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  The Great Glen is a major fault line that runs 

from Inverness to Fort William. On both sides of 

Loch Ness is the Forestry Commission’s Great 

Glen Forest - most of it planted between 1930-

and 1970. Along the roadside, though, the 

Forestry Commission has been careful to leave 

‘native woodland’ mostly of broadleaf species 

which makes for a very pleasant drive - especially 

when passing under a canopy of naturally 

regenerated birch and oak woods.   

 At other times the road passes through a 

patchwork of meadows and coniferous forest 

plantations and for the most part there are few 

houses & occasionally castle-like Victorian 

mansions, mostly hidden from view, with the 

exception of this beautiful former manse and 

school house at Lairgmore (Big Pass).  

 

The Loch Ness "monster" 

Affectionately known as "Nessie" – it is an 

alleged plesiosaur-like creature living in Loch 

Ness. Many sightings of the "monster" have been 

recorded, at least as far back as St. Columba, the 

Irish monk who converted most of Scotland to 

Christianity in the 6th century. Columba 

apparently converted Nessie to Christianity; for it 

is said that until he went out on the waters and 

soothed the beast - she had been a murderess.  

How did he know Nessie was a female? And do 

we know if Nessie really exists?   Illustrious 

scientists at the Smithsonian Museum in 

Washington have not discounted Nessie’s 

existence and decided ‘she’ is a long-lived 

plesiosaur.  

On the contrary, for biological and physical 

reasons, this is not biologically possible.  

Nevertheless, the great Smithsonian is very much 

indebted to Mr. George Edwards of 

Drumnadrochit, tour boat operator and an 

auxiliary coastguard, who discovered a large 

under water cave. He made this spectacular find 

when he picked up an abnormal signal on his 

sonar while training with the Coastguard on Loch 

Ness. North Sea oil company offered equipment 

and experts to seek out 'Nessie's Lair' and to find 

out if more than one plesiosaur lives there.  

Apparently, Nessie has been under police 

protection since 1938 and occasionally catches 

the short attention span of politicians. For 

example, as recently as April 26
th

, 2011 the ever 

reliable BBC broadcast a story ‘Loch Ness monster 

beyond doubt’ in which 'A police chief believed 

the existence of a Loch Ness monster was "beyond 
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doubt", according to a historical document. This 

refers to a letter written in 1938, by William 

Frazer, a Chief Constable of Inverness shire:-  

In 1938, the chief constable of Inverness-shire 

raised concerns about protecting Nessie from 

hunters. In a letter he wrote: "That there is some 

strange creature in Loch Ness now seems beyond 

doubt." The document has been released by the 

National Archives of Scotland (NAS) as part of an 

exhibition. The government file reflects how 

ministers handled the issue of the existence of 

Nessie. Reports of a monster in Loch Ness date 

back to 565 AD, when St Columba was said to 

have encountered a strange water beast. That 

there is some strange creature in Loch Ness seems 

now beyond doubt, but, that the police have any 

realistic power to protect it is doubtful.         

The alleged sightings of Nessie by William 

Fraser, Chief constable of Inverness-shire, 

gathered pace in the 1930s, with a series of grainy 

photographs of the "monster" appearing in 

newspapers. In 1933, the Scottish Office was 

asked to confirm the existence of a monster or sea 

serpent in Loch Ness.  

A parliamentary question was tabled in the 

House of Commons asking whether, in the 

interests of science, an investigation would be 

launched into the creature's existence, but the 

question was ridiculed by the press at the time. 

Ministers and civil servants were skeptical, but the 

documents show consideration was given to 

issues such as stationing observers round the loch 

to capture Nessie on camera; and whether it 

would be possible to trap the monster without 

injury. In the end it was felt that as the creature 

was popular with the public and tourism, it would 

be better not to kill either it or the myth. However, 

this did not stop hunters from flocking to Loch 

Ness in the hope of capturing the monster. 

Police protection for Nessie 

The letter from William Fraser, the chief 

constable of Inverness-shire, to the Under 

Secretary of State at the Scottish Office, raises 

concern about the arrival of a hunting expedition 

in Fort Augustus in 1938. It says they are 

"determined to catch the monster dead or alive". 

The document goes on to describe how the party 

claimed they were having a special harpoon gun 

made and would return with 20 "experienced 

men" to track the monster down. "That there is 

some strange creature in Loch Ness seems now 

beyond doubt, but that the police have any power 

to protect it is very doubtful." The letter 

concludes:- "If you have any suggestion to make 

or can offer any guidance in the matter, I shall be 

grateful." 

 Obviously, Nessie is rarely sighted. But, when 

this writer was working near Loch Ness, the old 

timers told me the best way to view Nessie is 

through the lense at the bottom of an empty 

whisky bottle – not so practical for teetotalers.  
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www.visitlochness.com 

Fort Augustus 

Nessie, Vikings, Jacobites, Covenanters. 

Saints, Generals, Kings, Queens. Engineers, 

Builders, Sailors, Fishermen, Literati & Glitterati 

and especially the foresters and farmers are all 

part of the heritage of the village. The village was 

originally called Cill Chuimein (Killwhimin in 

English) but when General Wade built the fort 

about 1720 he renamed the village Fort Augustus 

after King George’s son Duke of Cumberland, the 

infamous ‘Butcher Cumberland.’ 

The fort was sold to Lord Lovat, then passed 

onto the Benedictine order which became Fort 

Augustus Abbey (its proper name is St. 

Benedictine’s Abbey).  

Running through the village is the impressive 

Caledonian Canal - built by Thomas Telford in the 

early 1800s. It stretches from Fort William to 

Inverness and is linked by a series of natural lochs 

in near perfect alignment - Loch Lochy, Loch Oich, 

Loch Ness and Loch Dochfour. At Fort Augustus it 

has a flight of 5 locks from the top of the canal 

down onto Loch Ness and passes through 60 miles 

of Scottish Highland splendour amid outstanding 

unspoiled scenery. This majestic canal is 

considered by many as one of the most beautiful 

and greatest engineered waterways in the world.  

The canal has survived mainly due to its 

important contribution to the Highland economy, 

and because it is quite simply spectacular, not to 

mention the amazing terrestrial, and aquatic 

wildlife and beautiful villages along its route. 

 

The Great Glen is a 

fault line which stretches 

from Inverness to Loch 

Linnhe in the West. 

During the last major Ice 

Age, glaciation shaped 

the landscape we know 

today, scouring out deep 

U-shaped depressions 

forming the Loch Ness, 

Loch Lochay and Loch 

Linnhe.  

Travelling by road, the fault is not particularly 

noticeable. But what is noticeable, is Great Glen 

Forest on both sides of the lochs. A century ago 

there was very little forest. Which brings us to a 

remarkable story about a few men with great 

foresight?  

In the original plan (left) the original name was 

Killewhimen by changed to Fort Augustus when the 

fort was built in 1720 by General Wade.                                        

National Library of Scotland 
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The Great Glen Forest 

Birth of the Forestry Commission 

Invermoriston is a very old forestry village in 

the Highlands of Scotland situated 11 km north of 

Fort Augustus on the west shore of Loch Ness 

overlooking the Great Glen,. Invermoriston dates 

back to c1600. From 1813 the village grew with 

the new-road system making access easier.  

Adjacent to Invermoriston is Inchnacardoch 

which, at the beginning of the 20
th

 century, was 

not so well forested. But it was here that the tree 

plantings in 1910 to 1920 led to the creation of 

the Great Glen Forest and indeed the creation of 

the Forestry Commission. This was  largely due to 

the efforts of four powerful and influential Scots:-  

Sir John Stirling-Maxwell of Pollock, Maj. General 

Lord Lovat, Brig. General Stirling of Kier and 

Viscount Novar (Ronald Ferguson). All had a keen 

interest in expanding forestry in Scotland – the 

first three setting an example by expanding 

forests on their own vast highland estates in 

Scotland as an important source of employment 

and industry to stem the flow of people from the 

highlands. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Viscount Novar, formerly Governor of 

Australia, was at the time Secretary of State for 

Scotland with a very keen interest in 

Commonwealth Forestry. In fact,, in 1921, at the 

inaugural meeting of the Empire Forestry 

Association (now the Commonwealth Forestry 

Association) he didn’t mince words when He 

attributed the ‘backwardness of England (Britain) and 

the Empire generally in developing their natural forest 

resources to the very immensity of the forest and timber 

areas under their control, and also in some measure to 

the occasional lack of skilled advice and the absence of 

economic outlets for their timber.’ 

With Novar’s connections to Australia, it is no 

accident that a young Australian Rhodes Scholar, Roy 

Robinson was appointed as one of the Commissioners 

along with Lord Lovat (Chairman), John Stirling-Maxwell 

and Lord Clinton. The Forestry Commission had a slow 

start; i.e., until the hard-driving, no-nonsense sort 

Australian Roy Robinson (later Lord Robinson of Kielder) 

was appointed its Chairman.  

But the real impetus for the Forestry Commission’s 

style of plantation forestry in Scotland is due mostly to 

Sir John Maxwell Stirling’s experience with forest 

planting on his estate at Corrour, near the Great Glen.  

In the unveiling of a Memorial to Sir John at 

Corrour, this tribute appeared in Scottish Forestry Vol. 

21 No 4 October 1967 p254 

“…the immense value of Sir John's contribution to forestry, 

not only in his pioneer use of many exotic conifers and in his 

early demonstrations of the Belgian peat turf planting, but also 

in his whole-hearted support of the Great Glen planting project 

of l9l0-12, the real forerunner of the Forestry Commission. How 

lucky Scotland was to have such a quartet as Lord Lovat, General 

Stirling of Keir, Viscount Novar, and Sir John Stirling-Maxwell to 

guide these early steps in state forestry. 

Corrour estate beside Loch Ossian at 1300 feet formed part 

of the vast Huntly estates prior to 1820. Sir John had already 

inherited Pollock in Glasgow and purchased Corrour in 1891, 

valued then only for shooting. By purchasing Beinn Breac from 

(Cameron of) Locheil the yield was raised to 120 stags, 60 hinds 

and, 1500 brace of grouse. By 1918 it was also supporting 20 

cattle and 1700 sheep. Tree planting started in 1891 with Abies 

nobilis, Sitka spruce and western hemlock, but there was not 

much success until the Belgian turf planting was developed here 

into a compound mound of turfs. The first turf nursery was 

planted on the occasion of our society's visit in 1928. 

Our second visit was in the Centenary excursion of 1954, 

when Sir John was crippled but still immensely keen, and he had 

written a pamphlet for the occasion, pointing out that the 

multiple use of this high land had developed it to its full capacity. 

Corrour is now owned by the Forestry Commission which 

planted another 7000 acres while remaining true to Maxwell’s 

multiple land use ideals, including the maintaining the deer and 

Lord Lovat, Sir John Stirling-Maxwell, Viscount Novar 
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Inchnacardoch Forest. This is where Sir Henry Beresford-Peirse and J.A.B Macdonald carried out their pioneering hill planting 

trials early their career with the Forestry Commission.  

sheep herds, an educational centre, a popular youth hostel and 

the rhododendron garden.” 

Another great Forestry Commission forester who 

started at Invermoriston was Sir Henry William de la 

Poer Beresford-Peirse, 5th Baron of Bagnall. Despite his 

grand title, he led a very ordinary life working for the 

Forestry Commission. Sir Henry, known to all as BP, 

graduated with a B.A., from the School of Forestry at 

Oxford (as well as B.S., in history from Magdalen 

College), Oxford. BP was appointed District officer for 

the Fort Augustus during which he took a keen interest 

in research and in forest trials at Inchnacardoch near 

Fort Augustus with another famous Scottish forester, 

J.A.B. Macdonald (who graduated with a forest diploma 

at Oxford). From their pioneering trials the Forest 

Research Branch evolved. BP went on to become 

Director General of the Forestry Commission and 

MacDonald became the head of forest research branch. 

Naturally, both were prolific writers and BP in particular 

contributed much at the highest level of international 

forestry - notable in connection with the reconstruction 

of Europe through the European Forestry Commission.  

In discussing the protective role (of the forest), he 

wrote:-  

 “The first point to make is that timber-producing 

plantations and man-made forests, while their role is 

first and foremost production of wood, can also have a 

protective role as shelter and to safeguard soil and 

water, especially in catchment areas, and they can have 

other secondary functions as well. It is the natural 

forests, however, not earmarked for wood production, 

that are the main source of protection: they can now be 

allowed to exercise this role unhampered by the 

favourite objective of all foresters - to produce wood. 

 It will be unimportant what shape the trees in these 

forests develop, whether they are bent and crooked or 

tall and straight, dense or scattered, whether the forests 

have many or few species - provided they perform the 

function of maintaining a suitable vegetative cover for 

the protection of soil and control of water flow. Nor will 

the old argument need to be pursued acrimoniously as 

to whether forest or grass or other vegetation should be 

grown: any combination will be acceptable if the main 

objective is achieved. There are great areas, too, where 

the natural forest has been destroyed and where a 

protective vegetative cover must be restored. The same 

consideration should apply here, and choice of species 

need not be influenced by thoughts of producing wood. 

The protective role of any vegetative cover is something 

extremely difficult to evaluate, though there is no doubt 

that this value, and sometimes a very high one, exists 

when, for instance, the vegetation safeguards costly 

reservoirs or irrigation works from silting or flooding.”  

 Blanketing the highlands with forests was not 

quite what the noble gentlemen had in mind. 

But while we do see vast tracts of spruce 

forests along the highland roads what we don’t 

readily appreciated are the vast tracts of treeless 

hills given over to deer and sheep, nature 

reserves and sites of special scientific interest. In 

fact, apart from the Department of Agriculture, 
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Photos courtesy of Hugh McNally with 

permission from the South Loch Ness 

Heritage Group who have the finest 

website on highland society and 

Highland Nature. 

http://www.southlochnessheritage.co.uk/ 

From top left: Sitka Deer, Roe Deer, two 

youngsters, Red Deer and a fallow deer fawn 

  

there are two other branches of government 

what they call “non-departmental bodies” 

responsible for ‘landscape regulation” i.e., 

Scottish Natural Heritage (Magnus Magnusson being 

its first director) and The Deer Commission, plus 

virtually countless quasi-autonomous national 

government organisations (quangos) and an even 

greater number of “Land-owning Charities” with 

close ties to bureaucracies. Och! For the good old  

days when we knew who our boss was and, more 

to the point, were expected to make our own 

decisions on the spot without time wasting 

texting on cell phones. Besides, there was simple 

pleasure working the land and forest with hand 

tools, in all kinds of weather or just pausing long 

enough to observing the wildlife, particularly the 

deer, to keep us in the realm of reality.  

Because of the Gulf Stream, the climate on 

the west coast of Scotland is particularly mild but 

rather wet; so much so, that there is little frost 

and snow at lower elevations where some semi-

tropical plants thrive. Naturally, so do coniferous 

forest plantations - some of which, in terms of 

biomass production, are among the fastest 

growing in the world. In fact, commercial 

harvesting often begins with early thinning as 

young as 15 years old, producing two-three 

intermediate crops and a final cropping often 

between 40-50 years old. 
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Of course, there is constant criticism of 

‘factory forests” – particularly among those who 

perceive the countryside as a big garden or a 

Nature preserve – solely for their own pleasure! 

 What’s usually lost in the argument is that 

highland forests in particularly have achieved 

what they were established to do: a) stem the 

drift of population from the Highlands and 

Islands; b) diversify the economy and c) focus 

more on recreation and  biodiversity. In fact, the 

Forestry Commission’s slogan these days is 

‘Forests and People’ with Biodiversity a close 

second. On that score it is worth quoting a 2002 

press release by the  Scottish Parliament’s 

Forestry Minister Allan Wilson which spells out 

the great achievement of the Forestry 

Commission and its cohorts and the main 

purposes of the forest policy:- 

 "Woods and forests are Scotland's biggest 

provider of outdoor recreation, hosting more than 

22 million day visits a year. Our trees, woods and 

forests are increasingly being recognized as tourist 

attractions in their own right, along with 

traditional ones….Scotland’s forests are 

sustainably managed to high environmental 

standards. We plant more trees than we harvest, 

and our expanding woodlands provide protected 

homes to some of our best-loved wild plants and 

animals….Trends emerging in recent years are 

bringing greater diversity to our wooded 

landscapes, greater diversity in the uses we make 

of our forests, and greater emphasis on planting 

the right trees in the right places.” 

In short, forestry is a huge benefit to the 

Highlands and Islands economy directly from its 

forest products, plus countless spin-off non-social 

and environmental benefits and a stronger focus 

on recreation and the biodiversity – as the 

Minster put it:- “Few countries have tackled the 

issue of forest loss as vigorously as we have in this 

country," Mr Wilson said. "So it is pleasing to 

record that 83 years of Government and Executive 

encouragement for new woodland planting, 

coupled with strict conservation guidelines, are 

paying dividends in Scotland in the form of 

steadily increasing woodland cover."  

 From "Scottish Woodland History", edited by 

T C Smout, Scottish Cultural Press, 1997, we learn 

that:- “The estimate that Scotland has greater 

woodland cover now than it has had since the 

14th century - and possibly much earlier - is based 

on woodland maps made in the early 18th 

century, which indicated only about 5 per cent 

woodland cover then, coupled with the analysis of 

data from a range of earlier sources. These 

indicate that most of Scotland's woodland loss 

occurred between 1700 BC and 1000 AD.  

In an article, "Highland Land Use Before 1800 

- Misconceptions, Evidence and Realities," history 

professor Chris Smout of St Andrews University 

wrote: "... much of the cover had gone by 1000 AD 

and the culprit ... would be the fire, the cattle, the 

sheep and the goats of the Highland peasant ... A 

very rough estimate ... is that by the end of the 

Middle Ages, only about 4 per cent of Scotland's 

and surface was still covered by wood."  

 In the process of forest planning there’s a 

good business to be had in criticizing. In fact, 

people who are particularly clever in the art of 

criticizing forestry, but having no talent for it, 

sometimes get the Queen’s Honours and even 

elevation to Royal societies. For example, the 

photo below was taken about 1970. It was a 

landscape architect who planned the logging 

patterns and presumably replanting of the forest. 

But no matter how you log a forest it will most 

often turn out looking like a patchwork quilt. I 

believe this Landscape Architect was awarded the 

Order of the British Empire, (OBE). Writing and 

debating forest planning is a lot more important 

than the grunt work it takes to plant and harvest  

a forest. Not to put too fine a point on it, 

chartered foresters have their monuments and 

royal Honours while there is no such recognition 

for the lowly forest workers whose hard work and 

crafts created and sustains the forest. 
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Cluanie Forest 

From Invermoriston, we literally take the high 

road, through picturesque highland landscape of 

forests, mountains, lochs, and moorland. Along 

the route there’s some recent forest harvesting 

with patches of seed trees of Caledonian Pine and 

birch doing a good job of natural regeneration on 

peaty soils. While much of the landscape is 

treeless they nevertheless are a valuable source 

of income as deer stalking, grouse shooting and 

fishing. Of course, the mountain passes are well-

travelled by hikers; while the rugged mountains 

with steep, rocky cliffs are a challenge for rock 

climbers and the boulder-strewn slopes with 

crude ‘caves’ provide them with a modicum of 

comfort and for shelter in harsh weather. 

  

 

No matter which way one plants and /or logs a commercial forest, or how it is blown down by gales it will generate a 

profitable complaints and research industry and perhaps even earn a Queen’s award for spurious solutions.  
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Lt. John Henry Bastide’s drawings of the battle plan. The sketch on the left was done on the spot during the 

early stages of the battle. The other is a more formal drawing listing the names and strength of regiments on 

both sides.                                                                                                                               National Library of Scotland 

Battle of Glen Shiel 

On the 10th June, 1719 a battle between the 

Jacobite and Hanoverian forces was fought beside 

an old bridge in Glen Shiel. This was the only 

battle during the “little Rising” 

The 1500 strong Jacobite-Spanish force was 

led by 10th Earl Marischal with principle 

commanders Lord Murray. Cameron of Lochiel, 

the 17
th

 Chief of Clan Cameron, led about 150 

men and Rob Roy MacGregor came with 40 of his 

clansmen. There was also a contingent of about 

200 Spanish soldiers - part of a larger force sent 

by Cardinal Alberoni on behalf of Philip V if Spain.  

The Jacobites had left Eilean Donan Castle and 

were heading up Glen Shiel on their way to 

capturing Inverness when they were met by the 

1600 strong Hanoverian forces led General 

Wightman. 

  Some maintain the battle was a draw. For that 

we may credit a young Lieutenant John Henry 

Bastide who was asked draw up a battle plan on-

the-spot which essentially scattered the Jacobite 

army.  Lt. Bastide and Rob Roy knew each other 

during the battle between the Jacobite and 

Hanoverian forces. Two years earlier, Lt. Bastide 

and his colleague Lt. Dumaresq produced the 

maps of Glen Arklet during their survey and the 

plans for Inversnaid garrison on Rob Roy’s own 

lands as we shall see in another chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The site of the battle where ruins of one of 

several defensive walls thrown up by the Jacobite 

army can still be seen near the bottom of the 

steep slope. 
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Apparently, Glen Shiel is Scotland's only battle 

site with contemporary remains still visible – 

including the stone dyke enclosure where the 

Jacobite munitions were stored. The Spanish 

troops retreated up the southern slopes of the 

mountain from Glen Shiel (left). The natural 

strength of the Jacobite position, which was 

positioned on easily defendable crags in the glen, 

had been reinforced by hastily built fortifications. 

A barricade had been constructed across the 

road, and along the face of the hill on the north 

side of the river plus entrenchments had been 

thrown up. Here the main body consisting of a 

Spanish regiment was posted.  

One of the peaks on the northern side of the 

valley, Sgurr nan Spainteach (Peak of the 

Spaniards), derives its name from the 200 Spanish 

troops who fought a rear-guard action on the side 

of the defeated Jacobite rebels and who retreated 

over the peak. This peak's parent mountain is 

Sgurr na Ciste Duibhe, which means peak of the 

black chest.  

Irvine Butterfield writes that "although some 

of the coins they [the Spanish soldiers] dropped 

were later found there is no mention that they fell 

from a black chest [...] the black chest is in reality 

the deep hollow of the Allt Dearg on the south-

west slope [of Sgurr na Ciste Duibhe]."  

 

Peter Tillman’s (1684 - 1734). This is a contemporary and highly accurate depiction of the battle of Glen 

Shiel. This painting was originally mistakenly catalogued as the Battle of Killiecrankie of 1689. The people in 

the foreground are said to be Lord George Murray and Rob Roy MacGregor representing the Jacobites and 

General Joseph Wightman on the Hanoverians. The painting hangs in National Gallery of Scotland, 

Edinburgh 
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Today, Glen Shiel is famous for its scenery and 

for the five peaks known as the Five Sisters of 

Kintail as seen in this photo taken from Ratagan 

across Loch Duich. Legend has it that a local 

farmer had seven daughters, two of whom were 

wed to Irish brothers. The brothers promised to 

return with their five brothers to marry the other 

five Sisters. However, no one returned and the 

five remaining sisters agreed for a local wizard to 

transform them into peaks in order to preserve 

their beauty while they waited for the suitors.  

Just off to the left of the panorama 

photograph is Eilean Donan Castle  

Eilean Donan, or island of Donan, is named 

after the Irish Saint Donan who came to Scotland 

about 580 AD. Eilean Donan Castle is perhaps the 

most iconic and most recognizable of Scotland’s 

castles. It is strategically located where three 

great sea lochs meet – Loch Alsh, Loch Long and 

Loch Duich - and is surrounded by majestic 

scenery.  

Although Eilean Donan was first inhabited 

about the 6th century, the first fortified castle 

was built in the mid-13th century to protect 

Kintail from the Vikings who controlled much of 

the North of Scotland and the Western Isles 

between 800 and 1266. The castle has stood 

guard over the lands of Kintail since then.  

At least four different versions of the castle 

have been built and re-built as the feudal history 

of Scotland unfolded through the centuries. In 

1719 it was garrisoned by 46 Spanish soldiers who 

were involved in the Battle of Glen Shiel.  

 

The Spanish built a magazine of gunpowder, 

and were awaiting the delivery of weapons and 

cannon from Spain. When the Hanoverian 

Government caught wind of the Jacobite uprising 

they sent three heavily armed frigates to 

bombard the castle; which lasted three days, with 

little success due to its massive walls up to 14 feet 

thick. Finally, Captain Herdman commanding 

Royal Navy ship The Enterprise sent his men 

ashore and over-whelmed the Spanish defenders. 

Following surrender, the government troops 

discovered 343 barrels of gunpowder in the 

magazine - which was then used to blow up what 

had survived from the bombardment. 

 Eilean Donan lay in ruins for the best part of 

200 years until Lieutenant Colonel John MacRae-

Gilstrap bought the island in 1911 and proceeded 

to restore the castle to its former glory. After 20 

years of toil and labour the castle was re-opened 

in 1932. 

             Eilean Donan Castle at low tide 

  



                                                            Scotland Tour 2011                                    40 
 

The Clearances 

When hiking throughout the Highlands of 

Scotland, the ruins of small villages in the 

highlands and western Islands, such as Skye are 

stark reminders of the clearances of the 17
th

 & 

18
th

 centuries. Part of the clearances stemmed 

from the defeat of the Jacobites at the Battle of 

Culloden in 1745. Laws were passed aimed at the 

subjugation of the Highland clan system. Wearing 

of tartan was outlawed, written Gaelic – even the 

Gaelic Bible - was outlawed. Clan Chiefs were 

stripped of their powers to raise their own 

regiments and, themselves nearly destitute, 

struggled to hold onto their lands and had no 

obvious way to raise their incomes other than 

through ‘improvements’ on their estates and the 

raising of rents. Thus began the transformation of 

the Clan Chiefs into landlords. 

But deteriorating climate caused perennial 

crop failures. Culturally, a more lasting effect was 

the dwindling sponsorship of traditional bards and 

poets as the chiefs began to impress each other 

with lavish southern lifestyles.  

Initially it was in the interest of a clan chief to 

retain and increase the working population on his 

land, to help with a booming kelp industry -

around Skye in particular. The Kelp (seaweed) was 

used to make soap and other commodities. Many 

Chiefs, such as MacDonald of Sleat, unwittingly 

encouraged large families to subdivide their lands 

amongst their children, so that the farms could no 

longer support those living on them; instead the 

people became a source of cheap labour, 

relocating to the coast to prepare kelp. 

The kelp industry collapsed from 1822 when 

cheaper substitutes became available from Spain, 

and hill grazing for sheep became the new way for 

landlords to make money. Hence, the Highlands 

literally became a vast sheep farm, and the 

subsistence farms, which survived there for 

thousands of years, now stood in the way of 

‘progress’.  Many were forced to abandon the 

best and most fertile land to the sheep, and had 

to resettle on barren, rocky coastal strips where 

producing enough food to survive became next to 

impossible. 

Famine became widespread, especially 

following the potato blights around 1845. For 

many, voluntary emigration became the only way 

out. So every year thousands boarded ships to 

start a new life in America or Canada, with many 

dying en-route on the crowded boats. Thousands 

more were forcibly evicted and driven from their 

torched-homes, and forced to leave the country 

with virtually no possessions or preparation. By 

the late nineteenth century, inspired by the Land 

Struggle in Ireland, crofters began to fight back 

and eventually regained their birthright to 

crofting. 

Never the less, many Skye families chose to 

emigrate – and had a profound effect on  

development in their adopted countries - in Nova 

Scotia (New Scotland) for example. In 1773, Skye 

families were among those who sailed on the 

Hector to Nova Scotia. In 1830, 49 families from 

Skye sailed from Loch Broom on the Malay to 

Sidney, Nova Scotia. Ultimately hundreds of 

thousands other families from Highlands and 

Island would emigrate to a new life in far off lands 

like New Zealand and Australia.  

  

A replica of The Hector anchored at Pictou, Nova 

Scotia. The Hector was a Dutch "Boot Ship", 

designed for cargo. In July 1773 it left Loch 

Broom, north of Skye, with a load of Scottish 

emigrants bound for Pictou, Nova Scotia. 
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Compared to wild nature of the mountains, the 

grass palms in many of the west coast gardens 

give  a touch of tropical flavour. Which is not 

surprising since the weather is blessed by the 

warm waters of the Gulf Stream. The down side is 

that the district gets more rain than eastern 

Scotland, which is great for forests. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Beautiful gardens with palm trees and a monky puzzle tree and fine landscape vistas of Skye & district 
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Prior to the 1990’s, access to Skye was via a 

‘roll-on-roll off’ ferry. This was quite a pleasure on 

a dry day at any rate and by far the best way to 

view the mountains and lochs as shown in this 

photo taken about 1970.  Nowadays,  a fine 

bridge traverses the Inner Sound to Kyleakin 

connecting the Isle of Skye with Kyle of Lochalsh. 

The bridge, opened on 16 October 1995. The 

bridge cost £30 million to build and held the 

dubious distinction of Europe's most expensive 

toll bridge. The toll was removed in December 

2004 after vigorous protests from the Skye folk.                    

Skye is no stranger to Vikings – past and 

present. Viking invaders are recorded in Skye as 

early as 794 AD and over the following centuries 

Norway played a major part in Skye's history. By 

875 Norwegian settlers began arriving, fleeing 

revolution at home. They settled all through the 

islands of the north and west of Scotland and 

were soon launching raids against their former 

homeland. Norway launched retaliatory raids and 

a long period of bloody retribution followed.  

After 907 they seemed to have put aside their 

differences and a generation of Gallgaels was 

born to inter race marriages. In 1014 Skyemen 

and Norsemen are recorded as fighting alongside 

each other against the forces of Brian Boru, the 

Irish King, at the Battle of Clontarf.  

1098 saw King 'Magnus Barelegs' of Norway, 

attack and take control of the islands to quell an 

uprising in which the Norse viceroy had been 

killed. Olave the Red was appointed viceroy and 

named 'King of Isle of Man'.  

By 1263 Olave the Black, 'King of Island of 

Man and the Isles' was in control and under 

constant attack from the mainland of Scotland. He 

appealed to King Haco of Norway for help. Haco 

set sail from Bergen on 15th July with a fleet of 

120 ships intent on invading Scotland. They 

moored at the place now known as Kyleakin (Kyle 

of Haco) and were joined by the barons of the 

isles and many of the princes of the house of 

Somerled. The fleet sailed south and was 

defeated at Largs that August.  

In 1266 the treaty of Perth saw Skye become 

part of Scotland, the territory of the Lord of the 

Isles and the Viking period on Skye largely came 

to an end.  

At Tote, 8 km north-west of Portree on the 

shore of Loch Snizort, a Viking grave was 
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unearthed in the 1920’s in which a number of 

Viking artifacts were found in the grave within a 

Bronze-age cairn. There was an iron axe, wood 

and iron remains of a shield, a bronze broach, a 

whetstone, and a bone head. About a kilometer 

northeast of Skeabost Bridge is a sculptured 

Pictish standing stone - Clach Ard –about 1.3m 

high, with 3 symbols carved into its face.  

Kensaleyre stands near the end of a long tidal bay. 

Two standing stones near the shore are said to 

have been used as a cooking place by Fionn, a 

mythical hunter and warrior. TALISKER (Norse: 

Rock house). Traditionally it is the property of the 

son of the Chief MacLeod, and which gave the 

name of the world famous whisky produced 

nearby in Carbost. At FASACH (Gaelic: barren 

land) the famous pipers MacCrimmons, 

hereditary pipers of the Clan MacLeod, piping 

school from 1400 – 1800. There is still a famous 

piping school connected with the Gaelic university 

Sabhal Mòr Ostaig – Scotland’s Gaelic College is 

the only college in the world which not only 

teaches the Gaelic language, but is also 

administered using Scottish Gaelic as the primary 

language.  

  

Stereotyping has that Skye as is barren land of 

poor soils and impregnable mountains, and 

countless whisky distilleries. Grand mountains 

with fascination geology it certainly has, and even 

quaint little crofts with thatched roofs which quite 

often have been recreated by the descendants of 

Skye-folk who emigrated during the highland 

clearances. For example, there’s shieling  in the 

Cape Breton Highland National Park, erected by 

the descendants of Skye folk living at  Beautiful 

Bay  on the North shore of Cape Breton, Nova 

Scotia. Crofting is still thriving on Skye thanks in 

large part to the Scottish Crofting Foundation 

(SCF) which is the only member-led organization 

dedicated to promoting crofting and is the largest 

association of small-scale food producers in the 

UK. The SCF is a charitable company and an 

independent non-governmental organization 

which:- 

• Works to develop promote and support 

crofting livelihoods as a unique social system 

unified through small-scale    food production; 

• Represents and safeguards the interests of 

crofters, their communities, their cultural 

heritage, and their moral and legislative rights; 

• Promotes the agricultural, social and 

environmental benefits of crofting as intrinsic to 

the development and    maintenance of local rural 

economies; 

• Raises awareness of crofting through 

information provision and education; 

• Promotes diversity and economic viability 

within crofting; 

• Encourages, through training, crofting 

enterprise, skills and expertise; 

• Is led by its membership in developing 

position on policy matters and works always using 

participative    methodology; 

• Seeks the development of crofting as an 

important and valuable way of life.  
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Nowadays, crofts on Skye tend to have well-

appointed smart new houses, and well-managed 

fields. In fact, according to the Scottish Crofting 

Federation, “Crofts are an ideal place for holidays 

where you can share the wide open spaces, clear 

skies, outdoor lifestyle and natural environment 

with those who work the land and maintain the 

old traditions and culture. Couple this with local 

food production and you have the right recipe for 

a wonderful holiday. Relax, unwind and enjoy the 

scenery….. while working crofts where the owners 

work the land and keep the heritage alive. They 

will be on hand to welcome you and tell you 

where to eat well, walk, fish or whatever you 

fancy.” 

   
Top: a classic Skye croft up to about the 1920’s, Left: replica of a Skye croft in Cape Breton Highland National 

Park, Nova Scotia that was built by families at Beautiful Bay on the shore of Northern Cape Breton Island, who are 

descendants of Skye emigrants during the 17th century Highland clearances. Right: modern crofting on Skye.    

Skye has countless archaeological artifacts, 

including many sculptured standing Pictish 

standing stone and a recent discovery of 

12th century Viking ship building site from 

the c1100 with a stone built quay and canal 

at Loch n h-Airde on the Rubh Dunain 

peninsula on Skye's west coast. 
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As for whisky distilleries, 

there only one so far as this 

author is aware; i.e., the 

Talisker Distillery built by 

Hugh and Kenneth 

MacCaskill in 1830.  

 

Skye is homeland of the Clan MacLeod. This 

must be the only clan that holds its own 

parliament virtually that is similar to the ancient 

Icelandic Alþing, i.e., "a meeting or assembly for 

conference on public or national affairs". Our 

Parliament is a world gathering of MacLeods, now 

held every four years, and centered in Dunvegan, 

Isle of Skye.”  The purpose of Parliament is to 

bring MacLeods together from all over the world 

to talk about the Clan. 

The Macleods are from ancient Viking stock. 

Apparently Macleod is derived from the old Norse 

Ljótr, and Scottish Gaelic Leòd meaning ugly 

which, in turn, is Anglicization as Leod 

(prounounced ‘loud’).  

The fascinating origins of the clan can be 

traced to Leod, who was born about 1200, the son 

of Olaf the Black, King of Man and the Isles. Leod 

married the daughter and heiress of MacRaild 

about the year 1220. Through his son, Tormod, 

came the MacLeods of Harris, Dunvegan and 

Glenelg, and through his second son, Torquil, 

came the MacLeods of Lewis. 

Throughout the centuries MacLeods have 

been known for their devotion to their chief, the 

tenacity with which they have maintained the 

ancient Dunvegan castle, their appreciation of 

music and Gaelic lore, their outstanding record in 

the professions, and their loyalty to one another. 

Forests of Skye are part of the Inverness, Ross 

and Skye Forest District. Management plans place 

great emphasis on environmental, biodiversity 

and culture. There is a strong involvement with 

community groups, whereby Forestry Commission 

Scotland’s National Forest Land Scheme gives 

communities the opportunity to bid, buy or lease 

national forest land on the basis that it provides 

increased public benefits. For example, Skye’s 

Sleat Community Trust has applied to purchase 

440ha of surplus woodland at Tormore on the 

south east coast of Skye.  

The Trust aims to maximise the commercial, 

educational and biodiversity benefits from the 

woodland and also to deliver greater public 

benefit through improved access and amenity. 

The group’s plans include the continuing 

development of a recreational trail network, 

developing resources to support Gaelic education 

and developing various timber and wood fuel 

business opportunities. One of the interesting 
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A pleasant village on Skye 

cultural aspects of the Forestry Commission is 

their direct involvement in preserving and 

nurturing the Gaelic language. The Gaelic 

language is an important component of the 

cultural identity of the Highlands and is in use by a 

small but important proportion of the population. 

Many place names in the district have Gaelic  

They use Gaelic in local publications, 

interpretation boards and signs and are pro-active 

in implementing Forestry Commission Scotland´s 

Gaelic language plan. 

Another example is idea of Permaculture at 

the Rubha Phoil (Paul’s Point) Forest Garden, Eco 

Camping and Permaculture Centre.  Rubha Phoil 

Forest Garden is situated at Armadale Pier (by the 

ferry), on the beautiful Sleat peninsula, Isle of 

Skye. Rubha Phoil is where Paul MacDonald and 

his two brothers made landfall after escaping the 

massacre of Glencoe in 1692. For over 20 years 

this enchanting 16 acre woodland peninsula has 

been developed and maintained through the 

ethos and principles of permaculture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Portree, Skye 


