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Like many other Highland estates, Eigg was used to bring 
status and prestige for commoners made good like Sir 
William Petersen, or for the recreation of the wealthy elite.

Eigg was owned by the Runciman family for 41 years 
until the early 1960’s. This well-connected shipping 
dynasty bought it from Sir William Petersen, a shipowner, 
ruined by the 1925 financial crash. 

Sir Walter 
Runciman and 
his wife at Queen 
Elizabeth II’s 
coronation which 
was sent to all 
their Eigg 
tenants. 

Lord and Lady Runciman who both served as MPs ( Lord 
Runciman was government minister under Chamberlain) 
used the island as a holiday home with the enjoyment of  
shooting and fishing. Their benevolent ownership provided 
work to the islanders through the island farms and forestry, 
run along very traditional lines by a resident factor. 

In 1966, their sons sold Eigg “a secluded island of the old 
world” to, a Welsh farmer, Captain Evans, thinking he would 
keep the island farms going. 

Five years later, Captain Evans gave up farming Eigg and 
sold it to the Anglyn Trust, a children’s charity with little 
money, rather than a farming and tourism business with 
links to Eigg. Five years of mismanagement forced the 
island on the market again.  
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1971

This time, the Highland and Islands Development Trust,  waking up to the unrealized potential of the island,  
decided to mount a bid for public ownership of Eigg. There was no attempt however to gain support from the island.  



1976

A committed vegetarian, Schellenberg breaks 
away from the traditional shooting estate 
model.

The new model depends on new people brought to the island to do up houses 
for holiday lets and run the estate. As estate employees, they live in tied 
houses and if they do not like the conditions, there are plenty more new people 
interested to come for a season or two. Employee turnover is high.



1980’s

1983: the Isle of Eigg 
Residents 
Association is set up  
to represent  
islanders’ interests 
and progress 
housing, refuse 
collection and care 
for the elderly.



1980’s

The Highland Regional Council plans considerable financial investments: jetty, 
school, water, Housing Association houses for the elderly. But they can’t 
provide help towards housing upgrade because there is no security of tenure 
on the island for those living in estate houses. Help is provided towards a 
lunch club run on a voluntary basis for the elderly in the island hall. 

Eigg is declared 
“Housing Action 
area.”



1986
-

1991

1986: the Isle of Eigg 
Residents Association 
acquires charitable 
status and starts raising 
funds for a new hall for 
the community. 

13 July 1987: Schellenberg is sued for mis-
management by his ex-wife who wins a 
court order to sell the island. An appeal 
follows lasting over 3 years. 

6 years of court battle between 
Schellenberg and his ex-wife leave 
the islanders even more in limbo than 
before. 



Highland Regional Council questions 
the validity of investing £ 1,200 000 
to make an “offshore clown” richer. 
Eigg Councillor Dr Michael Foxley, 
considers the validity of a joint 
management between council and 
environment interests.

15 Nov 1991: 38 out of 
45 Eigg residents vote 
to support the Eigg 
Trust’s vision, on 2 
conditions: 2 islanders 
to be on the board of 
trustees and residents 
to have power of veto 
over trust’s decisions.  

Autumn 1991
Nov.
1991Oct

1991
Eigg is 
expected to go 
on the market 
for £1.500 000:

The isle of Eigg 
Trust is 
presented to 
the islanders as 
as “the” 
alternative to 
another 
landlord

Isle of Eigg 
Trust is 
awarded £8 000 
for community 
ownership  
economic 
appraisal



May 
1992

July 
1992

isle of Eigg Trust’s bid for £1 million to buy Eigg is 
turned down by the National Memorial Heritage Fund.
”We are concerned with land, buildings and works of 
art, not with security of tenure  for islanders. The NHMF 
is not in the business of saving human communities.”

Highland Regional Council asks for a 
6 weeks extension of the closing date 
to mount their own bid : it is rejected.



The Eigg story revives the debate on landownership 
The story of a community exposed to the whims of a single, wealthy individual 
crystalizes the issue of landownership in Scotland.  By proposing “community 
ownership” instead of ”public ownership”, the case of Eigg revives the debate 
on Landownership which has been on and off since the 1970’s.  

1992

Landlordism as an anachronism 
“The Gigha and Assynt plight highlights the degree 
to which landlordism is an anachronism”, says 
Alastair McIntosh. 
Alastair MacIntosh argues this out with Keith 
Schellenberg in the  “Speaking out”  daily radio 
show hosted by journalist Lesley Riddoch. 

As a director of Edinburgh University‘s Human 
Ecology Department, he reflects the high ground 
now commanded by green thinkers on land reform. 

1993Assynt Crofters’ victory
In July 1992, inspired by the Eigg Trust initiative and supported by Highland Regional Council, the 
Assynt Crofters collectively use their right-to-buy under Crofting Law to start a successful public funding 
campaign: six months later, on 1st February 1993,  they make history with their victorious buyout. 

The island of Gigha landowner goes 
into liquidation, and depopulation 
threatens, as “75 per cent of estate  
houses are below tolerable standard.”

In Assynt, 12 000 acres of croft land 
are sold by the Vestey family to a 
Swedish land speculator, who then 
goes into liquidation, threatening a 
further break-up of croft land without 
any regard to its impact on the 
Assynt Crofters’ lives.


