambing ewes, the hens, the
occasional pig, the sheepdog and the many cats, all had to be provided for. The cows and mare
were rather dull creatures, the hens and sheep dirty, the collies mostly bad-tempered.

My happiest memories are of the cats, especially Percy, a remarkably gentle black-and-white
tom, albeit a champion scrapper and mouser. We were largely self-sufficient in food. War
shortages, apart from sweets and fruit, rarely affected our little corner.

We killed our own sheep or pigs, grew our own potatoes and turnips, collected our own eggs,
and milked our own cows. There was always a firkin of salt herring in the barn, while the saithe
my father caught for lobster-bait was also part of our diet.

Religion played a significant part in our lives. We attended the parish church regularly from an
early age and my father’s evening ritual before retiring to bed was to read aloud a chapter from
the Bible. At school we learned by rote the entire Shorter Catechism, several of the more
common Scottish Metrical Psalms, together with salient chapters of the Bible.

| was nearly six before | went to school. My mother had taught me to read reasonably fluently
in the months beforehand. By 1946, fortunately, pupils living long distances from the school
enjoyed the luxury of motor transport — unlike my father and his siblings. For most of my
primary schooldays, my uncle Adam, the local hirer and contractor, held the school contract.
Highlights of the school year were the annual festive season party, referred to as “The
Christmas Tree”, Sutherland Provincial MOD, held in Golspie, Dornoch, Lairg or Brora on the
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first Friday of June, and the school bus trip, at the beginning of the summer holidays, to
Inverness, in the green luxury Bedford OB coach owned by Burr’s of Tongue.

I was fated to witness the sad decline of the last remnant of an ancient Gaelic culture which
survived the Viking settlers in North West Sutherland. When | was born, the majority of adults
in the community were still able to use the language as an everyday means of communication,
although the last monoglot Gaelic speaker had long since died. Today perhaps half-a-dozen
remaining elderly people speak it fluently, one of them my mother, aged 90. The death of the
language in Durness was largely due to official indifference or indeed hostility from
officialdom of the early 20" Century, while well-meaning attempts to redress this in recent
years have made little impact so far. My brother and | have made a conscious effort to speak
and understand Gaelic, but sadly neither of us is particularly literate in the language.

My childhood came to an end when |
left Durness at the age of 12 to
continue my formal education at
Dornoch Academy, in the tiny,
ancient Sutherland capital. Though 1
have lived in various towns and cities,
and travelled to many odd corners of
the world, | still regard the croft
cottage in Sangobeag as my spiritual
home, and | remember my childhood
with fondness and gratitude for the
experience.

Donnie Mackay Laid Memories

In 2017 1 recorded an interview by
Selena Campbell with  Donnie
Mackay brought up in Laid and
moved to Durness when he married
Iris Mather. He talked about his life.
This is a synopsis text of the dialogue.

What was life like in Laid when you
were young?

There's a lot of trees growing at Laid
now. That never used to be possible.
One of the crofts has even got a small
forestry.

It was a hard life. It was rough. It was
really hard. It was a struggle. In every
way possible. There is no electricity,
IMAGE 75 DONNIE MACKAY no running water. We got water from

the well beside the house and if there
was heavy rain, there would be a burn running by the house. Every house had a well. My father
used to go to the burn every morning in his life to wash his face summer or winter with carbolic
soap | always remember big blocks used for washing your face and clothes and everything else.

My father worked up Loch More at the forestry. He used to drive the buses for them. There
was two buses from Durness picking up people from Kinlochbervie on the way to Kinloch
More.
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| was in forestry after | left school. All that trees that are being cut down at Kinloch, | helped
plant all those. | was at the planting of them. Of all the trees that they are cutting down when 1
left school.

My mum was at home. We had a Croft, but there's nothing you could do with it. My father
worked on the roads before the forestry. Ten of us in the house, three bedrooms. Three of us to
a bed. All ten of us weren’t there at the one time always, but we were sometimes.

When the youngest was born, how old was the eldest? Can you remember?

Danny was the eldest. He will be 87. Ruby was the youngest. She'll be about 60. There was
about two years between each of us. We all agreed very well. We all pulled together. After
school we were out cutting peats and helping with the tatties. We cut the peats on the croft.
And some along at Polla. There is nothing really on the croft except stones and heather but
little pockets of peat. We had a car to take us to Polla to do the peats. My father had a big van
for taking the forestry workers to Loch More so we use the van for the peats. It was teamwork.

We had no electricity or gas all we had was the fire for cooking on it was hard. It really was. I
can remember when electricity came to Laid that was something else. | think it was about 1958
it came to Durness. It was the 60s that it came to Laid. A long time after. | always remember
when the word came out that there was power coming to Laid | remember Peter Stewart saying
that all the ever comes to Laid is Durness sheep.

| would walk to school about half a mile. Far enough and long enough on a cold, dark, stormy
winters day. There was a lot of children in Laid then. We would all head off together. Every
croft was occupied. The teacher was Georgina Campbell. There's nobody left of her family at
all. She lived at the school with her two brothers. At 10:00 o'clock we used to get a cup of hot
milk and biscuits for 10:00 o'clock tea. At lunchtime we got a cup of coco and a sandwich.
There was no cook in the school the teacher did it herself. It wasn't really cooking. | always
remember the big tins of dried milk that we used to get it was lovely. National dried milk. It
was great.

There were kids in the school from Helium. All the way round from Eriboll and Polla. There
would be 16 or 17 children at the school. I didn't mind school at all. We used to go to Durness
School once in a while but Robina, the head teacher, she lived in that house just over there (last
croft house on the Sangomore road before the church end loop) and she used to come to Laid
school once a week to pay a visit. We were frightened of her. We were dead scared. She was a
wild woman anyway.

School was used as a church and for dances the best dances we ever had was when we were in
Laid. We used to have a lot of dances in Laid. We went as a family. It was a superb little place
at one time. New Year lasted a week. We went round all the houses ceiliding in every house.
Dancing out in the road. Pipes. Great times and nobody really drunk. Just in great spirits. We
couldn't afford to buy drink anyway. It was as simple as that half bottle of whisky would last
for months.

Shopping. Before we got a car at our own house there was only one car in Laid and that was
the teacher we were talking about. She had a wee baby Austin and came to Durness every
Saturday night and came around Laid to see if anybody needed anything. The Spar was just
Dicky’s shop then where the hotel is now. It was going then. She would get the shopping and
bring it back if we were needing anything. We’ve walked from Laid to do shopping. I remember
the big blizzard when Anne Mackenzie was born the whole route from Laid to Durness for
supplies was blocked. Walking back with bags of paraffin on their back and bags of shopping.
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The excitement when we were going to the games you would think we're going to God knows
where. What excitement? The men of Smoo Cave Hotel had a big shooting brake car a huge
car half wood and half metal. We used to call it the log cabin. He used to come and pick us up.
We would be sitting on the hill down from the house from early morning waiting for this
Shooting Brake coming. Absolutely mental with excitement. It was a huge excitement to go to
Durness. He would bring us back as well, what a time we had. | was still at the school at the
time. |1 was somewhere between 8 and 12 at the time.

Age 11, | went off to school in Golspie. | don't even want to think about that. | didn't have a
clue where on earth we were. We had never passed Durness in our lives and then dumped in
this huge place and not knowing a soul. | didn't think I'd ever get over it. Homesick we were
all the same, my brothers and sisters as well. We had hardly ever passed Durness before. We
were never home. We only got home at holidays. | was in the tech in big dormitories. We had
to do all the cleaning work in the kitchen. Peeling tatties, washing dishes, all that. We had to
make our own beds, and lo and behold, if they weren't made to perfection. Inspection every
morning. If they weren't right, you got into big trouble. Clip across the backside or in front of
the headmaster. Strict and regimental just like being in the army. God forbid if they found a
speck of dust. But it did us the world of good. We went off at 11 until | was 15.

I left school and went to the forestry first of all. | was two years at the forestry. And then | went
to help on the road at the Gualin. It was a firm from Ireland. That’s when John Conlon came to
this country first of all, and he was my foreman. A more vile man you would not meet
anywhere. He was just an absolute bloody horror. | shouldn't be saying this. We got the job
done. There was a big squad then. | left that and then went back to the forestry. Then myself
and Frankie Morrison, Frankie from Laid went off the forestry school in Dunkeld where we
gained forestry certificates.

34 years. | was with the county for 34 years. A long, long time. | did every job imaginable all
mainly in Durness. I’ve seen a lot of changes. Mainly for the good. Especially transport wise.

When | first started. The depot was down by Jack MacPherson’s houses. Jack McPherson’s
father was the foreman and he had a wee housey down beside the road then and a wee shed
beside his house was the depot. Before we moved up to School Road here.

We had no gritters then we had to throw sand out the back of a lorry onto the road no matter
what the weather. Two men on the back shovelling and one man driving. No health and safety
then or any word of it even.

Big changes when we got a gritter. Very modern then. The gritter part was in front and we had
to shovel sand into the hole in the front of the lorry only getting one side of the road at a time.
Then we would turn and go back and do the other side. Then we had blizzards real blizzards.
The weather is not the same, it's changed completely. We’d take turns on the gritter. | was
sometimes on the digger. There would be six men working then maybe eight. When | left there
was only me and Martin and Kenny Carbreck. That was all that was in the Durness Squad.

The numbers were all whittled down when they started to cut back. There is all kinds of
nonsense. We would be away all day alright. We would come in and be out again at night. We
had no mobile phones or the like. Eventually we got radios in the lorries but there was very
few places that it would work until all the masts at the top of the hills. Now it's all mobile
phones.

The big Blizzard we're talking about. The MOD they were working at the Faraid. They were
actually making a road out to the Faraid then. They use their bulldozer to open the road from
Durness to Laid. Of course, we were all excited about it.
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Iris’s family had the shop. That shop has been there since the year dot. Must be over 100 years
anyway. It started off as a house. In fact, | had a couple in a wifey from Rogart and she said
this was where her father was born. Started off as a cobbler shop making and repairing boots
and shoes. Fellow called George. It was Iris’s great uncle. | think he was. A grand uncle or
whatever Iris’s mother's uncle. It’s always been in the family. Some changes in the shop but
itself hasn't changed much. Still hanging together by the skin of its teeth. We used to do fuel at
the shop. We did sell lots of fuel, once there was three filling stations then.

The place would have been busier then. I just don't know. | suppose it was. Busy then in
summer time before the campsite was there. There was free parking from the back of the shop
right up to the top of the Caa, you couldn't get another tent pitched anywhere. People just
camped everywhere. It was like a town at times. I’ve seen the shop open at midnight and there
would still be a gang outside the door. Every second house had bed and breakfast.

In these days the bacon came in big long slabs. To start cutting bacon at 12:00 o'clock at night
and you had to cut it by hand with the hand slicer and go round and leave the bacon at the door
of the bed and breakfasts after that for the next morning. Big blocks of cheese had, I to cut the
cheese as well. There would be pounds and pounds of bacon that went out.

We used to go to Inverness ourselves. We had a lorry for the shop to get all our supplies. It's
great now that they bring the supplies. We went to Inverness all of twice a week sometimes
even three times a week when we were so busy. We would come back with a lorry loaded
absolutely loaded to the gunawls. The first stop in the morning was to pick up the big boxes of
bread still steaming hot and then we used to go to Grover's | think it was.

IMAGE 76 PREPARING TO TAKE THE MINI BUS To CAPE SIDE FOR SUMMER TRIPS
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It was quite a trek down. There was no bridge then. We used to have to leave about 6:00 o'clock
in the morning and we wouldn't get back till after midnight then unload but now we get the
deliveries all through the week, big difference. Either Tom or | would drive the lorry and Iris
always came. We did the driving and the loading, Iris dealt with the money. It was a popular
shop. I can tell you. It was nonstop.

We had the buses as well for schools in that. George that had the shoppie. He started the schools
right out to Helium and to Carbreck.

We went to the Cape Side with the buses for a season and ended up there for 20 years. We used
to get the busses over on our own rafts. That was a saga. | get nightmares to even think about
it. How we never lost buses going over on that ferry I’ll never know. It was ramshackle rafts
we had. First ones we had were just 45 gallon drums tided together with ropes. The bus was
just the size of the raft no room for manoeuvre at all. Then we got very modern. We got two
boats and tied them together to make a deck out of them. That was just as scary but we managed.
We took them over at the beginning of the season and they had to go back at the end of the
season. It worked better than that does now by the sounds of things.

We had two buses running and one spare. We were only allowed a licence for two. An
operator’s licence for two. The ferryman was John Muir. He was drunk all the time, but he was
good on the ferry. He was good, very good. Then Charlie Hues took over and in 1982 John
Morrison Carbreck took over. It was always a worry about Cape Side. | didn't know when you
were going to be called about breakdown or something.

| learned to drive in Durness. Passed my test in Durness. We just taught ourselves to drive. |
was 18 when | passed my test in a 1937 car. Hand signals and | remember them to this day.
Someone came up from Inverness to do your test.

We had a residential caravan before Heather Lee. Then we got a chalet a big chalet. The best
home | ever had | just loved it to bits. Then we built Heather Lee 30 years ago this year.

We were tried to be taught Gallic. My mother didn't speak Gaelic. My father did. | can speak
a fair bit of it, but not as much as I'd like to. | understand a good bit of it. Every house in Laid
there was Gaelic speakers. There was always a ceilidh between the houses and they would be
blethering away in Gaelic. | picked up most of it, every house had Gaelic then.

I've no idea where the by name came from. (The Fillisters). Nobody seems to know. But it
came from my father side. He was actually adopted. He was born and brought up in Melness,
Hamish at the Craggan is related to us through my father. My mother was born and brought up
in Laid. She is actually related to the travelling folk. The Stewards that they tell me. She was
Wilhelmina Stewart before she was married. My father's name was Robert Bobby Mackay.
Robert George Mackay. If he knew anything about his adoption, he never spoke about it. In
those days they didn't speak about things like that. My mother's brother lived with us and he
worked with Campbell’s, the Masons.

You have seen a lot of changes around Durness.

A lot for the good. But I don't think much of the NC 500. Fine until you have to travel on the
roads. | don't see much benefit in it. Certainly this year our business has not benefited from it.

Remember the first time | went to the pictures in Durness something else I'll never forget. Films
in the old hall. There’s no power then. They used to carry their own in the back of their van.
Highlands and Islands film Guild they were called. They used to go round all the village halls
showing pictures. First time | went, Oh my God, | was scared. | remember the first film | ever
saw was called Kim. There is a bit in it with a huge boulder, but away up this big hill and this
huge boulder dislodged. It was rolling down the hill, getting bigger and bigger towards the
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screen. We took off out of our seat. Thought it was coming out into the hall. Absolutely
petrified. We thought it was the end of the world. We were so clueless on these things. | was
probably about eight years old then. The films came once a fortnight. We didn't always get to
go just now and again. It was a special treat. It would cost about six pence or something like
that. The old diesel engine clunking away outside providing the power. The hall would be full
then. There is no television or anything else.

I never really saw TV properly until | came to Durness. We could not get reception at Laid at
all. In fact, there are certain areas in Durness that you couldn't get reception at all. We had to
put ariels all over the place on high hills working on boosters and everything else, never a
success. Poor, poor pictures until the mast was built at the top of Boo Hill.

The garage was built by the RAF as part of the camp just down there and the camp at Balnakeil
and Lerinbeg. That’s where they used to service their vehicles then Sutherland Transport took
it over. They had the lorries from Wimpy. They used the quarries from the head of Eriboll
taking stuff to Faraid Head making the tarred roads that are there now. They opened up the
quarries from Laid to use for the Faraid Head road there. That's why all these quarries were
opened to take the material for the road to Faraid.

We bought the garage off of Sutherland Transport that lay dormant for about 30 years before
we took it over, but we had to have a service station. Now it's for sale if anybody wants to buy
it.

There was a butcher down here and | worked for the butcher as well. | worked there for ages.
| worked all over the Balkans. Eriboll. Walter Clark was the butcher. He took the business to
its knees himself because he was drinking. He was missed. It was a good business. They really
had the run of the whole north here. He got his meat from a butcher in Ardgay he used to deal
with. He again had his own lorry and he was up and down that route regularly. He had a shop
just up beside the garage there.

There used to be a school there as well just behind my garage. Durness high school, the
secondary school. | demolished it with the JCB maybe the mid-70s? I've no idea when it
stopped being a school. Andy Morrison used to have a workshop for making coffins. He was
the undertaker before Ken McRae took over. | think maybe Danny went to that school. | just
can't remember to be quite honest.

Colin Joyce's father. He was the last blacksmith to be working in Durness, Bob Golding was
before Colin.
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Janette Mackay Strathy

Interviewer: Isobel MacPhail,
Interviewee: Janette Mackay

Date: 12/10/04

Location: Primrose Cottage, Strathy West

IMAGE 77 JANETTE MACKAY STRATHY

How you came to be here in Strathy West.

My mother and father both lived at Strathy Point. They were both born down Strathy Point and
both Mackays. My father’s people originally came from Strathnaver and my mother’s people
from Kirtomy.

| suppose they were cleared, actually, to the coast and then when they got married they lived
down Strathy Point. My mother and father were brought up at Strathy Point; went to school in
Strathy, and they both were fluent Gaelic speakers. They both, my father in particular, didn’t
speak anything else when he went to school, it was just Gaelic, and of course they weren’t
allowed then to talk Gaelic in the school. In fact, | remember him telling us that they were
belted even if they were heard speaking Gaelic in the playground, and so they didn’t teach us
Gaelic, unfortunately, but they spoke Gaelic the whole time in the house, and it was as though
they spoke Gaelic when they didn’t want us to know what they were saying. That’s really, I
suppose, the way they used it. But because they were assured it would hold us back in our
education, they didn’t teach us Gaelic. But, of course, we were hearing it all the time, and
getting the gist of it, and of course the Gaelic music and all that was always around us, and the
pipe music, ceilidhs and whatnot. They got married in 1940, and they came to live here, in

170 Contents Index




Strathy in this house and did it up. This is where | was born, actually, up the stairs there was
no hospitals or anything then! So I was born here, and I’'m living in it now with my own family.

Thinking about it now, what you were saying about Gaelic, what do you think about the fact
that people didn’t pass it on because they thought it would hold you back?

That’s exactly I mean, my mother and father, my father in particular, he told us that. “It’ll only
hold you back, and we want you to do well.” And they encouraged us to stay on at school, and
all my brothers and sisters, we did that, and I’ve a sister out in Canada who’s a nurse, and
another sister down in Colchester who’s a speech therapist, and the boys all did their trades,
and they did encourage us. They wanted us to have a better life than they had, as they said, and
Gaelic of course was supposed to hold us back. Then of course my mother and father died,
quite early, we were all quite young really, reasonably young anyway, and by the time that you
think, “Gosh, we would like to learn this Gaelic,” they’re not there any longer.

How many of a family were you?

There’s six of us, six, and my youngest sister was just 18 when my mother died, and my father
died six months later. Yes, so we were just coming to an age when you could have thought,
“Right, we want you to teach us Gaelic,” because when you’re young you don’t really give it
a thought, at that time we didn’t, and especially when you were told it was not going to do you
any good. And then when we did want to know about it, they weren’t there.

Is it hard to get people to teach it, even?

Very hard, very hard, even ten years ago | could think of people around here that you might
have been able to but now I have to struggle to think of anyone talking the Gaelic which is very
sad. We’re making an effort, though, through the Feis, to teach the young ones, and we have,
like Roddy MacLeod and one or two people. My own daughter, she went on to the college in
Skye and she did two years’ total immersion, and she did it in Gaelic in the college in Glasgow
as well, and she’s pretty fluent. But she’s not home very often, of course, but when she is home
we do use her at the Feis and Mhairi did Gaelic in school as well, she took it to a Standard
Grade, but it’s getting people to keep it going, that’s the problem.

I’ve a brother in Tain and he is a fitter/turner he did his apprenticeship at Dounreay and worked
there for many years and the other brother, he did his apprenticeship as a panel beater and
welder and he’s down in Tain as well, or Kildary. And my other brother died, he died when he
was quite young, he had rheumatic fever and he had heart problems following it, and he died
when he was 42, so that’s the six of us.

I’ve got five of a family, Valerie is now down in Canterbury, and she’s working as a hairdresser
in a big department store; Carol Anne, today she’s in Cape Breton because, this whole thing,
the Gaidhealtachd culture is global and we’re much more aware of it now than we used to be.

So tell me about Carol Anne and Cape Breton.

She plays in a band, a Scottish traditional band called Dochas, and they’re out in Cape Breton
at some big festival, and she’s having a marvellous time. And out there she met Rhona
Lightfoot from Inverness, a great Gaelic lady, piping and singing, everything, so they’re having
a wonderful time, and she’ll be back home on Saturday, and straight into the Feis at Ullapool.
And Natasha is going up there, my granddaughter, for a week next week, to Ullapool, to the
Feis.

And then Mhairi, she just got married in the summertime and she’s living in Thurso, and she
helps at the Feis as well, she teaches the fiddle and she’s in Thurso, She’s working with the
architectural technology and Catriona, she’s living locally, and Uisdean, my son forgot about
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him he’s got his own business now, down in Scrabster, MPA Engineering, and they’re doing
well. So they’re all around, and I’ve three grandchildren.
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IMAGE 78 DOCHAS

Dochas are a young and dynamic all-female band playing traditional music from the Highlands
and Islands of Scotland and Ireland - Kathleen Boyle, Julie Fowlis, Carol-Anne MacKay,
Eilidh MacLeod and Jenna Reid play fiddle, pipes, whistle, accordion, piano, clarsach and
guitar.

They do like to be home, in fact Mhairi is considering, and her husband, they would like to
build a house in Strathy, and I’m just finding out about, whereby the family of a crofter can
build on the croft, I don’t know, there’s something about people who belong to the area with
their roots here. It doesn’t change the place the same, does it? They’re here, with all the values
and traditions that the village knows, whether that’s good or bad, I don’t know, but we think
it’s good.

We’re very laid back, I suppose, and very tolerant of each other and much more tolerant of
even the services and all that. Maybe we’re too laid back and come to accept things where we
should be in there trying to change I don’t know. Maybe, well, realistic, you have to be. When
you’re in a place like this you don’t expect the services that you get in the city. But then again
there’s certain things that we must have, that we’re entitled to, when it comes to health and
ambulance services, doctors we must be able to call on the services. But as far as, you’ll hear
folk saying, “There’s nothing to do here”, well, the people who belong here have plenty to do.
And [ mean, you’ll see that in the summertime, even the Region or whatever they are now, they
organise different things for the youngsters during the holidays. You’ll see they have a
programme and no children turn up at them. The children here are very organised, they have
things going on in their lives. They’re organised, youngsters, there’s not that many of them but
they’re organised.

On their crofts they have certain work to do, they’re busy, the young boys are busy with tractors
and digging in hay, peats all that different things sheep, gathering sheep and then they have
their own interests. They have football, they have football clubs, they have swimming their
parents organise them into those things. Now, the people who organise those classes they come
along and they’ll put on a class in the middle of the afternoon maybe in circus skills or
something like that, which is great, but there’s nobody there to transport them to those classes
at that time, because their parents are working and the children are probably doing something
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else at that time anyway, or they might organise it at night when there’s another club or
something on. It just doesn’t work.

It doesn’t work for some reason or another, and then you’ll see, “Oh, we laid this on,” the
feedback will be “Oh, we laid this that and the next thing on and nobody bothered to turn up.”
I don’t think they need bother organising those things. If some of that money that they’re using
to organise all those things in all the different village halls was split and given to the local
community, they know what the people in that community could do to benefit, even if it was
just organising a minibus to take them at a certain time to the local pool or whatever. I’ve seen
it happen so often throughout the summer they have their summer programme. They have
lovely, glossy magazines, don’t they?

They have lovely, glossy magazines, they have it timed to perfection, they’ll be at Tongue at
such-and-such a time, down here and there’s nobody going to those classes. Now that costs a
lot of money. There’s travel, there’s hall rents, there’s the setting up of it, the people organising
it, well, that’s an example of it, and it’s happened so often. Another thing they want you to do
is phone to book, and I don’t know if it’s a thing, a Highland thing or not, but people never
phone to book. And then, there was one time there was something on and the children had to
phone to book, and then on the day they found that they could go, and they went, and because
nobody had booked the people never turned up! So you can never get it right. And nobody
arrived, and they never even bothered telling the hall or anybody. Which was the same with
that meeting, for the, for that hospital meeting about the maternity services at Wick.

It was an open public meeting but they still said, “Phone to book tickets”, which was rather
dubious anyway, how can you phone to book tickets for an open meeting but that was what
they wanted. It was probably just to give them a guide on how many people would be there.
But then, if people have to phone for tickets, they never ever get around to phoning, and then
they think they can’t go to the meeting, or, you know. That’s a very strange idea. Aye, but to
most people it would just be, like they were trying to be kept out.

What was Strathy like when you were a child, compared to now?

Very much the same as it is now, it hasn’t changed very much. Only there was more people,
and more youngsters, and of course the school was open. When | went to Strathy School there
was over 40 in Strathy School there, but when my mother and father went, they went, of course,
there until they were 14 that was the school, and they left at age 14 there was well over 100 in
the school then. But Strathy School, it was two-teacher when | was there, and we walked, of
course, to the school, every day, and the place itself was very much the same, only there’s the
new hall, the new village hall. Otherwise and, looking around, certainly the road is better, it’s
double but, when you look at the walls and the dykes and that, they’re beginning to crumble
and fall down and it’s not just maybe as happy-looking a place, when you look at the walls and
the fences, and the crofts too. At this time of year you would see all the hay-stacks now you
see those bales, but not even that many of them. Potatoes, you don’t see grown, turnips all those
things the crofting is not happening the way it used to. Even the peat stacks. Everybody by this
time of year would have a huge peat stack at the side of their house. Now, you can go along
Strathy West or Strathy East and I don’t think you’ll see a peat stack, that’s certainly changes.

The folks are getting older, and the young folks have no time for ... well, maybe it’s a good
thing. We have the central heating in here and I’'m delighted with it, and you’ll see the fireplace
is there I can put a fire on if [ want, but I haven’t got it on.

But, 1 mean, in the winter-time and that we do, if we’re in all day and at holiday times.
Certainly, it’s good. But | remember going up to the peats, we used to go. My mother would
be putting one or two in the pram and walking away up onto the hill there, taking a picnic. We
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loved it, to have a picnic, and you’d be putting ... making a wee fire on the hill and boiling the
kettle. When 1 think of the work they had! Even doing that, going off with a pram with half-a-
dozen bairns, and taking all this food with you and making a fire, and having to do the peats as
well!

A great thing would be, my father, he would always have to have a pail with oatmeal in it and
the water, and that was supposed to be the drink that ... did you ...It’s always that wee pail,
like what the tinkers would make, the wee pail, and a lid on it, and he would have oatmeal in
the bottom of it. Had to have the oatmeal, and then the cold water, and he was away with that
to the hill, and that was what they drank.

And, of course, that’s another thing that’s changed, too the tinks, they always came. You know
where our new hall is? That was every year the tinks were there. That’s where they put their
stance, just right beside the river, and they had the camp there. You’d hear them playing the
pipes and the accordion and dogs barking and bairns yelping, you know! It would be the
Stewarts, yes, from Lairg. They used to come, there’s be two, maybe, carts, and horses and
they would be there, they’d spend some time there, a week maybe, before they’d go off to the
next place. And then they’d be coming round the doors, the women would come, asking for a
droppie milk, it was great.

A lot of music. Pipes and accordions, and they had great ceilidhs down there, but we were a bit
afraid of them. Suppose we were taught not to go to their tents and things like that, and so we
were just that bit in awe, you know. We didn’t go. I suppose my mother would be afraid, there
was a lot of us, young girls, and she wouldn’t want us at the river anyway, for a start, you were
told not to go near the river or ...and they were right beside it there.

When did they stop coming?

Goodness, I can’t tell you. It’s a long, long time ago, but when I was in primary school they
were there, and then of course | went away to Dornoch to secondary school, because there was
no secondary school here. There was a junior secondary, but we went to Dornoch, and we were
in the hostel there and I’'m not sure when they would have stopped coming, but I remember
them in my primary school days.

And when you went to Dornoch, did you get home just for the holidays, you didn’t get home
...Just at holidays. Like they did later, at weekends?

No, that’s right. We just got home at the holiday times, and it was very hard. Oh, | remember
how homesick | was. | used to be ...Just awful. It was terrible. I had a little sister who was born
in 1955. She was just little, like the wee one here was, and | missed her terrible. We used to be
very, very homesick, and then we got used to it, I suppose. Looking back on it, 'm glad we
did go. Yes, looking back on it, it’s a good job we did, because if we hadn’t, well, there was
no senior secondary here, and what would we have done? So, and from there, | went on to
Aberdeen, and then ended up back here teaching in Strathy, in 1966 | came back here, and
taught in Strathy School. | taught in Burghead in Morayshire for a year, and then they were
looking for a teacher in Strathy School, they couldn’t get a teacher and my mother, of course,
was very keen to get us back over. She was absolutely delighted ...and my father, they were
delighted, and so I came back here in ’66, and taught in Strathy for, I must have been there for
four or five years, I’'m not sure, and went on to Bettyhill, and I’ve been there ever since. | think
it was 1971 maybe, or around that, that | went to Bettyhill. I’'m even forgetting when it was,
but it was in something like that.

When did Strathy School close?
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It must have closed about *74, maybe, or around that somewhere. Robin and | got married in
’73, and they were building the new school or they were just going to build the new school in
Melvich in 73, and so when the new school was ready Strathy closed, and they all went to
Melvich. So it’d be around that some ... aye, it’ll be around that date somewhere.

Was there a lot of people went away to work when you were a child here like going to the
herring fishing?

No, well, that would just have been before my time, like, when my father, they went into
Caithness and he was working, surely he was more working on the farms and things like that,
| think. But the women really mainly went to the herring fishing at Wick, didn’t they, a lot of
women went there. My mother, she went — she was a cook, and she went, she was down in
London for a long time. She was cook for Lord and Lady Jellicoe for some time. Yes, and she
had quite a lot of quite good jobs down there, and she was on the Isle of Wight, and then she
came back and they got married in 1940, and my father, he always seemed to have jobs about
at home. He was a mason, a stonemason, and he was at home mainly when we were young. |
think he was at home and then when Dounreay started up he was working there, building. He
did a lot of bridges, on the roads and that type of thing, and he was away for a wee while at the
hydro schemes. At Cannich and that.

Did he ever talk about that?

Yes, but that’s a long time ago. But he was, himself and another man from Portskerra, Jimmy
Sutherland, they were on the hydro schemes quite a bit, at Cannich and up that way, but |
suppose crofting really was the main job around here until Dounreay started.

Dounreay must have had a big impact.

Oh, yeah. Along the coast here, | mean, all the young men, they got trades at Dounreay, and
even the girls, office work and canteen. It really made a world of difference here, work-wise,
whatever else it brought, it did bring work. And people. And the schools, of course, benefited,
and Thurso, and maybe we didn’t benefit here as much as we could have — look at our roads.
But however, it certainly did make a big difference to life up here.

Do you think it make it possible to stay at home rather than leave?

Yes, for a lot of people it certainly did. I mean, my brothers both were able to stay at home, do
apparently well, one of them did an apprenticeship there, and Donald, he worked in the labs.
What do you call that again, a process worker? And, oh yes, | mean, they took on the local boys
for apprenticeships and it was good in that way, very good. They’re still taking on apprentices,
but not so many. There seems to be more work in the line of computing and all that kind of
thing now, of course there’s different jobs now. | mean, when we were young, you had to be
either a teacher or a nurse that was the two things!

Do people worry about Dounreay?

I don’t think so. I don’t think so. The worry is just now that it might close down earlier than
they thought.

Well, that’s what I meant, actually, that for a certain generation it must have brought ...
amazing opportunities ...

That’s right, changed our way of life, and now they’ll wonder what they’ll do if it closes. It
brought lots of different opportunities, and some money into the ... but, health-wise, you think,
well, maybe, but sometimes you think, well, but there’s always something, isn’t there.
Something’s going to get you anyway in the end.
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And compared to your mother’s life, do you think there’s a big — what sort of differences are
there in the way of life from what she had compared to what it is today?

Oh, very different. | mean, for bringing up a family now, even just from all the facilities in the
house, from your washing machine well, for a start from the water. There was no water in the
house, you had to go away along about 200 yards along the road to bring in the water, and you
had to carry the two pails. It was easier to carry two pails than one, because you were balanced,
and many’s the time we — many’s a pail of water. We got the water in here when | was about
ten, eleven. | went away to school in Dornoch when | was eleven or twelve, you know yourself,
and when | came back in the October break the water was in in the house. | always remember
that, and the toilet and that. We didn’t have a toilet until then, it was just out to the side of the
house, and you had a pail, and, you know. Or up in the whins, whatever!

Bairns that don’t believe this, you know. But that was true, and you had to carry in the water
and then you had to heat it. | mean, they used to wash the blankets and big washing day out
there at the side up on the hill there. You’d have a fire outside and the big black pot, heating
the water. Big zinc bath, and putting the water in and we used to love tramping the blankets, it
was a special day, tramping and feeling the water on your feet, and then rinsing. But it was a
lot of work.

And even, there wasn’t even a washing line as we call it. The washing went on the whins. |
remember, | was telling the bairns this just recently, and they were just looking at me as if |
was making it up, och, and listen to her. But we used to put it out on the whins, and so the
pricks of the whins held the washing.

And if you were wanting something bleached up, say, like a cloth or a towel, it was left for a
few days out on the whins, and, there was none of this washing-machines and tumble-driers
and things. There was a lot of work where there was a lot of children, but we didn’t have so
much clothes, this is the thing. you had your school clothes, and when you changed you came
home and put on any old clothes you could find, whereas nowadays they’re putting on different
clothes every day, and wanting a clean t-shirt maybe twice a day, or whatever. We just didn’t
have that. You had your school clothes, which was handed down, likely, if you were third in
the family like [ was ...so that there wouldn’t be so much washing in it, but it was certainly not
easy to do, because of the carting of the water. And even the shopping, well, there used to be a
lot of vans, there’d be butchers’ vans, the changes, the washing, that’s one big thing — electricity

When did that come?

In 1955, when my — just about the time my sister was born, in that big snowstorm, Operation
Snowdrop? My sister was born right in the middle of that. Must have been quite dramatic. We
were kind of young, nowadays they’re much more aware of what’s going on, but I was just
eleven and I wasn’t just sure about the stork and all this kind of things, you know. But anyway,
Valerie was born in the middle of it, and the doctor, he came down and he stayed in Strathy
Inn, a couple of nights before the baby was due, but my father had to walk to Melvich for the
nurse, and walk back with her through this snow that was away up to their bums, and himself
and another man from the shop up there walked and walked back with the nurse, and | think
by the time they got back the baby was born, but I’m not just awful sure on that, again. But she
was born right in the middle of that Operation Snowdrop.

I remember my mother making clothes for her, even making little vests and things out of
whatever material she had, and because whoever had the cot, that, you know how the cots were
passed around, and this hadn’t arrived, she slept in a drawer. It was just a big drawer, out of
the chest ... and her bed, and we were amazed at this, we were delighted with it. We didn’t
close it! It was out on the floor!
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Yes, and she’s now down in Colchester, Valerie, just right in the middle of that, I remember
that, and the helicopters dropping the food and that, but I think there was a couple of weeks or
more before everything got moving, but of course in them days my mother fed the baby herself,
so there was no problem about that, and the doctor, he went outside and he melted snow to get
water, because there was no water of course, and he melted the snow. | remember him coming
in with a pan of snow, and melting it on the hearth, because it was a hearth we had ...

And the nurse did arrive and stayed It must have been a hard walk for her, from Melvich in
that snow.

That’s right, yes, she was quite a young nurse, though, and they were delighted with her,
coming back. She was quite young, it must have been one of her first jobs, | forget her name,
and | think it was Miss Car — Nurse Cartwright, but I’m not certain of that, and she was very
nice. | remember her playing with us and chasing us around the house and that. Because, |
mean, that would be the sixth one. There was five of us here, so needless to say, there’d be a
great stir going on, so, yes, that’s 1955, in January 17th, she was born, right in the middle of it
all.

And were people panicking about food and so on, because of the snow?

I don’t think so, I don’t remember us — them panicking about food because they were well used
to having stores in the house, you could think just now, if the roads and everything were
blocked for a week we could survive because we were used to having stores of food in, and
they weren’t panicking about bread because the baked, every day they would be baking
pancakes and scones. They were dropping food for the cattle because of all the snow, you see,
that’s what I remember being dropped, was bales of hay for the cattle, but I don’t remember
anything having to be dropped for humans, because every house would have their store. They
would have their own potatoes and turnips and they’d be making soup and ... they would all
survive, they’d have plenty flour. They were used — because we didn’t have shops we could go
out to, so I don’t remember any panic about that. Even with a baby being here, I don’t remember
a panic for any of that. They were much more organised, weren’t they, really?

Do you think working life here is different from other places? You were down in Moray and
then came back?

Yes, well, they have different types of work, like, with shops and maybe factories or whatever,
bigger places, although there was a lot of working on the land down there as well, but fishing
and that type of thing. Here, they had the salmon fishing. There used to be quite a lot of men
employed at the salmon fishing, but not now, and another thing was the forestry. There was in
every little village almost there was a man, a forestry man, and workers. Same with the County
working on the road. There was depots all along they’ve all gone. That was two sources of
work. A lot of men worked in the forestry, and in the County, on the different squads. Now
they’ve gone, and they haven’t been replaced with anything else. And the hotels, | suppose, are
still there for work. A lot of people doing bed and breakfast, but this wind-farming is coming,
definitely coming. Whether we like it or not, I reckon it’s coming. Whether it’ll make a
difference | think it would be good if the communities would benefit. If they were far enough
away not to bother us, and some benefit would come to the communities, I think that would be
great. We might be able to do something. There’s so many broken-down, crumbling buildings,
crumbling dykes and | would like to see something happening to all that. If there was a
community fund where you could do things in the community, it would be good. Of course,
there’s so many rules and regulations governing everything nowadays, but it would be good
for each community to tidy itself up.
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It was just when you said about wind-farms, what 1'd been going to ask as well was what, in
terms of work, getting by, making a living, what sort of opportunities do you think there are
here, now, and what might there be in the future?

Well, in the future, I definitely think wind-farming is coming. It’s very controversial, | know,
whether we like it or not, I reckon it’s coming. I am in favour of it, if the community will
benefit, and if the windmills are not on our doorstep. Now there’s plenty room away up in the
hills, there’s vast areas of land up in the hills. The lowest population density in Europe — surely
there’s ... Where they wouldn’t do us any harm, I’m sure. In fact, | have no objection to them.
When | look at them, say, on the Causeymire, where they are there, huge windmills, everybody
says, “Aren’t they awful?” but I don’t find that. I think they’re quite interesting.

But because of other people and that, well, you’d want them away, up in the hills. I don’t mind
seeing them, some folk say, “Och, you would see them on the hill”, well, at least it would be
something on the hill. You look just now and you see nothing, and no prospects of anything.
But especially if it brought money into the community and they could bring a lot of money into
the community. Not to individuals, but into the community and a proper trust or something set
up to do things in the community. And the power to do things in the community, like what I’'m
saying, tidying up dykes that are falling down, and just the general ethos of the place, to give
it a bit of new life.

Of old buildings, and not meaning to change things, but let’s ... all those dykes that are
surrounding crofts, beautiful dykes — yards and yards of them falling down, and nobody’s ever
going to lift them. Just to repair them in the old style. There’s old buildings, beautiful old
buildings, which I’m sure could be ... in our own community here, there’s old buildings that I
know we could renovate.

As you come into Strathy, there’s ... it belongs to somebody, and that was a good-going,
thriving business in days of yore, when | was young. There was a very, and excellent general
merchant’s shop up there and there used to be a shop up there, there was a shop over there, just
looking there, a merchant’s shop, and there was a shop along the road. There was one, two,
three shops. There’s no shops now, in Strathy, at all. And so, that would be a big problem.
There’s a post office ... no, there’s not, ’'m trying to think, there was a post office, but no, the
post office is in Melvich now. So, things have changed. But, wind-farms, | think, I think that
is a ...that is a hope. But a lot of people don’t see it that way.

We were talking about shops in the old days, and Sandra mentioned something about, er, was
it Ram, on a bicycle, who came round?

Yes, that’s right.
Other people might remember a Kushi, was it?

Oh, I remember Kushi, he was very nice and he’d a little grey van, and he used to come and he
had clothes. | think he had a wee shop in Thurso. But he came round and he came regularly,
Kushi. I think he was based in Thurso. He had a wee grey van, | remember it well, and he came
regularly. We used to get things from him, not that you got that much, but you might be getting
a pair of socks, or knickers, and things like that. He was the only one, and then there was the
butchers’ vans and all that, but Kushi, really, was the main one. And then when we got older
and maybe ten years later, there was Ali, darkie, and they used to come, they coming from
Thurso as well? There was a fish van used to come out from Thurso as well Johnnie Mackenzie
and ... that’s all, really, except for the tinks that used to come round. And there used to be the
men with the turbans, they used to come. It’s funny, and they used to have all their wares in a
great big — must have been a sheet or something, and everything was in it, and it was tied up.
It wasn’t in a case, it was tied up in a bundle. It’s funny we should speak about this because I
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was coming through, just on Sunday, with my washing, my own personal washing, and | had
a nightie and | put all my stuff into the nightie, and I tied it up like a and | was passing Robin
and I says to him, “Do you remember the tinks that used to come round the door, they’d be
coming with their wares, well here’s me going with my washing!”

Do you think anyone has any photos of any of these people, from when they came round?

| doubt it although | have the old Brownie camera that my mother and father used to have. |
still have it here somewhere, but ... no, photos were very rare, a very rare thing. No, I don’t
think there’d be any photos.

How shopping has changed. You used to be able to go to Thurso with a ten-shilling note and
buy all your shopping. You wouldn’t go with fifty pence now. Of course it was a rare occasion,
I mean, we only got to Thurso in the summertime, and you had to save up for that. We used to
buy savings stamps at the school — you were able to buy a savings stamp — don’t know what
they must have cost, six pence in the old money or something, and we had to save — you put
the stamp on the sheet of paper, and then in the summertime we used to cash them in, and we’d
go to Thurso for a day out on Burr’s bus, and we’d all get to Thurso for the day. And that was
your treat for the holidays. You weren’t running into Thurso like they do now, in cars and that,
you know. It’s different days for the youngsters. And, | mean, before | went off to school in
Dornoch, I had never been in Dornoch. That would be unthinkable now.

When I went to Aberdeen, to the college, I’d never been in Aberdeen. I mean, now, parents
take them trips to see this, they’re taken from the school round all ... we went away, and I’d
no idea what a city was going to look like. And | remember the morning when we went. We
got up in the hostel, everybody was taken into the common-room and told, what number of bus
to catch, and me being so stupid, coming from the Highlands, I said, “When does the bus
come?”

And everybody started laughing, and I thought, I didn’t know what they were laughing at, and
they said, “You just go to the bus stop and you stand and the buses come along all the time!”
Blooming heck! I didn’t know that! Because we were very, very ignorant. Even when we got,
to Aberdeen, we didn’t know how we were going to find the hostel. And then somebody — there
would be a lot of us — suggested that we’d get a taxi. Well, that was fine, when we found out
how to get the taxi — we were very, very ignorant when we went away.

It was frightening. But the youngsters nowadays, they are much more wise than we were, we
didn’t know about all those things. And, it’s funny, nobody told us. We just went and had to
find out. We just had to find out for ourselves, but nowadays, you see, they’re around and
they’re travelling all the time, and they’re away on holiday, so many of the schoolchildren are
away just now, abroad, for their holidays, and they know about all those things that we didn’t
know anything about. Worse looking back on it, and thinking what we did. When you’re in the
middle of it, we didn’t know anyway! I don’t know what we thought was going to happen,
when we got to Aberdeen we probably weren’t thinking And then looking back on it you think,
oh God, weren’t we stupid, we didn’t know. We got there. One helping the other. Between us,
we got there.

I was going to ask people as well about local music —but obviously there’s bards down the ages
and different kinds of musicians. Do you want to maybe talk a bit about that and what is means
for, well, I suppose, here but Mackay Country in general?

Yes, well, local bards, you mean. Well, down in Portskerra they did have a local bard, you’ll
hear probably if you go to Portskerra, you’ll hear more about him. In fact, he had a book
published. Around Strathy, I don’t know so much, but we were always into the ceilidh styles,
at home, and the bagpipe music was a big thing in this house, and my uncle along the road
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there, and he would be coming down and we’d have nights with the bagpipes being the main
instrument and Gaelic singing, my aunties down the Point, they were very much into the Gaelic
singing, and — if they had been alive — and they only died within the past five, six years, one in
particular would have been a lovely lady to interview, and great with the music and Gaelic
songs and singing, but ... and we’d have lots of ceilidhs there and, a lot of piping around in
Strathy. At the crossroads here, Benny Manson, and he’s still living, a great piper, and he’s
teaching, now, some of the youngsters at the Feis ...he’s a good tutor. We went around a lot —
| was very interested always myself in the Gaelic singing, and so the children were around —
Carol-Anne says she was dragged around every ceilidh along the north coast! And we did a lot
with the children in the school, like of Shona and all those, we did a lot of Gaelic singing and
they were into the dancing as well. Just keeping the traditions going. And that’s what we’ve
been trying to do, through the children, and quite a lot of the children have gone on, there’s the
like of Catriona MacLeod, and there’s Carol-Anne, and Shona even, and Eilidh Dibble. Several
of them have gone even half-a-dozen keep it going, now they’ll keep it going...

When you go away with the children on a tour, on a bus tour or that, when they’re on the bus,
what are they going to sing? They’re singing Gaelic songs, every time. | was taking a group on
a ... just last week there, we were going to an orienteering in the forest at Dunnet, and because
there was too many for the bus I had four little children in my car. And they were just in Primary
Four, and we were coming down the road and nobody was saying anything, | was just driving
coming down the road, and next thing this wee boy behind me, he started singing the song that
he had sung at the MOD, and in no time at all we were all singing, and then we were going
from one Gaelic song to the other and it was the Gaelic songs they were singing. | notice that,
and if I meet any of the pupils that I’ve taught throughout the years, if you go out and if you
meet them anywhere, they’ll say to you, “Oh, do you remember when we went to the MOD in
Golspie and this is the song we sang,” and they’re singing the song in no time at all, they
remember the songs.

Stays with them, that’s right. And they tell you how much they enjoyed it and, all the other
things they did. There’s this chappie and he’s about 30 and he was saying to me, “Remember
that MOD in Golspie?” And he says, “And you took us to the swimming pool,” and you did all
that things and, you have forgotten but they remember it! Because it was a big thing in their
lives, you know and it’s good, I like to hear them singing the Gaelic songs. And now Valerie,
she was working in the bar in Thurso, at nights and there was something on, there must have
been a football match, she said, and she said all that boys from the west were in, they were
about thirties now, they were at football and they all came in and “Mam,” she says, “they was
singing all that Gaelic songs that you were doing with them in school!”

The music, certainly. And the language, through the music, has a chance. I think that’s what’ll
make it survive. If we got the right occasion, | was always, | had a wee choir that | took to the
National MOD for about four years running. What | would like to do is get a hold of them, and
hear them again, and they were pretty local. There was Shona and there was Dawn, from Naver,
and there would be Carol-Anne and Valerie was in it | think, and Mhairi, you could gather
perhaps ten to a dozen of them. Catriona MacLeod, the two MacLeod’s were in my choir. You
could gather quite a few of them if there was an occasion, and sing that songs. There was the
O’Hagan girls as well, they’re away down in Edinburgh now, but if we had the occasion, we
could gather eight to ten of them, no bother at all. It would be a lovely thing to do. Yes, and
then we could just record them singing ‘Glen Golly’, we did that. And there is a recording of
that, because we did it on a television programme, and I did have it, if | could ever find it, but
other people must have it too.
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Mackay Country special, how you would describe Mackay Country and its history. Just a small
question?

Just a small question, well, I suppose we like to think that we haven’t changed too much, and
I hope we’ll not change too much in the future, that we will hold on to our traditions and our

. especially our culture, our music, which is a very dear thing to me, the music, and the
language and that we won’t be changed too much, or even the kilts and the tartan. Now, I don’t
know, but I’'m very keen on people wearing the tartan and their kilts, and I don’t want them to
be put off by people saying, “Oh, shortbread tin,” tartan and all the rest of it. Be proud of our
tartan, and be proud of the traditions and don’t be afraid to wear it, I would say. I don’t want
people to think that’s just for a ceilidh or just for a special occasion, but don’t be afraid to wear
it at any time. | hope that will not be changed too much by ... there’s a lot of people come in
and we shouldn’t be afraid — even the way we’re speaking, and the words we use, and a lot of
people don’t understand some words that we use, but we shouldn’t be put off using them. We
should, like ... Valerie is down in Canterbury just now and she was speaking to somebody who
asked her to do something, and she said, “Yes, in a wee whiley,” and looked at her and said,
“What do you mean, a wee whiley?” or “a wee whiley”, she would have said, probably, because
that’s what we do say, isn’t it, “a wee whulley”. And things like that, words that we use, like,
like “putting on a jersey”, even, “jersey”, is old-fashioned now. The children don’t know what
ajersey is now, it’s a sweater or a fleece and a blouse, | mean, a blouse is unheard of, absolutely,
they don’t know a blouse. Isn’t it strange?

Aye, | never even thought of that.

Yes, well it’s drawn to my attention I suppose when I’'m working with the children, and you’ll
say “a blouse” and they’ll say, “What is a blouse, Miss?” And you try to tell them and, “Oh,
you mean a top.” “No, I mean a blouse.” And if you say to them, “Where’s your jersey?”
they’re just looking blank at you, you know. “Go and put your jersey on, it’s too cold to go out
without your jersey.” “You mean my fleece?” “No, I mean your jersey.” All those words, like,
have gone out, and what else? Eiderdown, they don’t know what an eiderdown is. And when I
discovered that I said to them, “Well, go home and ask what it is, and when you’re at it, ask
about the counterpane,” you know. All those words are going to be lost, words, like. And even
going “ben the house”, that type of thing, and “in the press”, the cupboard, and ... there’s so
many little things that we use here that they don’t use nowadays, and they’re going to be gone,
but maybe that’s a good thing, is it, I don’t know. Working with the children, you discover that.
That they don’t know what those things are. A lot of our words and sayings and that are going,
unless we make a deliberate, you know — and even in the croft houses and all that and up the
stairs and the landing ... the “landing?” The landing gone as well.

It’s all conservatories and there’s no porches or back lobbies or that any more, you know. Och,
maybe that’s good though, it shows they have a better, maybe, or a more comfortable style of
life than we had and by the same token, those same children didn’t know what a pulpit was.
You see, there’s a lot of them not going to the church, not so many. | mean, before, they all
went to the ... families around here, you’d be going to the church and going to the Sunday
School, but now, things are ... of course, then there’s no ministers. There’s so many manses
and churches and that, which is sad, too. Because if there’s not a minister in the parish, or ...
and you’re sharing with someone else, it does slip, unfortunately.

Now, the school, we always take them at Christmas time, we do at Christmas time, and since |
discovered that, I mean, there’s no way that they don’t know now, but I remember being
amazed that they didn’t know, the same as I’'m amazed about the blouse and the ... yes, uhuh,
but “blouse” is out, I mean, just think of it yourself — do you ever hear anyone talking about a
blouse?
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Even my own kids, like Carol-Anne and Mhairi and them, if I said “a blouse” they’d say, “What
are you speaking ...” They would know what it was because I make sure they know, but, “It’s
a bit old-fashioned, that, Mam,” you know.

And are there any things you want to say about Mackay Country history, history and
community, at all?

I do think that the stones are good, welcoming people to the Mackay Country. At least it’s
drawing it to their attention, and if we have a sort of theme going right through, or a trail, even,
every little village or community with their own bits of whatever. There’s nothing, you see, to
stop in Strathy, there’s nothing, the tourists just pass right through. They’ll stop, say, about
Durness, or Tongue maybe, because there’s the hotels, but what is there in Strathy to make
them stop here? There’s nothing.

The beach, yes the beach, and people do, we have a lot of people come out there, say, from
Caithness, on a Sunday. But if the tourists are just travelling along, they’re going from one
place to the other, maybe from Thurso to Durness in a day or maybe Tongue, but there’s
nothing really to make them stop unless you’d have a ceilidh on in the hall at night, that type
of thing.

Do you think ... in the past, using phrases like Duthaich Mhic Aoidh was totally every day. Do
you think nowadays everyone understands what that means, that it’s a place?

Yes, | think so. At the time of the unveiling of the stones there was a bit of confusion then, and,
because they thought that was a clan thing, because they thought it was just for Clan Mackay.
But it’s the country where the Mackays were, it was a whole country thing for everybody who’s
living in it. I think so, although we’re quite happy to think its Mackays, you know. , | mean,
we want people to come here but we don’t want it to change too much — at least [ don’t. It’s
nice for them to come, but accept us as we are, and if we’re wanting progress in our own time,
great, but we don’t want to change. It hasn’t changed that much, though, really, really. People
come and go, and the people who were here always haven’t changed that terribly much, I don’t
think. Better off, probably, a lot better off, but ...

And lastly, just a few words, if you have any thoughts on what your hopes and fears for Mackay
Country might be?

Well, I think my fears are what I’ve sort of said already. We don’t want to be changed too
much. Yes, we want people to be interested in us, and to let people know we’re here, but we
don’t want too many people. Does that sound selfish?

No, no.

We don’t want to be inundated with people coming building houses here there and everywhere,
or schemes or that, you know. And as well we don’t want to be left high and dry, I don’t know.
But ... I don’t know what my thoughts are, really. | would like to see something happening,
though, to bring a wee bit of more help into the community. Not to individuals, but
communities could prosper, that the roads would be done up and that we would have quicker
access to hospitals and if it was necessary, the roads are terrible here, and if you do have to go
quickly to a hospital, that’s not good. | would like to see that done, or even able to go south
quicker, and that we would have good hospital services and medical services, ambulances, that
type of thing. Bus services, I don’t know. People have their own cars now, they need them for
around here. You couldn’t live without a car. And so that does its own harm, then, to bus
Services.

But the price of fuel, of course, that’s another thing that we could do with either subsidised in
some way or another, or at least kept ... I mean, we pay more for fuel here than they do down
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south, and that ... somebody should be trying to do something about that for us. | mean, you
hear all this, “Don’t use your car and take a bus”, well, how can we, you know? What’s the
point in that, or doubling up with your neighbour, but your neighbour’s probably going
somewhere else, we’re not even going to the same centre. | mean, all those things are
impossible for us. Maybe there’s something could be done to subsidise that in some way or
other, and buses, really, they have a very limited use here, unless for older folk who cannot
drive and that, and they do have a service. But | would just like to see it, | would like to see
each community tidied up a wee bit. Buildings and fences and that type of thing, with a little
bit of money into the communities to help do that type of thing, so that you could get a welcome
in each little village, each little village maybe having some characteristic of their own, if they
had the money to do that, to make each village, you know. We often thought around here,
there’s lots of wells around here, and, in Strathy, and all the old wells, because there was a well
at every house, and at our Community Council we did speak about maybe finding those wells
and, having a sort of ... Walk round them, or something like that. Of course a lot of them have
been filled in, but maybe they could be cleaned out or ... of course, there’s so many different
reasons why you shouldn’t, if anybody would fall into the well there’s insurances and all that,
I don’t know. But something ... for each community to have. With a wee bit of thought put
into it. But then it all takes money, doesn’t it, and time. Somebody to organise it and co-ordinate
it, and maybe that could happen. And I mean, even down there at the crossroads there’s that
thing where, when they were walking, there was no bus services and they used to walk with
their horses into Caithness and that, is where they would all be getting their drinks, and that.
Now it’s still there, just, and I’ve often thought and we’ve spoke about it in the Community
Council, how we’d like to maybe sort it, and tidy it up a bit, and put a wee plaque there, saying
that that is where, when they were walking with their horses to the mill or wherever they were
going, this is where they got their water, drinks of water and all the rest of it. It’s all just a wee
bit of interest for anybody if they wanted to stop and read it and that type of thing. And | mean,
in a few years, it might be gone, I don’t know. There’s things we could dig out.

There’s also an old church up there, which I know the people who have it would be willing to
let the community renovate and use as a wee museum kind of place, or tourist place or centre
of interest. If the wind-farms would come and if there was money coming into the community,
we could do things with it.

With heavy hearts and great sadness that the family announce the passing of Janette Mackay,
aged 74 years, of Honeysuckle Cottage, Strathy West, in Raigmore Hospital, Inverness, on
Tuesday, October 23, 2018, peacefully and with her loving family at her bedside,

Jim Johnston Bettyhill

Jim was born and brought up in Shetland. He went to Teacher Training College in Aberdeen
and met his future wife from Mackay Country and got a teaching post in Bettyhill.

Interviewer: Isobel MacPhail,
Interviewee: Jim Johnston
Date: 03/03/2013
Transcriber:  Isobel Patience

Can | ask you first about your own family background | suppose a mini-biography, what
brought you to Mackay Country in the first place?

Well | was born in Shetland on the west side of a small crofting township called Twatt with
seven houses in it and quite remote from other places in those days although today you can go
to Lerwick in a few minutes really, but then being 20 miles from the town was quite a barrier.
| have, am the second in the family with four in the family and it was a kind of extended
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household, there was always older people in the household and a very, very full and lively kind
of upbringing really in the midst of the crofting life — I knew nothing else. | went away to
school when I was 12 or 13 in Lerwick and did 6 years in the Anderson Educational Institute
there and then, my aim of course was to be a teacher because, I’ve told this story before, |
believed somehow that teachers were well off, you know someone had told me when | was
about five that teachers earned £20 a week and as lobster fishermen who were the kind of gods
of money in those days were earning £30 a week. | thought that £20 would be pretty good so it
was an economic decision really. I’d always wanted to be a teacher and I went away to
Aberdeen to study English and Geography and then went to the teacher training college there
but the thing that brought me here to the Mackay Country was that | met a girl in my first week
or so in Aberdeen, | met a girl from Bettyhill, Jenny Mackay and we got married when | was a
student and an opportunity arose in Bettyhill when I qualified and I’ve been here ever since.

That’s very interesting because obviously your Shetland background has an awful lot in
common with things here | would imagine.

Yes, there are many similarities including I found a surprising similarity in some of the words
that were used for specific things which I didn’t expect because there’s no Gaelic influence
whatsoever in Shetland but here Gaelic is obviously the bedrock of place names and of a whole
lot of things maybe
even of the way of
life in some ways
and what | found
was that some of
the words that |
recognised  from
my own
background,  the
dialect which |1
have classed as
dialect words were
existed here in
Gaelic exactly the
same, like what we
called sillocks
which was young
saithe are sellacks
here and what we
called, I don’t
know if that’s a
coil, a coil of hay
was called a coil
and a pile of peats
was called a ruag
where as we would
IMAGE 79 JIM JOHNSTON BETTYHILL say and | found

maybe, 1 don’t
know, twenty or more words were identical so clearly there was some kind of wording going
on in the past.....

That’s very interesting though, very, ‘cos well although this is a Mackay Country project it’s
outward looking as well. Well bird names, like here they call a cormorant a scaraf and we called

184 Contents Index




it a scarf and it’s obviously the same word, you know.....and there was a lot of things like that
| discovered and was very interested in.

And then when you came here was the, the school wasn'’t up to sixth year then was it?

No, no. It had just been upgraded from a Junior Secondary school to a fourth year school but
with certain very tight restrictions on how it might develop, like at the end of second year we
were expected to select, the teachers, when I say “we” I mean the teachers, were expected to
select all those that we deemed fit to attain, these people all went off at the end of second year
to either Golspie or very commonly here to Thurso and then at the end of third year there was
another selection procedure where the ones that were deemed unfit to sit ‘O’ Grades were sent
off to the Technical School in Golspie so we were left for our certificate activities with quite a
small section of the population, well maybe rather less than half of the school population going
through and these people were those who could get in to the ‘O’ Grade system...and it really
wasn’t very satisfactory, or I didn’t see it as being satisfactory because the whole problem with
areas like this and my own home was the same, was that you left home if you were an able
person in an academic sense, then you left home when you were young and very often you
never came back. I have never been back really to my own home although I’ve come to a place
which is a kind of analogue of it, you know, it’s very similar, it’s remote, it’s rural, it’s very
small — everybody knows everybody else back for several generations and every second
household can reel off the patronage of the one next door and so on, although that’s changing,
you know it’s different, but what’s happened now is we have been made the High School for
the area and that’s for the whole area of Farr and Tongue but we still lose a proportion of
usually the more able although not necessarily the more able people now, because some people,
mostly in Melvich, elect to send their children to Thurso High School in spite of the fact that
we have a proven record at doing, you know, at least as well, maybe better than Thurso High
School does with children and | think that’s maybe reflects the way people feel about their own
place here, in that they don’t value it as fully as they ought to, they don’t value the services that
they get and they don’t value their own people, you know........... people they know. They
think that people they don’t know are bound to be smarter than the ones they do know, or
something like that ....maybe that’s a bit simplistic.

Very interesting. Why do you think that might be?

I don’t know, I felt that ... I never came across that feeling in Shetland. In Shetland people
were more — people had a sense of place, they had a sense of worth in their own place and in
Shetland in particular, like as if Shetland was country, you know, it was not a rude nationalism
or anything like that but a feeling of value and worth so if you met anybody you would
announce that you were a Shetlander, it meant something to you and still means something to
me whereas here people didn’t have the same attachment to the area although they do have
quite a strong attachment to their own little corner so that people in Bettyhill will, may speak
derisively of people in Tongue and vice-versa and allege that each one has undesirable traits
whereas to me they all seem the same like, | mean the north coast here is an entity that shares
some of their problems, and yet one of its biggest problems is that it’s divided and the same is
true I think throughout Sutherland, it’s a very small village mentality that exists and one of the
things that people said to me after I was here for a short time they would say “what are you
doing here” and I said, well, this is what I want to do, I’'m a teacher and I want to teach and I
wanted to do something in a place like this and they’d say, “oh, there’s nothing here, there’s
nothing here, you should go and make your fortune somewhere else” and I thought this was a
really strange way to think about your own place, and people will say things like, it will all be
the same in a hundred years, well it will be unless people change it and there are things that
could be done if people would work together and people would take an interest, basically.
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What kind of things?

Well, I think that, I think for example, that, like | wrote a guide book to the area. Now, why do
| have to do that? Why is there not some local person talking about their own place and being
enthusiastic about it and looking at the place names and looking at the geomorphology or
whatever, and digging up the old stories. | was astonished to discover how little the children
knew about their own background. I remember a class I had early on when | was here and they
were speaking about Armadale, and they were saying, we’ve always been here. | said, well, |
don’t think you really have. You’ve not always been in Armadale. Armadale’s relatively new.
No, no, that’s not true. | said well, you know, it is true, Armadale was only laid out the way it
is just now in 1818 or sometime like that, at that point | had gone senile and forgotten the date
but it was round about then that Armadale was laid out in its current arrangement of what’s
now become crofting tenure but which was then holdings at the whim of the landlord. It was
laid out at that time as were Bettyhill and Skerray, etc. etc. but they said, no, no, that’s not true.
| said well, it is true. They said no, if it was true we would know about it. Well you know we
had this long argument and it always stuck in my mind and that was the native children, native
children of the place. | was amazed that they knew so little of their own background. But also
I felt that they hadn’t explored their environment in the away that | thought that many people
did, maybe some did but an awful lot of them, they were like forbidden to go to the coastline.
They weren’t allowed to walk round the cliffs. This is amazing you know, because in Shetland
they would be telling you to go — go round the cliffs and see if you can find some wood or you
know, go and amuse yourselves away somewhere else. It was just different, so different, and |
think that what’s most needed in a place like this is to create a stronger feeling of worth in the
place among the people and somehow engender in them the feeling that their own history, their
own landscape, their own things that they do are every bit as valuable as anybody else’s and
that by leaving here and going to Edinburgh or somewhere like that you’re not necessarily
transferring to a better kind of life. You may well be going downhill rather than uphill. But
maybe that’s a bit extreme.

That’s very interesting. Do you have any ideas why there’s that difference between the
Shetlander, the Shetlanders’ outlook and the way things are in Shetland because I’ve noticed
it, I've been, I've only recently had the privilege of going to Shetland a few times and I'm
probably going back next month and I’ve noticed that. I suppose a phrase that’s probably over
used nowadays but is appropriate in this case is that kind of sense of self confidence wide.

Some people say, “Oh it’s the oil” but it can’t be because what you're describing is surely
before the... ...

Oh yes, yes, this was before the oil came, certainly, yes. Yes I think that that feeling has always
existed. | think that Shetland and Orkney and Faroe and Iceland, all these places, they have like
a literature of their own, you know? Now a lot of people would think that that kind of thing
didn’t matter at all.....It does....but to me it does because I think that — say you go across to
Orkney, just now to flit my daughter to Inverness, you’ll find that there’s book shops in Orkney
that are full of books written sometimes by incomers but very, very often by Orcadians who
have selected aspects of their own environment to write about, and that is so rare in Sutherland;
it almost just doesn’t happen as far as I can see, but in Caithness it’s a bit more common, but
in Orkney, Shetland, Faroe, Iceland that’s what they do. And in any of these places you’ll find
compared to here a huge literature. Now they’re not saying that it’s a quality literature, it’s not
like ... you know, it’s no sort of Shakespeare or anything like that coming out of these places
but nevertheless it’s a record of how people feel and a record of attitude and a record of events
and a statement of pride in place and it’s ongoing, it’s not something that people did in the past
and stopped, it’s something that they’re continually going on and doing and I think that one of
the things that’s needed around here is to establish that kind of literature. Like in Shetland for
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example there are two, just now, two magazines that run, one is a monthly one, one’s a quarterly
one, one’s called ‘The New Shetlander’ It’s been running since 1950 continuously and it’s got
a quarterly magazine which gives a platform for poetry and short drama type stuff and short
stories and also has a series of, a smattering of continuing articles that go on and on from edition
to edition and theirs also one called ‘Shetland Life’ which is, must have been going for about
20 years and it does a similar job but is more a commercial enterprise, the other one is more,
has more literary pretensions. Now something like that, | presented the idea to the Highlands
and Islands Development Board, you know, twenty five years ago...... for this area and
actually priced doing it and contemplated starting it but it seemed to me that there would have
been too much work involved in it for an individual. You would need a group to do it and
where would you get these people. Now, some, there has been some movement towards that in
Paipear Beg and Paipear Mor and Am it needs something more than that and I think if you had
that it would...

Well, I think that one of my aims, my own aims, is to write about things for the area and positive
things, and try to, you know, make people aware of what goes on, I mean, don’t know if it’s,
it’s maybe a complete waste of time, I don’t know, maybe nobody reads it, I’ve no idea but,
you know, one of my purposes if you’re allowed to have purpose is to do that, | mean I’ve done
that little booklet about Farr and Tongue and I’ve done the Strathnaver Trail one and I’ve also,
| also try to do as often as | can small items that depend on historical incidents or archaeological
stuff or environmental interest or whatever and ... Astronomy, oh yes (laughing) aye but they
could do that anywhere, the platform is the earth in that case rather that the light pollution...

People speak of light pollution as getting in the way

Well, yes, that’s true but it gets in the way even here. If you go, go to the top of a hill around
here and look around you, you would think that you were surrounded by suburbs of cities and
in fact you go there and it’s, you know, it’s a place with half a dozen houses and twenty street
lights, I never, | feel really bad about it — if, if you hear of the, the street lights in the north coast
being sabotaged it could just be me, you know — if I can find a big pair of pliers I’ll be cutting
the wires, you know, | just detest it, but, what can you do, you know? (Laughter throughout)
People view that as progress and it’s not, that’s the last thing you need is street lights, I would
say.

They did that at Stoer at the junction. The Assynt Crofters’ Trust at the township got ground
for the housing association. | mean it took years, finally four houses were built and let, just
earlier this year they were let, but in the building of that there was this thing came up that yes,
they would need about twenty five street lights, you know, because, they would have to come
from here and they said the rules were they weren’t allowed to build anything without these
street lights and people — it was interesting because people actually kicked up a huge fuss.

I wouldn’t mind so much if they switched them off at midnight or something. That’s what used
to happen in Lerwick when I was a child going to school there. Not that you were often allowed
out until midnight but sometimes you jumped out the window and went for a walk about, you
know, in the middle of the night and if you did then at midnight, the lights went out. It was
great! But I think in most places in north Sutherland that could still be done. 1 mean they say
that, that these lights that costs the council the same to have them on or off but I mean, that’s
ridiculous, everyone is drawing current, everyone is using some amount of electricity and
surely to switch them off at midnight would not be all bad. There’s only about seven nights in
the month you can’t actually see by moonlight anyway if you’re used to it. It’s no use going
out in a street light environment and expecting to see when you step outside that but if there
were no street lights you would see — the light would be sufficient, the natural light. | mean
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people have been going round in the darkness for thousands of years quite without hurting
themselves one bit.

To take you back to the writing thing for a minute, I mean, you 've done a lot of writing for here
but you were mentioning the writing culture that has been maintained and built upon in Orkney,
Shetland, The Faroes and so on, I suppose I'm still asking the question, why there and not
here?

I really can’t explain that, I really don’t know, but it seems to me to go back in time. If you
look at this area here people came to this area in the nineteenth century and looked at its geology
and looked at its natural history and researched it and wrote about it and some of the most, you
know, illuminating books that exist in geology were written about this area, and yet local people
never seemed to have got into that. The only exception might be that a guy in Skerray, I can’t
think of his name and this very instant, who wrote the first guide book to Caithness and
Sutherland....It’s about 1818, that sort of time. Yes, och it’ll come back to me later on. | have
a photocopied copy of it but it doesn’t ever seem to have got into a tradition although if you
look back at old newspapers, like say you had to look at The Northern Ensign or something
like that then you’ll find there’s very lively correspondence from this area into the newspapers,
although the newspapers were based in Wick and Thurso and maybe latterly in Golspie since
1900 but before that mostly Wick and Thurso, and if you go and look at these then there’s all
sorts of things, you know, about the death of new year in Strath Halladale and stuff like this...it
goes on and on and on and, a whole lot of very interesting stuff there. So there was a lot of,
there’s clearly an ability to write. | mean, if you think about Donald Macleod, ‘Gloomy
Memories’ — you’re back in 1830’s perhaps, and here’s a guy who could have had very little
formal education and yet he’s able to write these quite well expressed, although extremely
doleful accounts of everything that was going on, you know? So somewhere it’s got lost along
the way.

Maybe the outpouring of people from here would explain it, although that happened in,
certainly in Shetland too. The population of Shetland peaked in I think 1830-ish, 1840 maybe
at 36,000 and went down so that when, in the 1950’s it was 17,000 and it’s now back up again
to 23,000 or something like that order. Here there’s been a striking change in population within
this century, Well not this century, the past century, in that we’re now down to about 40% of
the 1900 population in the parishes of Farr and Tongue and that’s an astonishing transformation
because it’s taken place in well, what is really the lifetime of a person, almost. Like if you think
about there’s not many people who reach a hundred, but there was a woman from Bettyhill
here who reached the age of a hundred two or three years ago, she’s dead now. Now if you
think in her life, when she was born, there were two and a half times as many people in this
area as there are now, There would be maybe a hundred people, a hundred pupils in the school
at Melness and another hundred in Tongue, a hundred in Skerray, maybe four in Bettyhill and
so on along the coast as well as numerous side schools and so on, and now, you know you’re
scratching round the entire area to get a, to get a hundred children. That’s just an amazing drop.

And presumably that must have had its own impact on this sense you referred to earlier of,
work, you know, go elsewhere to seek your fortune.

Yes, | think so and people see that constant and the age structure changing simultaneously of
course.

Does it become almost unimaginable to live here and succeed?

Yes. Perhaps, perhaps it does. Perhaps it is something like that that, that the only people that
are seen as succeeding are those that move away and then they come back with their big cars
or something, or, I don’t know, or they write back from Canada or Australia or somewhere and
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say how well they’re doing ... of course this has happened all over the Highlands but I think
maybe on the edges like this it’s happened more and that might account for it, but I don‘t know.
I, maybe there’s something in the Gaelic people, in the Gael, Gaeldom ... I had this said
somewhere maybe a quote from somebody. Yes, they defined a Highlander as a man who could
do anything in the world and nothing and home, but I’m not saying that, I mean the people I’ve
worked with, with Highlanders and I’ve been here among the Highlanders for a long, long time,
they’re perfectly good workers, but nevertheless the area is somehow going downhill and
would be much further downhill were it not for the influx of incomers who, like myself, who
see value in it and who choose to come here. That’s difficult to understand, why ... it doesn’t
get home to the natives, I don’t know.

That do you think draws people to come here? What is that value that they 're seeing and
recognising?

Well, | think that there is in places like this still a strong sense of community. For example |
just came home from the funeral today a few minutes ago, in Skerray there, and there were
people there at Davie Henderson’s funeral from all over Caithness and Sutherland and there’s
many, many places where that doesn’t happen. | mean if you go to a funeral in the city, then
it’s something that only a handful of people attend very often but here everybody, everybody
is valued far more than they are, every member of the community is valued far more than they
are in a bigger society so community still exists and you can still have like a village dance or a
village event; you can have sales of work and fundraising things. They all are very, very well
attended and well supported and I think that that doesn’t exist once you get into bigger
communities. I mean there’s huge generosity in the people here, and in my experience
throughout rural areas, which I’'m sure maybe it would exist in bigger area... bigger places too
if they had a means to express it but here you can have sales of work, you can have fundraising
concerts, you can have all kinds of events and very large amounts of money are generated by
these and the community continues to give and give and give for all kinds of causes and often
for ones that have no conceivable benefit to the individual locally — it’s not as if they’re
collecting for their own public hall or something like that although that too of course would be
successful but it’s given to — you know, if you held a, if you held a coffee evening for Somalia
or something like that a lot of people would come and they would give money for that cause,
and so on. So that’s the sense of community that’s one thing. There’s the landscape which is
very, very attractive and | think there’s maybe a sense of peace and quiet in it all, although
when you actually live in it you sometimes discover there’s a lot of undercurrents in that, but I
mean, I’ve lived in these undercurrents all my life so I know all about that but I think it’s a, it’s
a great place to be. | know that since | came to Bettyhill I’ve never had a day of idleness, you
know, I’ve had things to do every day that I’ve been here and new things to explore and do all
the time and I think it’s a terrific place to live, but not everybody shares that view. | mean,
some people, I think it’s maybe a better place for men than it is for women in away in that,
although maybe that’s a highly sexist thing to say....

That’s very interesting, because I've been asking about women in Mackay Country and stuff.

| know that, well, when we came here my wife came from Bettyhill. She’s a native person.
She’d gone to Aberdeen to study computing and computer technology and became a computer
operator and she was working as a computer operator with Aberdeen County Council when I,
when | graduated, and then went on to do teacher training and then got a job here and when |
got the job here she didn’t like to say to me, oh I don’t want to go, I don’t want to go back, but
it turns out after all this time that she didn’t — she would rather have stayed in the city or
somewhere more urban than this and wasn’t really very happy to come back to Bettyhill
although at the time because | was so excited about it all she didn’t say. But if you’re a man,
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and you’re in a job, then very often that’s the way people in families move — the man gets a job
and they move. Now | can come here and teach; it’s an enjoyable sort of professional job, good
money, long holidays (laughing) all kinds of things and it’s what I want to do and it involves
you in so many things ... but my wife, not being a teacher, although we have a good income
and all that kind of thing, she doesn’t have the same outlet for her energies and so on, and
although she had several jobs while we’ve been here and has also brought up our child, she
hasn’t found it as fulfilling a place to be as | have and I think that that might be true for quite a
lot of women, in that the man takes the lead and brings them here and then they have to scratch
around for whatever job they can get. The jobs maybe not as good for women as they are for
men, [ don’t know, but something along those lines, you see, you see what I mean?

Yes, yes.

Now the same would be if the wife was the main breadwinner and she got say a good job in
the school or some other good job around here and the man was here kicking his heels in some
dead end thing, that wouldn’t work either, but in my experience it’s mainly the women that
prefer to go and indeed very often it’s the women, the girls that leave, the girls are more likely
to leave than the boys. Boys are more likely to stay on here, maybe it’s because they, you know,
they get to play with tractors and things like that | don’t know. In a way, men maybe men but
they’re always wee boys at heart and the kind of things that people do around here might be
more boyish things, I don’t know — I'm probably digging an enormous hole for
myself....... Women are different, I’ve discovered, yes.

Well done Mr Johnston! That'’s very interesting, very interesting. It is.

But that doesn’t and I think also nowadays especially girls are more successful than boys,
they’re better educationally and academically and education is a good escape route from this
kind of place. Mind you I suppose that’s what I thought I was doing when I, when I went into
it.

Escaping your own small township to come to another one.

Yes. | tell you, I do have a bit of few regrets about that too and I think that if | had gone back
to Shetland rather than come here I would, I might have had opportunities there that I haven’t
had here, because there would be, there would be opportunities in say, writing and .... societies
and things like that, and of course a network of people that | would know in a kind of semi
academic world there whereas that network doesn’t really exist here, you know ... but
nevertheless I’'m, I'm pleased that I am, I’m pleased that I came here and I’ve never had a dull
moment.

| suppose that could be a bit lonely sometimes then knowing that there’s all that network of
people.

Not for me, I’ve never felt loneliness like that but I think that women are more likely to feel
loneliness. I think that men are maybe more ... ready to engage with ... like more likely to
focus on say a hobby or something like that than women are. Women need each other’s
company, they need to have company and they need to have conversation and that kind of thing
whereas men have an ability to focus on tasks and stuff like that, invent little jobs for
themselves to keep them happy (laughter)

I'’ll quote that one for sure, I'm telling you! Now speaking of hobbies and interests although
it’s not entirely a hobby or an interest because it comes out of your university training anyway
but you mentioned 19" century research, the geology and so on, and if you would it would be
great for you to talk about that and, well, because to me it’s a very — I don’t have the depth of
knowledge that you have, but it’s certainly a very exciting period.
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Yes. It would also be true of course from the history point of view in that the, the kind of idea
of history that’s now developing is more the history from below, idea, whereas when I studied
history at school, I didn’t actually study geography in school separately, I took it up in my spare
time towards the end of my school career, but I studied history, Higher history and I did history
at university for a short time too, but the history of my youth was the history of the kings and
queens and what they were up to, and the great power idea you know, when you looked at say
imperial Britain and how it set about its task of colonising the world and so on, but today’s
history looks more at the effect of these currents and trends in history on the ordinary people
and I think there’s tremendous scope for research on that in this area, because the great event
of this area, although that too is maybe belaboured too much is the — we’re always hearing how
there’s going to be a second highland clearance because Dounreay is collapsing or something
— it’s just becoming nonsensical expression, but nevertheless that amazing transformation that
took place in the highlands here in the 19" century was exemplified very much here in | would
say two ways, one because the house of Sutherland kept such immaculate records and has now
opened them to the rest of the world so you can now study the Sutherland papers, and also
because there were a number of characters in this area who made an impact on the whole
interpretation of clearance history. One was Donald Macleod, author of Gloomy Memories and
there’s scope for the research and cross-referencing of his writings against the Sutherland
papers which some people have undertaken with considerable success, but also Patrick Sellar.
Again the subject of much research and this is where something that was happening everywhere
was written down and recorded and written about, not just here but also, | mean, in London,
Paris, and wherever you want to go (laughing) ... and maybe to make ... to, to look at that
period and fit it in to the history of the peasant throughout Europe if you like, because the
peasantry throughout Europe were displaced from their traditional lands over a period of
centuries and this was one of the most recent episodes in that, and if you were then to go on to
say colonial Africa, look what happened in Kenya and in what’s now Zimbabwe and in South
Africa, then you’ll see the same kind of thing happening The rich and powerful when it suits
them taking the traditional pastures or the traditional arable from the ... the peasantry and using
it for their own good and displaced people. And it’s still happening and you know it’s still
going on within our own lifetime, so places that within context would be, you know, interesting.

Yes, | referred to that in my PhD. [ think it’s very interesting because you also have the ... the
whole historical thing where Highlands and Islands are seen as threat right up till 1746 really
and then you get the emergence of the Highlanders as the faithful soldier ...and it was hand in
hand and with definitions legal and ... legal and cultural in a sense of the powerful, pupils’
cultural sense of natural resources and jurisprudence in terms of ownership and all that and
of course the people who have experienced it at home on the bad side are probably always
going to be the best at imposing it on someone else because you 've picked it up because there’s
a cultural edge to it you can, people pick it up, | mean the story of empire has that from every
country, so yes, it’s a big, big subject.

Yes but to come back to the kind of environmental side of it all, this is an unusual area. Maybe
every area if you look at it closely enough is unusual. Certainly every area is unique, but I think
that, that from the point of view of geology there are things that occurred over the aeons of
time here that are reflected in other parts of the world but are exemplified here and easily seen
in the landscape and it’s been so well researched over such a long time that there’s an enormous
wealth of written information about it as well as the opportunity to just go around and see it so
more interpretation of that would be good although that’s coming on, I mean there’s the
Knockan Crag, is it, well that can’t possibly be the right way to pronounce it.

Interview 2
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I’m just thinking, we’re talking about these critical moments when schools shifted and changed
in different ways, and maybe just having six, eight, a dozen photos that give a wee sense of
these moments. Having a school that goes to sixth year is a big deal and this was done all these
things was done completely without ceremony. There was never any shaking hands or anything
like that — in fact it was with gritted teeth more like, most of these critical points And it’s been
a bit of a struggle, really, to get to where we are today, but it’s certainly not one at which the
points of change are celebrated. But that in itself is worth mentioning.

What I was thinking to do when I retire was to start a ... because I have literally thousands of
photographs. Most of your people have used them for stuff that they’ve had in the papers and
that kind of thing. Aye, what | was intending to do with the pictures now, every year | do a
kind of PowerPoint for the Gala, and it shows in the village hall all the things that have been
happening that year at Bettyhill so, | was thinking of making a gigantic PowerPoint of all the
things back through time, because obviously I’m just doing that thing since I went digital. I’'ve
been doing this for twenty-five years before I went digital ...Just the school doing things.

Just trying to check if there are any other particular aspects that we need to cover ... yeah,
especially because, of course, you do have geography in your degree, and have always been
strongly interested in geography and economy as well as geology. You 've sort of touched on it
already, but social and economic change in these decades. Since you started with how you
ended up here, so, since you've been here, is there any particular observations you might want
to make about that?

Of the changes that have taken place, I think the main change that I’ve noticed is the change
that | described earlier in the withdrawal of publicly-funded jobs in the area. But there’s also
been, | think, quite a bit of a decline in crofting. There’s hardly any crofting done any more.
Crofting here is different from crofting in Shetland, and the croft that I was brought up on —
and it was my parents’ — it wasn’t quite their sole income, but it was the major element of their
income — was quite large compared to the crofts here. I’'m not sure what size it was, but we
used to have eighteen breeding yews and up to six cattle.

There was developments going on in crofting in Shetland from early on in my life, a lot of
things happened because in the place where | was born the first — | was seven or eight years
old before the electricity came. We didn’t get TV until 1964, when I was fourteen. | had actually
— I tell that story quite a bit, but the year before the television came to Shetland, some well-off
people bought televisions, because the television had already come to Orkney and, at the height
of summer, because of some quirk in the atmosphere, then the signal would come over the
horizon, and on a good night, if you had a TV, you could just see a picture. I know it was really
awful, but one such person was the shopkeeper near my home. And | was down there one night
and there was nobody in the shop except me, so I did buy some stuff — I can’t remember what.
And the guy said to me, ‘Jim, have you ever seen TV?’ And I said, ‘No, I’ve never seena TV.’
‘Come with me.” He took me up to the house. He didn’t take me in, but there was a kind of
corner window in the sitting-room, and he said, ‘If you look in there, you’ll see the TV.” So
I’'m peering through the window, you know, eyes against the glass. And there, in the corner,
was this TV. It wasn’t switched on or anything, but [ was so pleased that I had seen a TV, you
know — I hadn’t seen anything on it. But, you know — fantastic. And then the following year
my mother took us all, the whole family, down to Aberdeen to visit her relatives there; people
that stayed nearby to us until the 1930s when they moved to Aberdeen. And we went to visit
them. And here was a TV. So we were watching TV and this programme came on called Z-
Cars. First time we’d ever seen Z-Cars. And in that programme, the first one that | ever saw,
there was a man attacked by others who were striking him with bicycle chains. | was utterly
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appalled by this. I thought, right, if that’s what TV’s about, I don’t want it. So, when it did
come, I didn’t watch it very much.

But I did succumb to it eventually, I'm afraid, but I think it was quite advantageous to me to
be brought up without TV, because you had to read if you wanted to be — to expand your mind
at all, or if you wanted even to pass the time. So it was quite good, actually, having no
electricity, because that meant that the sky was completely dark, nobody could shade you out
with fluorescent bloomin’ street lights and so on in country areas, and you could go and see the
sky; see the Northern Lights and you didn’t have to watch all the drivel on TV. So there’s a lot
to be said for that kind of thing.

But the exciting things that happened were — one of the most exciting things in my life in
Shetland was the day that the electricity came. Because people had been debating about this —
they were getting the houses wired and the poles were going up, and all that kind of thing. And
they were debating things like, you know, if you switch your light on and you haven’t got a
bulb in, will the electricity run out onto the floor?

But before the electricity came, then we had a radio, and this radio was powered by
accumulators, which is an old-fashioned form of battery. And it was a wet battery, because
there was acid in it, and electrodes in it, and, you know, it was very — you were given a very
responsible job as a child, which was to carry the accumulators down to the van. A van came
round every Friday, and every Friday we used to take a set of accumulators down — no, every
second Friday we took a set of accumulators down to the van. They had a special place they
put them in, and they took it back to Weisdale which was ten miles away where they had a
generator, and they charged your accumulators for you. And, meanwhile, we had the other set
going in the house, and that meant that the radio had to be rationed, because if you played the
radio all the time, then the batteries would run down. And the old people wouldn’t be able to
listen to the nine o’ clock news. So the day that the electricity was switched on we got a new
radio, and we switched it on, and this green lightbulb lit up on the front of it, and it didn’t fade
away. And you could listen to as much radio as you liked, so we thought this was a real step
forward.

Now, and the other thing was the coming of the water scheme. That was really exciting, because
these old dragline excavators dug a ... you know, a path for the pipe through the middle of a
very wet area, and of course we’d be down there watching and hoping they’d sink! It was all
very exciting, and the tarring of the roads, that was another exciting thing in a young person’s
life. All these things happened in the *50s. So, yeah, but that wasn’t what I set out to say. What
was | saying?

| also liked when we went to church. My father was a lay preacher in the Methodist Church.
My mother, her people had been Church of Scotland people, so we always went to practically
every church. But when we went to the Church of Scotland — and you hardly ever went at night,
but sometimes you did, like you maybe had a Harvest Festival at night in the church. And they
had oil lamps, and the oil lamps were suspended from the roof with chains, and these chains,
they could be lowered down, so now and again an ancient member of the congregation with
the big beard, you know, and this golden sort of light, would stand up and lower the lamp down
and trim the wick, or something like that. In the middle of the service, but I loved that, you
know.

And it also ... it gave you this kind of ... I don’t know, it seemed such a ... singing hymns in
the darkness outside and the dim light of these lamps, and the colour of everything and these
patriarchal people — it was really quite biblical. So, | missed that, too.

We started off with how you ended up here,
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And that is part of the story of Shetland and Yeah, but the bit about the education there, and
going away to school, that was really important to me. I really wanted to go away to school; |
wanted to escape from the kind of crofting background. Now, | came back to it all again when
| grew up, but as a child I was a very sickly child. And the whole crofting thing that — I couldn’t
really take part in it to the extent that other people did, because | was always so ill. And | kind
of thought that if ’'m going to do anything, I’ve got to get out of this and get education, I didn’t
find it at all difficult to leave home, but we did, at least on the mainland, where | was, we got
back home every weekend.

But what | would like to say about it, having done that and thought about it since, is that in the
time that I was in Lerwick — | was six years in Lerwick — in that time, and while | used to come
home, whenever | got old enough then | managed to get jobs and they were always away from
home. I always worked in the holidays and so on. And that whole thing took me away from my
people. So that I don’t have the kind of stories ... I can remember all the old people in my
house, and it was full of them, and | remember them and | remember the stories, them telling
stories and speaking between one another, but | was never there when | was grown-up enough
to appreciate it. | went away, engaging in a completely different world, and that different world
was not always a good one. In the hostel, there was a lot of bad treatment of pupils by one
another within that — and | suffered from that myself. But it did make you — what it did do was
that — and | think more so in Sutherland than even in Shetland, was it introduced people from
different areas to one another, and created opportunity for friendships and so on that might go
on all your life. And it was also — like, living together like that — there were fifty-five of us in
the Janet Courtney Hostel — fifty-five boys in the Janet Courtney Hostel — it was quite a ... and
most of it quite enjoyable, because there was a lot of crack going on. It also gave you
opportunities to do things that I shouldn’t speak about.

| wore the toes out of my winkle-pickers climbing down the drainpipes and stuff like that, and
| got into a lot of trouble, actually, in the town. But it was a process of growing up separate
from your parents and your family, and in a certainly very unsympathetic environment. You
know, if you went to the housemaster of the Janet Courtney Hostel and told him you were ill,
he immediately told you weren’t; there was nothing wrong with you and to get on with it and
maybe that’s good for you, but I think there’s a limit. And there was a lot of things — things
that you’d get into that you’d never have got into if you’d been at home. And some of these
things were undesirable things, you know, by my recollection. Anyway, in the end | got here,
and ’m quite happy with it!

Well, I also felt that, for example, | have a brother who’s five years younger than me — or is it
six? Six years younger than me, yeah. And | went away to the hostel when | was thirteen. He
was seven. And from then on, we kind of lived separate lives, you know. He arrived in the
hostel himself when | was leaving. In fact, I think I might already have been kicked out of it!
He arrived when | was about to leave or round about then. And meanwhile, in the hostel, | was
in the same room in the hostel with — I was with — there were eleven rooms. They usually
changed you around a bit every year — but you went to a different room every year, but you
also often had different companions in the room. But | was in the same room in the hostel for,
I think, five years, with one particular person. And then we went away to digs in Aberdeen;
that was another three years. Eight years with this guy. And ...More than I ever was with my
own brother. And I think, and on reflection, that was a bit strange. Mind you, | never see either
of them now. Not that we’re in any way unfriendly ...but I think men and boys, they just get
on with it where you are ...you don’t keep contact with people as much as women do.

What was the food like?
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People always talk about the food — sometimes good, sometimes bad. I didn’t mind the food;
the food was OK, but I’ve always been pleased with food, you know ...I eat what I get. I think
there wasn’t really a lot of choice in the ’50s, especially if you were in a kind of low-income
family. You either ate what was put in front of you, or you would go hungry.

This is another story. | went to the — I had a pain in my belly one time and I went to the doctor,
and he said to me — and he was an irascible Irishman — he said to me, ‘Were you brought up in
overcrowded and insanitary conditions?’ I said, ‘Certainly not!” But then I thought about it,
and | was! You know, | was brought up in overcrowded and insanitary conditions because in
our quite small crofthouse there was my mother and father, my two sisters and me, and then
my baby brother, all sleeping in one room. And upstairs there were different, but all the time,
at least three aged relatives with a room each. And the house went — you went right out of our
house into the byre. And at the back door there was the midden from the byre, because you
couldn’t barrow it all that far. And initially we didn’t have a bath in, and when we did get a
bath in we didn’t get in it very often, you know. So | would say without a doubt that the — and
then there were dogs and cats and hens; we had a — it was the time of the egg — the great hen
boom, and we had a huge number of hens. If they didn’t lay, then they died and we ate them,
or they were killed and we ate them. And, you know, you were drinking milk straight from the
cow and eggs that were of dubious cleanliness and, so, yeah, | was brought up in insanitary and
overcrowded conditions. I don’t ever remember being hungry at all.

That’s another interesting thing I found when I came to Bettyhill, was that the words for some
things were the same. For example, here they speak about ‘sellacks’, meaning the immature
saithe ...And in Shetland they’re called ‘sillocks’. And then when they get a bit bigger they’re
called ‘piltocks’, and then they become called saithe. But we fished for them every summer,
and they were abundant. You know, every time you went out you counted your catch in scores,
so, ‘How many did you get?” ‘Oh, five score,” you know. And then you salted them; you gutted
them and split them and salted them very briefly, and then hung them up on a line outside and
dried them. And they wound up completely rock-hard — white, with the salt coming out of
them. And in that form they were put in — we had, for some reason, white cotton bags that they
went into — bags and bags of fish. So, and then you ate these in the winter. So, yeah, we had
access to food. And mutton, we had mutton. Every time | see a sheep | salivate, you know! 1
like mutton, because I had it so much when | was a child, you know. And you usually had them
with tatties; and some people just had them with tatties and butter and that was it, but for some
reason my mother had white sauce, you know, white cornflour sauce, that kind of thing, and |
still would like that, you know. If I could get salt fish now, | would be very pleased to eat it.
That’s probably why I have to go to hospital next week, you know. It’s all the salt.

| liked kale too. Yeah, we used to plant ... on the croft, we planted 1,200 cabbage plants — kale
plants, every year, and most of that was cut up as food for sheep. Not for sheep, but for the
lambs. We had a separate building that we kept the lambs in every winter; they went into this
building in the winter, and you fed them with this cut kale. My father and his — my mother’s
grand-uncle, they cut the kale for them every day, carried it up and tipped it out of these — into
the lambs’ feed, and they ate it. And then in the springtime they dug out the bottom and allowed
them up down into the kaleyard, and dug it all over again using a traditional spade. But we
were — our family was filmed once. I wasn’t in it, but my mum and dad, my mother and my
father were filmed digging in the kaleyard, and then this film was shown ...and we got to watch
it, and it said, and here are two crofters tilling their humble plot! And we laughed and laughed,
you know. We thought that our ‘humble plot’ wasn’t such a humble plot, you know. And if my
mother was living she’d still be laughing, because it was so hilarious, this condescending ...
you know, them °‘tilling their humble plot.’
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Well, Jim, thank you very much; that’s brilliant.
Hector Sutherland Rhigolter
Obituary March 7%, 2005

Born at the lonely cottage at
Rhigolter under Beinn Spionnaidh
in 1932 and living and working for
all his life in Durness Hector
Sutherland died last Tuesday 1%
March at the Cambusavie unit in
Golspie age 72. Hector was the last
survivor of his siblings, a younger
brother Donald and two sisters
Ruby and Ina. He was an uncle and
grand uncle. He was a bachelor and
spent his life in crofting and
agriculture. After leaving Rhigolter
he moved with his parents to Hames
Place in early 1970’s where he lived
for the rest of his life. Hector
attended the side school at
IMAGE 80 HECTOR SUTHERLAND Rhigolter until his qualifying year

in 1947 when the side school
closed. Hector and his brother were the first pupils to be transported by car to Durness Primary
School where he joined the other young people in the qualifying year for a few months before
moving to the Technical school in Golspie. He worked on Balnakeil Farm and for 25 years,
was farm manager at Keoldale from where he retired in 1995. Hector had always taken an
interest in village and community affairs. He was clerk of the grazings committee, treasurer of
the Highland Gathering, one of the founder members that resurrected the games in 1970. He
served for many years on the village hall committee. The funeral was at Church of Scotland
Durness conducted by the Rev. Mann and after at Balnakeil Cemetery.

Lilian Mackay Kinlochbervie

Lilian Mackay came from Kinlochbervie to Durness and talks about her childhood in
Kinlochbervie. There's a documentary film made called "The Crofters' and Lilian was in a little
bit, her younger sister was in it too. Made in the 1940s.

Interviewer: Isobel MacPhail,
Interviewee: Lilian Mackay
Location: Mid Villa, Durine, Durness

What 've been asking people to start with is just about their family, how their people came to
be here, whether they’re from the area or whether they moved here ... did some of them
emigrate, you know, just that kind of thing.

Well, 1 actually belong to Kinlochbervie. I came here in, what, 1959?

When | got married | came here, 1959. And, well, I’ve been here ever since. The kids went to
school here and then to the High School, but they didn’t have the do you call it, when I went,
it’s lodgings we were in when | went to school in Golspie.
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I left school and | went to work in

. I didn’t leave school, it was
during the holidays — and | went to
work in the Altnaharra Hotel. And
my mother kept on saying, “You’re
going back to school,” and I said, “I
am not!” So | stayed there. So I
stayed there, and, well, I was down
south for a while, and then came
back. Well, of course, in them days
there was only hotels and places
like that to work in. That was all,
there was nothing else, and if you
wanted any — well, you had to go
away to work. And | went away
down south to work for this ... they
were cousins of ... och, he’s got a
big house in Tongue the Dukes —
Dunrobin. They were relations of
theirs. And | went down there and |
was with them for two years before
I came back home, and I thoroughly enjoyed it, because they were nice people to work for.
And they just treated you like one of your — one of themselves. There was no nonsense with
them at all. And then came back here and got married and came up here.
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And what kind of work did you have to do when you were down south?

Well, it was in the ... in a big house, a manor house, it was called. And | did everything, more
or less, everything, but, och, they were really, really good. And | made a friend down there —
her mother came from the Black Isle and her father came from Aberdeen. And there was a
fellow in a shop down there, a shoe shop — he was Irish — in the town itself. We were outside
the town. In the town itself. And he always thought we were twins. And we used to go to the
dances, into town, you know, at the weekends ...and if I missed the bus, you, know, like the
bus the rest of them went on, they would run me in to the town. We always used to come back
by taxi, a crowd of us, and whatnot. And one night, we were at a dance out there, and | met a
chap up the road there, at this dance. And I said to my friend, I said, “Do you know,” I said,
“I’m sure that fellow’s from home,” and she was saying, “Go and speak to him then.” And |
did, and it was him, that just lived up on top of the hill, there.

Strange! And where was that?

It was down in Rutland. And my brother came — when he was in the army, he came to visit me,
at one time, and he stayed with my pal and that, but no, I really enjoyed it down there. She’s
married now, married to a policeman in London. And, well, | suppose the old people are all
gone now. Probably if I went back there I wouldn’t know anybody. But no, | thoroughly
enjoyed it down there.

Then, my own family, they all went off different places to work when ... That boy’s mother,
he went to ... she went to Achvarasdale, and she was working in the old folks’ home in
Achvarasdale. The other daughter in Inverness, she’s in the maternity unit in Raigmore. And
the daughter that’s in Yorkshire, she’s a policewoman. She went in to the MP’s in the army,
and when she came out she just went into the ... she’s over thirty years there, because she got
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her medal for, you know, thirty years’ service with ... another two or three years and she can
retire if she wants, but | doubt it. I doubt she’ll retire.

And the boy, well, he was at home most of the time, but he went to agricultural college and he
was working on the farms — that’s what he did. And the youngest one, in fact, she was working
in Lochinver — the one that’s in ... she was working in the Culag in Lochinver for a while. As
I said, round here it’s just the hotels and that’s all the work that’s in it. They’re at Duartmore
now.

At Duartmore now, yes. When you went to Altnaharra for a ... supposedly a summer job, what
was it like in Altnaharra then — that was going from Kinlochbervie to — well, you were in
Golspie in the ...

Yes, yes, going from — well, we had to go by bus to Lairg, and then by bus to ... from Lairg to
Altnaharra. And there was very, very few houses there then. There’s quite a lot in it now. And
very, very few houses, but you never felt the time long, because there was — you were always
working. | was more or less looking after the kids — there was two kids there — | was more or
less looking after them and doing other things as well, different things as well. But there was
ghillies and all that there then, so, | mean, there was quite a crowd, so you were never lonely.
Never lonely. And then further up the road there was a lodge and it was Kimballs or something,
the ones that was in that lodge, and all the menfolk from round about used to be working at
either Altnaharra, at the hotel, or this lodge, and they had a big bothy of their own up there,
you know. And we used to go up there at night and ... they were all from Melness, Tongue
and, you know, round that places, and we never felt the time long. And then there was a dance
here and a dance somewhere else — we’d hire a car and off we would all go to the dance. And
come crawling in at all hours of the morning!

Oh, I thoroughly enjoyed my time in Altnaharra, although it was quiet. It was grand. But, oh, |
wouldn’t like to see that days coming back again, where ... you know, when you went off to
school and you went into lodgings and that — no. No, I always remember going — of course,
you’d have come off at the station and then you had to walk from the station to your lodgings.
And | thought | was never going to reach there. And afterwards | thought, well, it’s not very
far! And I was sitting, sitting having my supper at night and | was thinking, oh, I wonder what
they’re having at home this kind of thing, you know, was going through your head, but then,
after a while, once you got to know, you know, started the school and you got to know people
and ... it was all bursaries then, you see, and at the end of each ... what do you call it, like, we
didn’t get home, like, from the summer till Christmas-time, and at the end, of course, the
headmaster paid out all the bursaries and we had to pay it in too, to give it to the landlady and
whatnot. And funnily enough, my landlady’s daughter is ... I think it’s a sister she is in the
hospital in Wick, and my sister lives in Wick, and she’s the sister’s best friend!

Isn’t it strange?

But then at home, of course, it was the usual. You had to work, when you’re at home, cutting
peats and planting potatoes and all the rest of it — looking after the horses, cows and sheep and
whatnot. Did you ever see that film, ‘The Crofters’?

Not yet, but we 've bought it for the project. I don’t know if'it’s arrived yet, so ... Have you seen
it?

I’ve seen it. Well, the one I have, it’s not the full ... it’s not the full, it’s just, it’s just a tape,
it’s not the full thing. But I’ve seen it quite a few times — in fact | used to work in the canteen
after | came here, in the school, and they had it up at the school, and I had to go in and say, you
know, this is so-and-so and so-and-so, whatever. And | was saying to myself afterwards, | said,
well, they won’t know anybody except the boys that come here playing football with the
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Durness ones. I said, that’s all they’ll know. And although | knew everybody that was in it,
because it was all Kinlochbervie. And they came up and they stayed in the hotel, which was
the Garbet Hotel then, and they did the film, and we were with them all the time, because they
used to come up in the morning to my mother’s and they’d be up at night when my mother was
milking the cows, because they wanted the milk and my mother was giving them the milk, and
oatcakes and things like that, and oh, they just loved it. Just loved it. And we went to all the
wee places with them, when they ... We didn’t go to the hill with them, when they were
gathering the sheep! No, it’s nice to look back, you know, on that kind of thing.

Aye. And then when we ... the springtime, we used to do our washing, and the ... of course it
was all coming, the water was all coming from the well, and we had to go — and then one part
of the year we ... just the springtime — we used to go down to this burn. And we were all like,
all, the whole village was there. We’d a fire going and everything, and doing the blankets and
the sheets and everything, and we were all tramping the sheets and all that kind of things. You
know, down beside the burn and we took our food and everything with us.

And we used to ... it was the same when we were cutting the peats. We had — like, say, the
whole lot of us went and we did so many peats, you know, one day, and then went on until
everybody had their peats cut, and we’d be up there all day. And we used to have a big zinc
bath and we used to take this up full of food and whatnot. Everybody took food up and we ate
our food and everything up at the peats. We had to walk about a couple of miles or more before
we would get to the peats, mind you, because there was nothing then but horses and carts and
all the rest of it, but oh, it was great fun. Great fun. We thought it was, but I don’t know what
they would think of it today, mind you! I mean, they’ve been cutting peat since I came here,
but not now. Because everybody’s gas and electric and all the rest of it now, and there’s no
word about peats. So, oh, we thoroughly, thoroughly enjoyed it.

In fact, | was looking at one of that photos that they had in Kinlochbervie of the woman that
lived — used to live next door to me in Kinlochbervie. And she was only — in fact, she was in
her mother’s arms ...and the two boys were in front. There was one boy missing, but there was
the two boys in front of her and her mother and father, and they built a house next door to us,
oh, when | would maybe be about four, five at that time. But we always used to go down to
theirs because they lived down at the pier, which was the old pier. And then of course every
year there used to be ... the big boat used to come in with the stuff that you ordered, like — if
you ordered a ... one of the big square things of sugar and flour and oatmeal and all this kind
of things, you see, and all this used to come in on the boat, and we used to go down for that
and have a day out down there and ... But when | saw the photo, | thought, gosh, talk about
bringing back memories!

And she was what ... she was ninety ... [ don’t know if it was ninety-two or ninety-three when
she died. | think, and they were wanting her to sell her house and go and live in one of that
houses that belongs to the place in Lochinver, and I knew fine she didn’t want to go. S0 my
sister — my daughter who lives in Thurso and her husband was up and they were down one day
seeing her. And we went in and — you know Sylvia? She was in and she was wrapping up stuff
and whatnot for her, and when I went in I knew Annie Jessie ... | knew she had been crying
when I went in. And Wilma was saying to her, she says, “You don’t have to go, it’s your choice,
and you make up your own mind. If you don’t want to go, you don’t want to go.” So the next
Wednesday | was in Kinlochbervie and | met Sylvia — she’s my niece, of course, Sylvia — she
says, “What did you say to Annie Jessie?” I said, “We never said anything!” I said, “All Wilma
said to her was if she didn’t want to go she didn’t have to go.” And she says, “She’s no going!”
“She’s no going!” So her ... she was ill for a while and she died in the Cambusavie Unit in
Golspie, and her niece is living in Golspie, and she had a nephew who lived away down south,
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and he had cancer and he died, but he was the one, I think, that was getting everything. But, as
| said, he died, and not — shortly after that his wife died, of the same thing.

And now it’s the niece’s daughter that has the house in Kinlochbervie. So they’ve been up and
they’ve been doing bits and pieces to it, and whether they’ll come to live there or not I don’t
know. But | would like to see one of them staying in it, because she has a few daughters, this
one, so | would like to see one of them staying in that house, yes. But when | go down there
now I look across and I see our own house, and it’s my sister-in-law that’s in it, and they’re
building a bit on it, and it doesn’t look the same house at all. No, it doesn’t. it is, very strange
feeling, when you go down and you see ... and then I see — look at the other houses and | think
of the people that used to be ... used to be in them, you know, and there’s only one or two of
them now that’s still going.

Achriesgill’s no so bad, because there’s ones there like their sons have built houses and ... or
houses that was — there was nobody in them, and this kind of thing. And there’s quite a few —
there’s not so many people coming into it as what there is here. You know, so it’s quite good.
It’s quite good. I think as far as I can make out there’s only two empty houses as in it.

Just the two empty houses that’s in it. There’s somebody ... and they’re all locals, that’s in the
houses, except one, and that was one of the ones that used to be at Rhiconich. There used to be
two men there at Rhiconich, and this fellow, he’s left and he’s got this house. | think she does
nursing, his wife — yes, because she was in, working in Migdale when my husband died. And
I think now she does ... I haven’t seen her here — | never see a nurse anyway, never see them.
Nurse Katie Kay, she got married last Saturday, and she says, “I’'m doing the over seventy-
fives,” she says. I says, “Well, what happens to the under seventy-fives?”

So, och, no, we thought it was the good old days, right enough, and, och, | thoroughly, I
thoroughly enjoyed it, really, I really did. And, I mean, there was freedom and, you know, you
did your own thing and you went to the dances and whatever, or if there was a film showing or
... you went to that.

Where did the films show?

Well that one that they did, they made, the first time they came up with it was shown in the old
church away down at the pier — it was shown there. But other times it was in the hall. And —
well, of course, we started off with the dances used to be in the school. And then when the hall
was built the dances were there, but there’s no hall in it now. In fact, there’s a house there, now,
where the hall used to be. Just on the other side of the school — just after you pass the school.
And of course the school is a restaurant now.

I’ve been in it, because my son’s engaged to the lass — the daughter that was in the ... her
mother had the restaurant. But she just sold it so I’ve seen ... I was saying, “I spent many an
hour in here,” in the school. And they had some old photos too, on the wall. Now what she did
with them when they went away, I don’t know. She’s living in Dingwall now.

But there was quite a lot of the pictures on the wall and of course when you go in like that ...
and I didn’t have my glasses with me and I couldn’t see right ... I could make out some of
them, because there’s one in Kinlochbervie

It’s just as you go in the door on the right-hand side. That woman | was talking about, Annie
Jessie, she’s in it — her age group is in that picture. But there’s quite a few in the schoolhouse
itself.

And that’s ... you went to school there, did you?
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At Inshegra Yes, yes, aye. You see, the — all the Kinlochbervie ones used to have to walk. To
Inshegra, to the school. I mean, we didn’t have far to go, from where we were, but all the
Kinlochbervie ones, they all had to walk. See, there was no transport in them days.

So you weren 't in Kinlochbervie itself, were you?

No, no. You know the first ... you know, after you pass Rhiconich, you know the first village
you come to — that’s where I stayed. In Achriesgill. Not far. But from the Kinlochbervie end it
is much further. Oh, heavens, yes, they would have had two miles or some of them more to
walk to school and walk home again. We used to have ... in the winter-time we used to get
venison from the Duke. And the women just ... och, she was only, what, as far as from here to
the house up there from the school, and she used to make soup and that for us, with the venison.
We used to have that in the winter-time. Any other time, of course, it was, well, whatever we
took ourselves to the school for our lunch, and we had our dried milk at eleven o’clock. The
powder stuff you mixed up do you know, | loved it especially when | would come to the
bottom! The lumps in the bottom, | used to love it!

In fact, out in our shed out there ... the tins, you used to get — were about this size, and they’re
full of nails and whatnot out there now. But | used to love that stuff, and a lot of us — well,
sometimes we went home, because we didn’t have far to go, us, but the Kinlochbervie ones of
course, they had to take their piece and that with them.

And who was the teacher then?

The teacher was a Miss Morrison, Davina Morrison. David-ina. she lives in that house now,
but she used to live, like, across the water, on the other side — that’s where her mother and
father ...had to go right through Achlyness and right along ... That’s where Effie used to live,
and when ... it was an auntie, you see, that had that house — the teacher that had the house, and
she’s living ... she lives in that house now, and her nephew is in the one across the water. It’s
mostly ... they have mostly sheep and things like that on it. More sheep than anybody else
would have, because it’s just the house on its own and they have all the ground and everything
round it, but even the sheep are starting to get scarce now.

And the cows. I mean, they had cows, sheep and cows, and the horse ...And my uncle and my
father, they had a horse, like, between them. Because everywhere — anybody, if they went off
somewhere, you know, sometimes they used to have a day out and they’d go by bus
somewhere, and I had the job of going and feeding all the horses. Kept me going, I'm telling
you! It kept me going right enough!

And what sort of difference do you see to your mother’s daily life compared to your own and
your own family today?

Oh, it was hard work then. It was hard work then. Especially to have a big family — well, there
was six of us. We had a big family. But there was sixteen in my father’s family.

There was sixteen of them. And, I mean, Gail stays ... Gail lives in the house — well, that’s
where my father was born. Yes, that’s the house, and there were sixteen of them in there. Where
they put them all I don’t know, but ...But, och, yes, it was hard work then. | mean, you had no
light then, you had no water. You had to go to the well for the water, and then take it home and
you had to boil it up if you were doing your washing, and you’d be outside with the big tub and
the scrubbing board and going like this ... in fact, there’s a bit of that in that film ...they took
out this tub and — what a laugh — it was my sister, in fact, that was ... my younger sister, that
was doing the washing. My mother and my brother, they was taking the water, and she was —
my sister was going scrubbing like this, and my mother was saying, little did you know, she
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says, you won’t see it in the film, but with the tub being lying for so long, the tub was leaking,
but you wouldn’t see it, you wouldn’t see it in the film at all!

They were just wanting more or less to show how things were done and that, you know, in the
old days. And then of course you used to have the big range in the kitchen where you did all
your cooking. There was no gas or anything like that. And then every Saturday, was take your
paraffin in, and clean your globes for the lamps every day and all this kind of thing. Oh, it was
hard work, it was hard work.

And then of course all the stuff they grew — your potatoes and your turnips and all the rest of
it, and your hay and your corn and cutting it and — | would be there with the dog, because the
mice used to be in the wee stacks, you know, before you made the big one, and I was there with
the dog and | was saying (whistles) and the dog would be running into the thing and snapping
away and killing the mice!

And then of course, on your back to take it up to the house to put it in the barn. It was all carried
on your back. Well, all that kind of things is actually in the film.

And when they used to go gathering the sheep, you’d see them away up in the hills there, for
gathering the sheep and taking them home, and they showed them at clipping time and dipping
time, and all the rest of it, and ... But they weren’t there at lambing time, no, they weren’t. It
was the clipping and the dipping. And, as I said, how many’s left with that now?

There won't be many people who know everybody in the film the way you do now?

No, no, not a lot. Not a lot, no. Very few. And | knew — as | said, | knew every one of them,
from one end of the district to the other, you know. But no, there’s very few that would know
them today, you know, if they saw the film today, and ... But, I mean, when we saw it first,
well, not first, but when they had it up in the school as I said, they had the big reel. And, you
see, all the ones who was taken off it was just certain bits that was shown on a video. You
would need, really, to get the whole thing to see it properly.

And who was it that actually made the film?

Now, what was their names — they were from London. Ralph Keen was one fellow’s name and
Peter Hennessy was the other fellow’s name. That’s how I knew them, because as I said, they
were always in the house.

What brought them here?

Well, I’ve no idea. I think they just thought, well, you know, we’ll go somewhere and make a
film of what it used to be, years ago. | mean, it was better then, a wee bit better then but, |
mean, we were still going for the water and that then, when they made it, and that was 1940 ...
was it ‘45? Or somewhere around that area. | think it must have been just before I went to ...
away to school, to Golspie. I think that’s when it was. Because I ... well, the bit that I have, I
don’t ... I’m only in one bit and that is going to school. And the teacher’s standing at the gate
ringing the bell and all this kind of thing. And I must have gone off to school after that, and |
wasn’t in so much of it.

But my younger sister, she was in it quite a bit, and you see them, you know, clipping and
rolling the wool and all the rest of it — marking the sheep and ... and them dipping and the dogs
flying around on top of the dykes!

Oh, it was good, right enough, you know, and, I mean, it’s nice to have.

It’s nice to have, you know, and you can look back on ... And, I mean, our ones have seen it
quite often and they know now who’s in the films — in the film, rather. And they know all about
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it and who’s in it and whatnot, and what we used to do and ... And, [ mean, there was nothing
much that you could do. I mean, we used to play houses — that was the most, what do you call
it, thing for the girls.

Go from one house to the other, and you used to have your rock for a table and all your wee
bits of china that you got, and made houses out of it, and that kind of thing. But there wasn’t
much else, really. Well, we weren’t too bad because we had the shop beside us, and that was
... that woman that went to Lochinver, her ... their people that had the shop. I think it was just
like walking across the road for us, to go to the shop. And when I think of the stuff we used to
get then — how good it was compared to what you get today. Do you know, even the apples
and, well, you would get lemonade and things like that and it tasted so different then to what it
is — and the apples used to be lovely, red apples and juicy apples, and things like that. Butter
used to come in a big, round kind of thing and they used to cut the butter. They had their
clappers for the butter and they used to have to cut the cheese, of course, with the wires, and
that kind of thing. But to me the food that we bought in the shop then is nothing ... what you
get today doesn’t compare at all. It was far better. Far better then. Far better tasting. Everything
that we used to get. And then, of course, as | said, when the boat came in we all got our sugar
and our flour and all the rest of it. It used to be in upstairs on the landing — not very good if
you’re fond of sugar!

You helped yourself on the fly!
You helped yourself, aye, that’s it.
And where did you say the boat came into?

Into the pier at Loch Clash. Not the pier that’s in it now, but the old one, It was a big day.
Because everybody was out with their carts and their horses and getting their stuff off the boat
and taking it home, and then ... well, it was all in bags, and it was emptied into the tea — the
old tea-chests, as they used to call them — emptied into that to keep us going for quite a while.
And, of course, you were always baking. Baking forever, forever. Scones and everything else,
and you used to make your oatcakes and everything and put them in front of the fire, too — sort
of dry them off after they were cooked — put them in the front of the fire. And then if they made
what we used to call a bannock ... you had this round pot and ... with a handle on it and, well,
it was a ‘slourie’ it was called in them days, and you hung it on this thing that came down the
chimney. And then you took the peat, the red peat out of the fire and put it on the lid, on the
top, and this cooked your bannock. The heat came from in below and on the top — that’s the
way they cooked their bannocks in them days, aye. It was the same with the soup. They used
to hang the soup pot on the slourie. I remember my auntie, one time she was at home and |
think it was at Sacrament time or something. And in them days, now, they used to walk from
Ardmore to the church at Kinlochbervie and they used ... like, well, in fact there was a woman
that died up there not long ago and she — her people all came to our house, at home, and they
would have their cup of tea before they went to the church and then we used to have to walk to
the church, walk back and have our dinner. And then they used to go to the late service, well,
after, and then come in and when they got back would have their cup of tea before they walked
back to Ardmore.

But my auntie this — and I don’t know what she was thinking about but she — whether she was
putting a peat on the fire and the lid was off the pot I don’t know what happened. But the peat
landed in the pot. And she had it out that quick there wasn’t one bit in the pan! But that’s what
they used to do, the Ardmore ones, and maybe another family would go, you know, to another
house, and this kind of thing. And this went on and always, always, it was — they used to come
and they used to stay for ... sometimes they would stay the night and go, like, to church the
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next day, or whatever, but especially on the Sunday, they all — they would be all there, the
whole family would be all there.

And, of course, there was the two churches. There was the Free Church and the other church
in it. And the minister was there for years and years. Old Mr MacAskill, they called him, he
was there for years and years that | can remember. He was there — he was still there before |
left Kinlochbervie. But, I mean, as I said, they’re all gone now. The whole jing-bang has all
gone and it was ...

How many was in Ardmore then, of the families ...

You know, there was quite a lot in Ardmore then. But there’s no many in it now. There’s no
many in it now, no, no. There’s not many in it now. This woman that lived up the road, the one
... she was related to us. She lived up the top there, she was the same age as me, *33, and she
... her husband, oh, he was a lazy so-and-so it was her that did everything and their house went
on fire a few years ago. And they lost the husband’s brother. He died in the fire. And they got
into a house — it was some relations of theirs — on the other side, and they made up a good
collection for them here, I can tell you, for them, and they got their house all ... another house
built up there, and she did bed-and-breakfast in it. And work! And, you see, that’s what they
were used to in Ardmore.

And they worked — she worked and worked and worked. And they had sheep and he would
take her, you know, in the car or whatever they had, to feed the sheep — he sat while she did
the work. And he — she went into hospital, she had something to do with her heart, and she was
going to go in for a by-pass. And he was taken off to hospital. And he was coming home on
the Friday and she got a message from Aberdeen to say, there must have been a cancellation or
they wouldn’t have phoned otherwise — could she come in on the Friday for this. And she didn’t
go, because he was coming home from the hospital. That was on the Friday. And | was speaking
to her down in the shop there on Tuesday and she was telling me all about, you know, that she
was supposed to have gone on the Friday. The next morning she was dead. They had one man
in — he came round with a van — AA Components or something — and he always stayed the
night with them. And he was in and he said that they were sitting up blethering until about
midnight, he said, and he says then, God, he says, I didn’t know what to say in the morning, he
said. John came through and he said, I think Chrissie’s gone. He wondered why she never got
up when the alarm went off, and this was her. This was her gone. And that’s one of the ones
that always used to come to the house at ... you know, walking from Ardmore to the church.
The poor soul.

So you both married and came up here?

Aye, there were quite a few from Kinlochbervie... some of them aren’t alive now, from
Kinlochbervie that married up here — quite a lot. Funny, but its most of the menfolk that’s gone.
Some of the wives are still living — there’s a wifie over on the other side — | think she belonged
she’s related to myself but ... a Jess Corbett, and she’s 93 I think. And there’s another one on
this side of her from Kinlochbervie, and she’s in her nineties. And another one up from her,
but she’s gone, so there was quite a few from Kinlochbervie that came up here.

And did you all find it very different here compared to Kinlochbervie?

Not really, not really, not really. Of course, you knew such a lot of people, because, | mean,
when you’re going to the dances and that, you’re meeting everybody, you know, like from one
end of the district to the other. In fact, there’s a woman that used to live across the road there,
she ... her father came from Ardmore, and her brother is still over there, he’s 80, he’s across
the road there from me, he’s 80. But she’s been in Migdale since, oh, quite a while — she had
Alzheimer’s and whatnot, and we used to go down ... I used to go down with him to see her
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and that, but now she doesn’t ... she hasn’t a clue who we are or anything like that. I mean, it’s
awful difficult when you can’t make conversation, you know, with somebody like that. But she
did bed-and-breakfast for years, this woman, across here. In fact, this year, there was a couple
up from Lancashire and they were in seeing me because sometimes | used to give her a hand
because she used to do dinners as well. And this couple, they were in their eighties, and they
were up this year, and they were in and they said they were ... of course, they were always
asking for Nellie and for where they used to stay. But she ... and she had ones came back year
after year after year ...They ... of course, she was that good to them, she was too good to them,
really. She was so funny when | was working in the canteen and | used to go over at night at
dinner time, and if I wasn’t working at the weekend and that I used to give her a hand at the
weekend. And she knew ... and she used to make, oh, just beautiful lemon meringue pies.

And when I would come up sometimes, walking up the road and she’d be standing at the back
door with this plate and a spoon. “Do you know what I have here?” she’d be shouting at me.
“Yes,” I said, “I know what you have!” There’d be me standing out at the gate lemon meringue
pie and ... oh, she really was good. And, as I said, that couple came here and ... asking for her,
and they said about going, you know, what would it be like. “Well”, I said, “if I was you”, I
said, “I wouldn’t go visiting. Remember her as what you used to remember her, when she was
over there ...”I said, “because you won'’t like it at all,” I said, “when you ... if you go to see
her.”

And there’s different ones that have been up that used to come to her. Oh, she was great, right
enough. But, as I said, the brother ... he was out in Australia for years, and then he came back
and he built this house here. In fact, he got the land from Madge’s husband. From Christie.
And built that house across the road there. And, as I said, he’s 80 so ... he’s doing all right for
himself.

So he came back from Australia?

He came back from Australia, he was in Australia for a long time and | think he did have
girlfriend and I think she was diabetic and she died, so maybe that’s why — how he came back.
I don’t know, but that’s what I was thinking. It was himself that was telling me. So, of course,
he had to take all her stuff ... his sister’s stuff out of the house and dispose of it and whatnot,
after she went to Migdale, but otherwise she’s, you know, health-wise she’s fine.

You talked a wee minute ago about cooking years ago, when you put the peats on the lid and
so on. Can you tell me a bit more about the sort of things people ate and the sort of things your
mother cooked and that?

Well, our breakfast as usual was porridge. Oatmeal porridge, it was made ... And, well, she
always used to bake scones and soup, or course — broth was the main ... the main soup, and
puddings, she would make different puddings. Clootie dumplings, and | still make them.
Clootie dumplings and things like that. Now, my sister in Wick, she does a lot of cooking.
Now, whether she picked it up off my mother or not but, I mean, you all have to do, when
you’ve got kids and ... to keep them going, and I’ve seen it sometimes, maybe we would just
have potatoes and milk. See, we had our cows and if there was nothing else we used to boil the
potatoes and mix it up with milk or turnips and things like that, when there was nothing else.
Because it’s not often ... well, of course we always used to kill a sheep but them days, of
course, they only went out for one for the pot. And the same with ... if they went, you know,
for salmon or something. But that’s one thing my father never did — he never went poaching
for salmon — never. But if not, my uncle made up for it — Norman’s father. And my father didn’t
need to go because we always got from him. And, you see, that burn that goes down — well,
they call it the river, but it’s not classed as a river; it’s classed as a burn, you see — and all the
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crofts, most of the crofts, the burn is running, so you could stand on your own land, you see,
and fish into the ... what was the burn, supposed to be.

And, of course, the salmon, they was coming off it, and we never had to be without. We always
had salmon. But when they went to the hill, they used to — there was just the fathers, two or
three — maybe three or four would go, and they would go away up to the hill. Well, they would
need two, because they already had to take it back on their backs and carry it back. But this
night they were coming home and they took it so far, just to, say, above the road when you’re
coming up from Rhiconich and leave it, left it over the hill, kind of thing. And that night they
were just after coming down onto the road and the police van came along. And he gave them
all a lift home!

And what was his name?

Forbes, that was in it then. He knew where they were, but it didn’t bother him. Didn’t bother
him, because he was good at it himself as anybody else! But he gave them all a lift home. And,
see, they would go away in the morning before it was bright — you see, it was dark when they
came home. So then when it was getting dark they went for the carcass and took it home and
then each family got their share, so we had a good feed then!

We had a good feed then. But it was mostly just plain, you know, plain food. There was nothing
fancy at all. Plenty different kinds of soup, but mainly broth, mainly broth, that we used to
have. And oh, yes, it was good, right enough. And as | said, we used to have food at school
and, if not, we used to come home at lunchtime and just have a piece or something, something
like that.

But, mind you, there wasna much food in it in them days, because there was no ... now there’s
shops all over the place and whatnot, and we only had that one, that one that the Calders had,
that was the ones next door to us. And there was another couple of shops down in
Kinlochbervie, near the old pier, but they mostly sold, och, things like, if you were doing
something, you know, nails and all that, mostly that kind of things, you know, things that you
would need, really. That kind of things that they sold. But the Calders, they were the only ones
that sold, you know, like sugar and everything. And the one when it came to Achriesgill, it was
slightly bigger than the one they had in Kinlochbervie. As | said, they used to have the cheese,
but they had everything, really, and, as | said, it tasted far better than the stuff that’s in it the
day.

So, when did you come to Durness?

| came in 1959.

So, 1955 you were still in Kinlochbervie

Well, in Achriesgill.

I've been asking people if they remember Operation Snowdrop.
Oh, yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!

Can you tell me a bit about that?

Operation Snowdrop, now that was ... who on earth was ... there were a baby born then. Oh,
flipping ... she works in the shop now, down there. Lucy’s sister, Anne. She was born then.
She was born in the middle of Operation Snowdrop. Because I ... they lived then, it was
between here and Tongue. Well, between here and Eriboll — you go round the loch. They lived
... and it was ... you couldn’t see their house from the road, it was out of sight, where they
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were. And she had to be taken — the mother had to be taken from the house — how they did it |
don’t know. And I think as far as I know she was taken aboard that ship ...

The ship that came in, what did it do?

It came in with stuff, I think. You know, like, what do you call it ... I wasn’t living here then.
| suppose, stuff for the shop, you know, and things like that, but then you see there was, what
do you call it, used to come in ... a helicopter used to come in with bread and paraffin and
things like that. They used to come in with that kind of things.

And was it like that down in Kinlochbervie and Achriesgill?

Oh aye, oh aye, the snow was just the same, but there was no boat that came in. The only boats
that | saw was the big boat coming in there was a destroyer or two ... I don’t know what you
call them, but they were flat-bottom boats. Things — that would have been during the war, the
start of the war, and they were in for — I don’t know, I think they were waiting for mail, actually.
And they came in and, of course, we just had to go out of the house and look out and we could
see the boats down there.

And I remember this night, we ... my sister, younger sister and younger brother, went ... we
were going off to bed and it was a lovely moonlit night and there was a wee breeze in it. And
they must have come ashore and they must have come up to the pub — they must have gone
down to Kinlochbervie then, you see, to the Garbet. They must have gone to the pub. So I don’t
know what got ... I remember, I always remember us sitting on our knees at the window
upstairs — we were supposed to be in bed, mind you — sitting ... and we were seeing some of
them passing. And what do you call it, — we were singing ‘Shut the door, he’s coming through
the window’. ‘Shut the door, he’s coming through the window’. But I don’t know what kind of
boat they had for going out to the big boat, but the blinking thing capsized.

And probably our house was the only house with a light in it, because we were ... mother and
father were never early bedders. And I don’t know how many of them came to the house,
soaking, soaking wet. So mother put a huge big peat fire on and she put them to bed in what
we used to call in them days ‘the room end’ and there must have been, what, there was one ...
I don’t know was it four or five of them, but one of them was sitting on the chair at the fire.
And she took their clothes and put them all round the peat fire and she put them to bed and
some of them, they were top-to-tail, kind of thing, in the bedroom. And she had their clothes

. she stayed up and she had their clothes dried by the morning, and they went off in the
morning. And they were back, it was the next day or the day after, with comics and goodness
knows what all ...

To us, you know, then they went off. And then they were there for a few days and they would
pop in and whatnot. And I remember the day ... you were talking about that teacher, the teacher
that was there — her father, he was going, like, well, | suppose dementia or something that he
had, I probably didn’t know what it was in them days. He went missing, and there was no
school, of course, because everybody was looking for ... even the boys on the boats and that,
they were looking and all. And it’s down at ... way down at the burn that they got him, and I’ll
always remember that, that’s when they were in, and they were out looking for this man. Och,
he was an old man, he was an old man right enough, and he died shortly after that, probably
with the cold, because he had nothing ... it was just his slippers he had on, and something
thrown over him, and that was all. And he must have got out on them, you see, during the night,
and that was it. But no, that was my experience of the war, really, as you would say.

And they went off with all the horses, of course. Most of the horses were all taken off. Oh, it
broke my heart when the horses went off. Oh, gosh, | missed the horses. Laddie — Laddie was
the one my uncle and my father had — and I remember one day ... you know, when you go
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down behind Gail’s, and it’s, well, it’s sort of closed in with the fences and the fields and that,
and the horses were out and I don’t know what frightened the horses, but the chap down the
road, Duncan, and myself, we were away down that road and the horses came pelting down the
road and I thought, (whispering) “Oh, for God’s sake!”

But | got up onto the bank or something. Duncan the horse literally flew over his head, our
horse. If not — if it had gone into him, he would have been gone. I’ll never forget it. It went,
flew, right over his head rather than, you know, go into him. I suppose, well, they were that
used to us, I suppose, that they wouldn’t have done us any harm, if they could help it. I’ll never
forget that day. But that was us.

What had got them so excited, the horses?

I don’t know. Something might have — might have been a dog, or something that chased them,
or something like that, because the dogs were good at chasing horses in them days, | can tell
you. Yeah. Our one got kicked and they just started taking fits after that.

And did your mother knit for the family?
Yes. Oh, aye.
What sort of things did she knit?

Oh, she knitted cardigans, jumpers, socks ... she used to knit wee skirts and the jumper to
match. All that kind of things she knitted. Oh aye, we were always very ... she used to play the
concertina and she only played at Hallowe’en. And when it was Hallowe’en, instead of ... we
used to go round the houses, like, and say ... say we were next door, and we got sugar, and
maybe the next door we got milk, and, you know, different things, and food, and all kinds ...
and different ... every year you went to a different house. Once you had collected all your stuff,
and you had your wee party, and mother used to be sitting playing the concertina. And she only
played at Hallowe’en? She used to sing, mind you. She was a good Gaelic singer, aye, she used
to sing, right enough.

And did you dress up at Hallowe’en?

Not really, not as they do — not as what they do today. Well, we’d have maybe old clothes of
my mother’s on, or something like that, but today, of course, they’ve got all faces and
everything under the sun. No, we never, we never, we just, as | said, went from house to house.

But you dressed up different from usual?

Yes, different from usual. I would maybe have something long of my mother’s on. Somebody
else would maybe have a trouser of my father’s or something like that, and you tried to cover
your face and a big square over your head, that kind of thing, but, och, it was good fun, it was
good fun, it was ...

Did the adults dress up as well?
No. Just the kids. No, no, the adults never went out, no. No, they never went out at all.
Did people from Kinlochbervie and Durness go to the Sutherland Gathering in your day?

Not really. In Glasgow. I’ve been to it. I’ve been to it since I came here, because the ... my
cousin in Glasgow, he’s a Gaelic singer, and in fact the fellow he used to sing with died not so
long ago, Archie MacTaggart. They were Cameron MacKichan and Archie MacTaggart. They
used to sing together. And his wife, well, his ex-wife now, she died, she used to do the Glasgow
Islay Choir, the kids. And I think one of her daughters, the daughters now does the Gaelic for
the choir. And I think Cameron himself did it as well, and ... but what do you call it, was it last
year or the year before he sent me a tape ... what was it called ... ‘Himself and Myself’, or
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something, it was called, and it was the last tape that they made. And it wasn’t long after that
when ... I think Archie was really, he was ill at the time, but they just did this last tape and
they sent one up to my ... the rest of the family, like, my sisters and that and that was ... And
we were down once, from here, went down on a bus from here, one time to the Glasgow
Sutherland thing. Oh, and | thoroughly enjoyed it.

And it was so, what do you call it, last, about a month ago. The woman that we stayed with in
Glasgow, they have a house up in Laid. Up there. And her husband’s brother, he has a house
up there as well, and they come up there quite often. Now, she was saying, “Now, you’ll have
to — you’re going to stay with us when ...” And there was a bus of us. And how she managed
us all I don’t know, but she did. And she just died about a month or six weeks ago.

She took a ... she had to go in for a bypass or something and, of course, this MRSA ...Aye, so
... because her niece phoned up to tell me that she had died. Tragic.

Strange, all these bugs, that never used to be in it. You don’t know now whether you want to
go into hospital or not. I’'m saying that, and I’'m supposed to be going in to the clinic on Tuesday
... no, the 12th of November. Which was put off since April. Every month it’s been ... a letter
would come and say, “You’re clinic’s put off to such-and-such and such-and-such,” so now
it’s the 12th of April. And then | had to go down to Golspie to get an abdomen scan. It was
three weeks ago, or maybe less. And they discovered I’d gallstones as well as a hernia.

So, as the doctor was saying to me the other day, “When are you going to your clinic?” He
says, “When are you going to your clinic now?” And I says, “Well,” I said, “it’s supposed to
be the 12th of November, but maybe by the time what do you call it, it’ll be the 12th of
December.” So he says, “I’ll have to give you a letter to take down about the gallstones.” He
didn’t say gallstones, he never said ... mind you, it was in the shop I was speaking to him,
probably he didn’t want to say, because the lassie in the hospital told me what it was, so Ill
not know till I go down on the 12th what’s going to happen.

Now, did you hear people talking about Mackay Country and Duthaich Mhic Aoidh when you
were younger?

Not really.
When did you first start hearing that?
It’s probably when I came here.

You see, [ was Ross before I married, and it’s probably before I came here that I had what do
you call it, with Mackays. We had a, oh, what do you call that man that used to sing — write the
Gaelic songs and sing them, from here? What on earth was he called? | know my father-in-law,
well, he was before | came here, he won something at a MOD and it was this book of Gaelic
songs that this fellow wrote.

Now, my cousin in Glasgow, he was wanting me to send that book but I said to him, “No,” I
said, “I’m not sending the book,” I says, because I was frightened I would never get it back.
And | never sent it to him. Rob Donn. He’s ... it was ... as | said, it was my father-in-law that
won itata MOD , and there’s one or two people had it, and it’s now what do you call it, encased
in ... like we used to do the school books, with the brown paper

Because it was getting that dilapidated, so I said, “Well, it’s not going out any more!” Whatever
they’ll do with it after I’'m gone, I don’t know. I don’t suppose any of them will be interested
in that kind of thing. Well, you just never know. Because he was wanting ...well, when he
comes up yet, he has a look at it and he’ll what do you call it, some songs out of it, you know,
so that they can sing at ... whatever. But that was the book, aye, Rob Donn. And I’ve another
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one of Rabbie Burns. Because we always used to go to the Burns Supper and, ach, well, I used
to sing myself, years ago, but not now ...

What did you sing?

It was mostly English songs. Any kind of things, anything that was popular at the time — not
this pop stuff that’s going now! The old kind of songs, you know. You know, Ae Fond Kiss
and that kind of things, these things. My husband, he used to sing as well, he was a singer too.
And I was saying to him, I remember, it was at Rhiconich we were, I don’t know was it a
wedding or what we were at. And we were singing in this — the two of us, like, together at
whatever it was on, I just can’t remember what it was at the time. And ever since then, my
voice hasn’t been the same. I think the ... I don’t know what it was, the roof was too low or
something, and he sang very high, too, as well, and my voice sort of hasn’t been the same since
then.

Aye, aye, whatever ... I mean, I’ve strained my vocal cords, or whatever, I don’t know. But
we used to sing quite a lot at, you know, at concerts down there or in Kinlochbervie or
wherever, sometimes over in Melness. We used to go and sing. | remember whatshisname,
Joseph Mackay, from Melness. We went over to sing at this what do you call it, at this concert
that was on and ... what was the name of ... Donnie, this fellow Donnie Campbell, he used to
be in Rispond but he died years and years ago, but he used to play at the — in fact he was playing
when we got married. And he and his wife and Richard and | went to this thing and we called
up to Joseph’s house before we went up to the hall. T can’t remember what we were singing.
And Joseph said something: “Och, you’ll give us a song before you go up.” And of course, his
wife used to play the piano. That was all right, we did the song right enough, and oh, seconds
after that ... it was just near Christmas time because they had decorations up and whatnot.
Seconds after that this what do you call it, came on and | looked at her and said, “That’s us!”
And he had, like, as if he went through there, there was like a wee room through there, and he
had the mike ... there was a ... the decorations, you see, were up there, and he had the mike
stuck up in there. And he went in and put the tape on, you see, and then he came back out!
Used to tape us as well. He used to live in the Post Office up there but where all that tapes are
now, goodness knows. It would be nice to hear them now, aye, aye. It would, if anybody can
remember where they’ve put them.

That’s right. We even sang the day we got married. My mother was singing too, and ...and
what do you call it, Lil Skerricha, she was singing and ... quite a lot. We had a ... we got
married in Rhiconich and they had a recorder in Rhiconich then. Probably it maybe was about
the first one that was in it, and if anybody wanted their tapes they could have them. And this is
what they did at Rhiconich. And we got the tape, and, well, we had a thing that we used to play
them, but ...And we took bits of it off and put it on smaller tapes and that.

Do you have any of them still?
I have one, but I must ... if I could find where it is.

I have the original tape, but there’s that many different tapes in it now, you know, like, since
we got the recorder, that I don’t know which ... I don’t know if it was ever written on it, you
know, which was which. So I’ll have to ... I’ll have to try and sort them out and see what’s in
it. My husband, he was always taping songs and ... always, always, always, if there was a song
at all that he liked, he would be taping it.

Well, I'll ask you a few more things and then I'll ... I think you may be in demand! ['ve been
asking people about migration, about people leaving and also what brings people to the area.
Do you have any thoughts about that?
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Well, there’s a lot of my father’s people went abroad. After the war. A lot of them went abroad.
Where to?

Mostly New Zealand, they went to. And | think Richard had relations in America somewhere
but the ones in New Zealand, there’s a quite a few of them been back, you know, back and
fore, that lot. In fact, during the war, there was one of his nephews — he was in the RAF, and
he was in the Battle of Britain thing. And he used to come up on leave when he was in this
country, and he came over once, was it, or twice, since then. And he came in — I was ... where
was | working at that time — in the tourist place. Not the one that’s in it now, but a wooden
thing ...in then time. And he came in, and a cousin of mine — in fact, the cousin’s son lives in
Achriesgill now. And ... but I knew him, although I wasn’t all that old, you know, when I used
to know him when he used to come up in the RAF.

And my cousin’s daughter, she married an Australian — she must have been out there — and
most of them, a lot of them came over for the wedding. The wedding was in Glasgow, and then
they all came up to Achriesgill to see the relations in Achriesgill.

Do you have any particular hopes and fears for the area and for the communities here, for the
future?

Well, hopes that there’s not an awful lot of outsiders will come into the place because that
would spoil it. Well, it depends — it depends, of course, gain, who they are. Because the ones
that’s at here now, I must say, there’s no nonsense or, you know, all this kind of thing goes on,
and that kind of thing goes on, with them now. But then if townies, you know, came from
goodness knows where into the place, | don’t think I would like that. Because the ones ... and
some of them, I’m sure, could be easily led, I suppose, and different things. And, | mean, you
can see it now — well, one boy in particular that used to live here and went away because he
was never behaving himself, and he was just up lately and he did something — something
happened to the door of the youth café they have down there. So, you see, that type of thing.
Thank goodness he only comes up now and again. But it’ll only lead to other ones doing it, if
they’re not sensible enough, that kind of thing.

In what ways do you think living here is different or special compared to down south?

God, I’d rather live up here than down south! I had my turn of being down south and that. Not
but that I enjoyed it, but, I mean, it’s changed a lot since then, even down south, you know, it’s
changed a lot since then, since | used to go. And up here, well, as you know yourself, everybody
knows everybody else and everybody helps everybody else and all that kind of things. If a lot
of town ones came in it wouldn’t be the same. Mind you, it is happening though.

What do you think brings people here, when they do move here?

| suppose, peace and quiet, | suppose, | would say because it’s mostly older people.
Thank you Lillian that was very informative and enlightening.

Lucy Mackay Durness

Lucy Mackay talking about daily life on a croft. Her father was a shepherd on Eriboll and the
family lived at Strathbeg. Later in the interview she talks about being a P.E Teacher for several
schools and having to travel round them.

Interviewer: Isobel MacPhail, Issie
Interviewee: Lucy Mackay

We were both born out the Laid direction. Martin was born in Laid and | was born at Faoilin
because my father was a shepherd at Eriboll. He belonged to Kinlochbervie, and my mother
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belonged to Achfary, so when they got married they went to Eriboll. Now, Martin’s people, I
think, both belonged to Laid, so they’ve always been here.

Your parents were shepherding at Eriboll? Do you recall things about that?

IMAGE 82 MARTIN AND LucYy MACKAY DURNESS

Oh, aye, yeah. Yes we lived in the house where Iain Macleod lives now, and it’s quite different
because it’s got a Sky dish and things like that. When we were there, there wasn’t even
electricity; we had just the gas lights. But, yeah, it was quite a nice childhood, it was nice
freedom and plenty of room to play and there were six of us, so we had plenty of company as
well, and we came to school on the school bus, which was driven by Jessie Mather, Iris’ mother,
or Tom, who was Iris’ father’s brother — he used to drive occasionally. And picked up lots of
little people on the way ... and that’s about it!

What was daily life like for your father and mother in those days?

Well, I never ever heard them complain. I think it was a case of, sort of, get up in the morning
and attend to the animals and these sorts of things. My father always seemed to be away doing
something, , to the sheep; gathering them here or gathering in other parts of the farm, , and then
sometimes the other men at the farm would be working at his ... ‘hirsel’, I think you call them,
so they very often were in for a meal. That was part of my mother’s responsibility, to prepare
meals for them if they were working at my father’s sheep. I suppose, it was just sort of like
today, it was just getting on with your job and providing food and ... and sitting down at night
when it was all finished. I don’t remember when we used to get home from school; I don’t
know what sort of time it would be, but it was just a case of tea and ... I think you remember
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more about the dark evenings than the bright evenings — I seem to remember more about them,
when you sat and played cards and other sorts of games, because we didn’t have television.
Did listen to the radio a lot, but ... it’s a long time ago!

Were there other house close?

No, it’s all on its own, I think it was about three miles from the farm, from Faoilinn to the farm
at Eriboll, and it’1l probably be around three miles round to Laid as well, but there was lots of
coming and going — well, the post ... the post used to come out from Durness but then
somewhere along the lines it came from the Altnaharra direction ...and the post at that time
was Walter and John Clark have you come across them? Well, their brother used to be the post.
He lived in Altnaharra and he ... so we saw him — I’m not absolutely sure that it was every day
— | think earlier on it was maybe three times a week we got post, and then maybe it became
every day — I’'m not absolutely sure about that. So, anyway, you saw the post and Burr’s van
from Tongue came on a Wednesday, and there was a delivery van came on a Friday, but I think
that was mainly probably delivering coal and things like that, which — we cut our own peats.
Burr’s van was the big day because it was the only day we ever got a sweetie.

And it was great if the shepherds happened to be there on a Wednesday, because we got extra
sweeties. There was a lot of ... a lot of the shepherds were, kind of, single men — not a lot of
them, but one or two of them were, so they had kind of adopted us and spoiled us, compared
to then, there seems to be very few people up in Eriboll, now, in the farm cottages. Yeah, there
just appears to be ... I think it’s just the Clarks that actually own it. I don’t know if there’s
anybody else living around the farm area. And then lain Macleod lives down where we used to
stay, and I think that appears to be all that’s left working the farm.

Who owned it?

Elliotts, a branch of the Elliotts, the Elliotts that owned Balnakeil. It was another brother, |
think, of the guy who owned Balnakeil at the time. It was Joe Elliott. But I think he died ... he
died quite young, I think, and ... was it his wife had the farm for a while, I can’t remember,
but I think then they sold it on. But I don’t remember who had it before the Clarks. I don’t
remember who owned Eriboll before the Clarks, but I think there was a gap between the Elliotts
and the Clarks.

And were your parents there all their working lives?

They must have gone to Eriboll when they got married, and ... yes, I think, yeah, they retired
to Laid and then they moved in next door to us. Yeah, they must have been there for a good
long spell. It’d be about ... maybe twenty-five years, would it? And they were both quite well,
not elderly, but, they were late on in life before they married — my father was forty-two when
he married, so, yes, he’d ... he would have been — from the time they married, obviously they
had a life before then — he used to work, he was a shepherd think that’s where he met my
mother. He was there — | suppose — I can’t really remember where else he was, but he was
mainly a shepherd. | do remember we used to get to help at clipping time, and roll the wool,
but, we were supervised, and you’d dare not muck around, you did it absolutely properly, you
rolled it properly as well.

And what happened when you were all finished primary school?

We all went to — well, initially we went to Dornoch Academy. It was a sixth-year school, and
I think it was — I think most people from Durness used to actually go to Dornoch as opposed to
Golspie.

I think it was the kind of traditional thing to — I don’t know why, I’ve no idea why, but anyway,
when 1 arrived in first year it was downgraded to a four-year school first of all, so then you
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were shifted — | did the first two years in Dornoch and | was shifted to Golspie, so eventually
— I think the rest of my sisters below me, I think they went straight to Golspie, so we were in
the hostel there. And when we were there we stayed from term to term, and it was probably my
younger sister — it was probably in her day when they started coming home at weekends.

That must have been a huge change.

It was a huge change, but ... well, it didn’t bother any of us ...I know it did bother some people,
but it wasn’t ... I never quite understood the huge hue and cry that people made about it,
because it didn’t bother us at all. And there were, there were advantages in it. | mean, you made
friendships that you couldn’t have made otherwise. So, it did teach you to stand on your two
feet. Paul was one of the last ones that went in fact, the year after him were the last ones. He
didn’t come back to Kinlochbervie at all. Some of them from the year below him did, but it
didn’t do him any harm either.

It’s made a difference to these small communities because all of a sudden you’ve got teenagers
in the communities, which you sort of didn’t before so it’s certainly changed in that way. But,
I mean, a lot of children are going to be leaving this area anyway, so whether it’s twelve you
are or twenty, I don’t know if it makes an awful lot of difference. The communities had to
adjust to having teenagers here suddenly, that were never here before? I think the Youth Club,
for one thing, has blossomed. They’ve had to change, they’ve — but, it seems to have grown
and whatnot, because there’s more than primary children. And I used to actually run the Youth
Club when there was no High School in Kinlochbervie, and the kids, the older kids were only
home at the weekends and some — a lot of them just wanted to be in their own homes, So, you
didn’t see an awful lot of some of them. The more sort of energetic ones were out and about,
but a lot of them just wanted to be at home, which was understandable, so ..., so there’s that.
It has grown, and I would think it’s sort of benefited things like the Badminton Club and the
Football Club and that, for the same reasons. But | had sort of given up the Youth Club just
about the time when the High School opened, so I can’t really compare, but it just seems that,
there’s more sort of customers for the Youth Club, for want of a better word. Don’t know what
other kinds of changes ... well, certainly in Durness, | mean, the new hall came along, it was a
must if you were going to have the kids, so ... so I suppose, yes, it has changed a bit. So there’s
a whole lot of extra voluntary work now, really, that’s needed and that didn’t used to be an
issue at all. But I think the place has adapted to it. There’s not an awful lot of young people,
but there’s a few.

When we finished school. Well, | went away to college, as did most of my sisters, to do
something or other. And then three of us are back here, one’s in Brora and one’s in Inverness,
so we’re not far away from each other. When I came out of college I taught in Wick for two
years, and then we got married and I came home, so I was a couple of years [ wasn’t ... I was
working in the Oasis until this job was created.

You were trained to do P.E.?

It was actually quite funny, because I never really thought ... I thought, , I’d done my two years
in Wick and I really didn’t enjoy it, and I thought, och well, I can do without this. I came home
and got the job in the Oasis, and Martin was working anyway so we were making ends meet,
and | started working with the Youth Club then. And then all of a sudden — well, they were —
it was a Gaelic teacher they tried to get, for years and years and years, and nothing became of
it, so I think it was Mr Keith and Rhoda ...The two of them — I think the two of them were —
and possibly Andy Marshall at Kinlochbervie — they wanted to go for a P.E. teacher then. So,
that was it. 1985. And there was nobody — they couldn’t compare me to anybody!
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So I was one year doing all the schools — oh, God, there was eight of them then, there was Stoer
and Drumbeg and Assynt and Unapool, and the four on this side. So the first year | was three
days a week doing, and then the next year | went into Lochinver. Wilma Mackay had given up,
so in Lochinver I could have been compared to Wilma! But I don’t think — don’t know how
long she was there for. Anyway, so then there were nine schools for a wee while, for a long
time. It was a lot of driving, a lot of driving. It was three-and-a-half days. But now it’s just six
schools that are left, and three days — two schools a day.

Do you need to do a different kind of P.E.?

You’ve got all the different ages, and you don’t have gyms and so on, like ...a particular kind
of challenge to ...

I’m trying to remember what it was like to start off with, but it was, it was quite different. I
mean, now, I’ve adapted to it now, and I’ve forgotten, about what it was like to teach in gyms
and things like that and I’d never had to walk children to the village hall before, but, you have
to now so I’ve just adapted — I’ve forgotten what it, how much of a challenge it was to start off
with, but, och, it was all good fun. And because, | was the first one and it was so new, | mean,
it was just so popular.

I wouldn’t have mattered what I’d done. But I do remember there was a P.E. adviser on the go
and, ach, after about eight or ten years, | suppose, he decided he should come to this area, and
I think he was totally flabbergasted. The day he came was my day to do Scourie, then Unapool,
then Drumbeg, then Stoer — four. There was only, | mean, it was only one class in each and
there was only sort of — | mean, even Scourie then only had nine or ten pupils, and it was one
of the worst days that God ever threw at us. And he joined me in Stoer — sorry, that’s a lie, in
Scourie, first thing in the morning, and he would leave his car there.

Anyway, we would load up the car when | finished with the class in Scourie, and he would
help me, and he chose to cart a ... just a crate of light skittles, light plastic skittles. Well, he
went out the front door and the wind got the skittles. So his first job was to retrieve these skittles
from down the road! While I laughed. Anyway, we headed off to Unapool then, and he’d left
his jacket, silly man, left his jacket in his car. And he was in my car, so he had to ... I think he
just had a shirt on him. Anyway, we went to Unapool, and it was still pouring rain. I don’t
remember anything drastic happening there. Then we set up on the Drumbeg road. Now, I’'m
not very sure what the matter with my car was, but lights kept coming on, flashing inside the
car — there must have been a door not just quite shut right, but it was too wet to even try. And
every car | met on the Drumbeg road that day | seemed to have to reverse for them. And we
got to Drumbeg, that was fine, and we did our work there, and then on to Stoer, and I’'m smiling
the whole time, pretending, this was easy. | was exhausted!

We got to Stoer and we got through the day in Stoer, and then it came time to come home. And
we were — before we got on to the main road, when we were coming the school road, somebody
was off the road in a drain and he was extremely drunk, and we couldn’t get past. And it was
coming down in sheets, and there was no way | was getting out to help, and there was no way
this poor man was, either, because he hadn’t even a jacket! And this drunk man was shouting
and swearing at us to get out of ... get off our fucking arses and get out and help! (Eventually
somebody else came along that helped. So I don’t know to this day who it was — | never came
across this man again.)

Anyhow, we got past there and [ drove ... and he must have left his car at Unapool ... Anyway,
I dropped him off at his own car, and he said to me, “You’re an absolute, marvel, woman!”

| came home, | was absolutely exhausted and soaked and frozen and it was one of the worst
days ever, but he obviously thought it was something that happened all the time. He never, ever
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came back again. So I’ve been left to my own devices, very much. Poor man, he’ll be terrified
in case he gets sent back here, ever. He’s retired now, so ... He did actually, he did come back
when Kinlochbervie High School opened, he came back to see if everything was all right there,
but that was a wee bit More like what he’s used to — one place, and there’s a building, and
...it’s warm and comfortable, and you didn’t have to go outdoors.

You have to use village halls quite a lot for the kids?

Scourie village hall, Durness village hall, well, not in Lochinver now, it’1l be the proper Leisure
Centre.

Well, you’ll have more space to do things, you’ll be able to do things on a sort of larger scale.

Yes, it’ll be quite different. Because it has helped, changing from the old village hall here to
the new village hall, it’s quite nice to be in a village — well, in the school in Kinlochbervie,
that’s fine, because it’s for P.E. and there’s nothing around that’s not P.E., but when you go
into the hall in Scourie the playgroup use it and it’s an absolute danger avoiding playgroup
things and keeping some of the kids out of the Wendy house which you don’t have to ... In the
wee school at Assynt, you had to teach in the classroom, and they put everything — as much
away as possible — they clear everything away as much as possible, but anyway one day we
were doing something with balls — playing a little game, it would have been a scaled-down
basketball kind of affair, and we managed to knock over a bowl of tadpoles! We had forgotten
to shift them, because they weren’t there all the time, they were just there some of the time. So
that was — because there was one poor little girl, she just broke her heart over these tadpoles.
Didn’t matter a hoot to me and it didn’t matter a hoot to most of the older kids, but this little
kid was very upset about these poor tadpoles. I think we salvaged most of them. There’s a few
incidents like that where you think, “Oh God, if only I had a gym!”

Well, the school in Kinlochbervie obviously opened and the hall here has been changed and
now — well, the hall in Lochinver wasn’t bad, only it was just, it was just, it was quite small for
the size of the classes there, and occasionally you went in, sort of, the day after a dance or a
party or something like that, and have to open the windows! It’d be reeling! And you’re sticking
to the floor.

There’s a lot of talk nowadays about people getting less fit generally and children in particular
are a great concern. What are your thoughts about that in the north-west, in Mackay Country?

I don’t think the kids here are —, they go on about couch potatoes, but there’s very few couch
potatoes about here. I suppose, probably, because it’s still quite safe to go out and about and
play here. I suppose in towns and things like that you’ve got the problems of the dangers of
traffic and the dangers of bad people, but here, no, there’s not too many couch potatoes, and, a
lot of the kids are active, out of school.

The biggest job | had was with cross-country running, which can be quite a pleasurable
experience if done the right way. It wasn’t a pleasurable experience the way it was done when
I was at school, but ... and yet an awful lot of ... “Well, we did cross-country and we didn’t
like cross-country running,” so, the kids don’t like cross-country running, and that’s ... it’s a
shame. That’s a shame. But you’ve got to fight against that sometimes. And a lot of games
have been adapted, like rugby, and we play rugby at school but it’s not rugby that you see on
the television —it’s a child’s version of it. And at the same time, parents — some parents cringe
when they think their little darling is playing rugby, but it’s not rugby like that! They’re not
allowed to tackle ...but, so ... actually rugby is one of the most fun games at primary school,
and probably the least dangerous — it’s just like a little chasing game, and the kids love it. So
there’s lots of problems like that, but ... no, I don’t think the kids are ... in fact, they’re probably
as energetic as they were in my day, and did more, played more games and did more.
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And do you think Mackay Country is different from, southern Scotland and the more urban
areas in that respect?

Maybe. I don’t know enough about other areas, really, I suppose, to compare them. And
certainly, | mean, there are one or two couch potatoes, there always was and there always will
be, because we’re all different. And I suppose, yes, I suppose kids play more computer games,
but at the same time there’s also things like skateboards and better quality bikes than there were
in our day, to play on And there’s also things like, I mean, well, did you ever hear of hill-
walking when you were a child? We were never encouraged to go walking in the hills or
anything like that, which ... all that sort of thing is. I mean, people come here for walking
holidays, so, people ... the area has, sort of, progressed in that way. There are a lot of activities
— outdoor activities that ...they’re sold more nowadays than certainly when we were kids. Well,
I suppose you didn’t get things like land-yachting and ... I don’t know all the correct names
for these things, but there wasn’t ... these are all just been developed, and jet-skiing and things
like that. But that all helps the area and it’s all a good area for that.

The developments in sports and outdoor activities and what that means for the area.

I suppose there’s been ... technology has made it possible, like surfing. I know, recently I was
coming by and there was people surfing on the beaches, you see a lot of outdoor sports on the
beach. It could actually probably be developed a lot further. It’d probably take a bit of money,
but it’s quite nice to see so many people enjoying the beach instead of just lying in the sun,
which you can’t do a lot here — you can’t lie on the beach a lot, but you can use it for a lot of
things, a lot of water sports. I’'m not into water myself, but, I like to see them canoeing and jet-
skiing and, these little buggies that run along the beach on ... with a sail.

The reason I see that is because we’re down at the golf course a lot. I’'m not sure what we used
to do before the golf course was there! It’s just been a revelation! Is that the right word? I mean,
the visitors that come from all over the place, just to play! So, it’ll have helped the local
economy and a lot of people are astounded at the quality of the course, in a wee or, in a remote
place like this. I don’t think they expect it to be a little pitch-and-putt thing but it’s a proper
course. 1988, it opened, so that’s sixteen years. Common grazing ground it’s on. It’s
Department of Agriculture, or whatever ... do they still call themselves the Department of
Agriculture? It’s the Keoldale Sheepstock Club, they lease the ground from the Department,
although we now pay for the lease of this bit, and we share it during the lambing time, and the
sheep go on sometimes in the winter, but that’s all. we have members from Kinlochbervie,
regular members that play regular, from Kinlochbervie, Scourie, Achfary, Tongue, so it
benefits ...We did have one or two members from Lochinver, but I think they found it just a
wee bit far for regular ... although we’ve two ladies, members from Stoer ...And now there’s
one in Ullapool, so we go hand-in-hand with Ullapool Golf Club. We’ve helped them and
they’ve helped us, so we’ve got a good relationship with them. Because they’re quite remote
as well. It’s quite a long way from any other golf courses — remote as in golf courses.

Do you have matches and stuff between the clubs?

Yeah, well, we have something most weekends, from, well, from about April to the end of
September, most weekends we’ve got something on, whether it be a match with somebody or
just a local competition. And in the winter, we play occasionally in the winter as well, but it’s
not so regular because of the weather, but, | mean, sometimes — well, you obviously can’t play
in the evening in the winter — it’s dark by the time you finish work, so you can just really play
at the weekends.

Did all these people just suddenly learn golf?
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Yes, yes. There was very few people — half a dozen would have covered it — that had played
golf before. I did, when I was in school in Golspie, you maybe swung a club. You never ever
played because I don’t think children were all that accepted at golf courses then — but no, Martin
and I had never played golf until we started here. And there’s been a tremendous improvement
in the standard and, och, the whole outlook of it all. And, well, there we are, we go on golfing
holidays now, which we would never have done before. And you realise the more you go away
and see all these different golf course, the more you realise just how good a course we have
here. Obviously, it’s got disadvantages, like more wind than you would want, but it’s very
seldom unplayable, where a lot of courses are.

Is there a football club?

Yes, yes, there’s a football league. The football league has been on the go since, oh, a long
time. [ don’t know when it would have been started, but certainly Martin played in it, so it’s a
long time ago now. So it’s still run on the same basis that, each little village has a team and
they just play a summer league, and so the football is finished for the summer. But now, the
footballers here still go into the hall once a week and play in there. And then in Kinlochbervie
you’ve got the Astroturf pitch now ...at the school which they can use, the pitches are, most of
the winter are just too wet to be playing on anyway, when the weather’s not that great, but the
Astroturf, when the weather’s dry, is fine for playing.

I meant to ask you about Martin’s family as well, and their story.

His father was a forestry worker, and there was a big family of them as well, so his family now
are scattered all over. There’s four of them here, and a sister in Ullapool and Elgin and Alness
and a brother in Livingston, and so they’re scattered all over the place. But they were Laid
people, and I think that most of Martin’s family, they would have gone away to — well, Martin
went to the Tech in Golspie, and then came home, and he worked for Kenny MacRae for a long
time, as a joiner, when he came out of school. That’s twenty years now, anyway, since he ...
since he joined the road squad. Oh, he was working with Morrison’s for a wee while before
