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Donald Archie MacDonald - Olympic Medal Winner

The Highlands and Islands have been known to export people, voluntarily on occasion, to the bigger towns around Scotland, as well as overseas, but have rarely offered up an abundance of Olympic athletes. Yet a recent discovery will reawaken interest in a man with a rare sporting distinction who is still remembered in Skye and Lochalsh as a respected personality.

In a temperature and humidity controlled room at the Clan Donald Centre Library two beautiful certificates celebrating the success of a Skye Olympian await museum display in 1998, in an altogether kindlier environment than that in which they had lain for several years. They were recently presented to the Clan Donald Lands Trust by Mr Iain Scott, a former architect, who found them when he bought a property in Saasaig.

Donald Archibald MacDonald was born there, the fourth son of Donald MacDonald, a joiner from Ferrindonald, and his wife Margaret, in February 1895. He grew up in Sleat working on the family croft, and all the time, developing the physical strength that was to take him around Europe.

Like so many Highlanders he moved south to find employment, and, following his brother Allan, joined the Glasgow police in 1913, before enlisting in the navy two years later. He rejoined the police after the end of the Great War. 

Away from the force he’d become the Scottish, and then British, champion in the old style of ‘catch-as-catch-can’ wrestling; an accomplishment which brought recognition in the form of selection for the British team travelling to the Antwerp Olympic Games of 1920 - an accomplishment, despite suffering a defeat by a 22 stone Finnish opponent, in a discipline where the Finns and Americans won 2/3 of the gold medals.

Four years later, at the Paris Games, where Harold Abrahams’ success in the 100m and Eric Liddell’s world record in the 400m provided inspiration for the film ‘Chariots of Fire’,  Donald Archie represented Britain again, and won a bronze medal, despite losing one bout to the eventual gold medallist, Ray Steele, of the USA. In what was for Britain a relatively success-free Atlanta Olympics last year, an achievement like that would have made him, at least, a back-page hero, especially as he had been the only British wrestler to have gained a medal. Perhaps it was no great leap of imagination  for Sir Percy Sillitoe, then Chief of Police in Glasgow, to appoint, among others, Donald Archie and a Lewisman called Donald Campbell, two powerful Highlanders, to help try to break apart the legendary Glasgow ‘razor gangs’ .

Donald Archie did not compete at the Olympics in Stockholm in 1928 but added another trophy that year, the Scottish Police Heavyweight boxing title. At that time it was a common enough practice for a talented athlete to compete in more than one sport, 

A decade later he retired from the Police force and returned north where he took up a post with HM Customs and Excise, based in Kyle of Lochalsh. The fishing fleet of the time was bigger than today, and along with steamers and other trading craft, made for a busy port. Donald Archie became a familiar figure, in conversation with the local workers.

-Returning north didn’t necessarily mean an end to sporting participation. The South Skye Highland Games was a popular event, held, in Sleat, at Cnoc Ollaig, Isle Ornsay at one point, and later at Kinloch, which attracted top class Highland Games competitors from across Scotland. Sleat’s tug-of-war team boasted at least three ex-policemen - Donald Archie anchoring the line, his cousin Ranald MacDonald, and Alexander MacInnes (‘Alasdair Mòr’) a former Metropolitan officer.

The Customs posting lasted until Donald Archie retired in 1960, when he left Kyle to return to Skye. Genealogical research shows that his roots in Sleat go back to at least 1730. Aside from Olympian talents there was also the accumulation of more stereotypical Highland skills. He became piper to Lord MacDonald of Sleat, a calling once occupied by the MacArthur family, the last of whom to hold this role, Angus, died in London in the early 19th century. He was piper to An Comunn Gaidhealach’s Kyle branch and composed tunes including a march to mark Queen Elizabeth II’s arrival in Kyleakin in 1956.

