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The sketch is by Andrew Gibb, F.S.A. (Scot.) for 

the frontispiece of William Alexander’ ‘Notes & 

Sketches of Northern Rural Life in the 18th 

Century published in 1877 

Notes on Early Highland Farming 
The methods of tillage were very clumsy and 

primitive. The ploughs were enormous and 

unwieldy constructions which, being made of 

wood, except the coulter and share, could be 

made in a forenoon for a shilling.  

 Each plough was drawn by four or six 

meagre oxen and two horses, like shelties, or 

even by twelve oxen, - two or there, or four 

abreast. 

 (Donaldson, Agriculture of Morayshire l798.) 

“As they dragged the cumbersome plough 

along, a whole band of men attended to keep 

them going, who held the plough required to be 

strong enough to bear the shock of collision with 

"sit-fast " stones; another led the team, walking 

backwards in order to stop the cattle when the 

plough banged against a frequent boulder; a third 

went in front with a triangular spade to "mend 

the land " and fill up the hollows; and yet a fourth, 

as "gadman," was armed with a long pole with a 

sharp point to goad the lagging beasts, and was 

required to exercise his skill of loud, clear, tuneful 

whistling to stimulate them to their work.”  

The whistling gave rise to the local proverb 

“Muckle whistlin’ and little red hand.” i.e., too 

much effort and too little result. 

(Dickinson’s Treatise on Agriculture, 1765) 

“Despite the extraordinary effort of its 

excessive contingent of man & beast, the clumsy 

plough could only scratch half an acre a day, and 

poorly at that.  

The harrows, that followed were made 

entirely of wood at the cost of 7 pence and were 

held in high esteem, because farmers thought 

that harrows with iron teeth could not do as good 

a job as wooden teeth to produce a good crop. 

The collars, saddles and the harrow’s harness 

were made of straw, and the ropes made from 

hair cut from horse’s tails or from rushes “from 

which the pith had been stripped."  

(History of Galloway. Statiscal Account of 

Scotland, Gigha.) 

In some districts the harrow was dragged by 

a horse’s tail which was condemned by the Privy 

Council.  Like the plough, the harrows did a poor 

job. In fact, such a rough job of soil tillage 

prompted Lord Kames to remark that the whole 

process was more likely "to raise laughter than to 

raise soil.”  

 Gentleman Farmer, 6
th

 edition 1815, Being 

an Attempt to improve Agriculture, by subjecting 

it to the test of Rational Principles. By Lord Kames. 

Perhaps the most serious obstacle to 

progress in agriculture was the ancient Scottish 

system of run-rig where fields were divided into 

separate rigs (ridges), which were cultivated by 

different tenants. One small field might be divided 

among several tenants. A farm with a combined 

rent of £50 may have up to 15-20 or so tenants. 

The tenants and their house were clustered 

together in small villages called ‘Ferm Touns’ 

(farm towns).  A fine example is shown on Bastide 

& Dumaresq’s map from their military survey of 

Glen Arklet in 1717 which gives and excellent 

example of rigs and “Ferm Toun” of Corriearklet.  
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Each ridge had a different tenant and was 

usually between 20 to 40 feet wide and divided by 

“baulks”, i.e., spaces filled with weeds and stones 

and occasionally water and quite often naturally 

colonized by heath, herbs, whin & briar. The 

relationship between tenants was not always 

harmonious since there would inevitably be 

disagreements, sometimes violent, caused by 

encroachments, poor workmanship of particular 

neighbours, or particularly with regards to 

weeding, the time of sowing, harvesting, storage, 

and control of vermin and petty theft.   

(J.B. Robertson, Agric., Survey South 

Perthshire, 1813.) 

Naturally, such a heavy plough pulled by so 

many animals would not be useful on bogs or 

swampy ground. So in many parts of the 

highlands, farmer dragged the plough up onto 

mountains slope which had the only dry land. 

A fine example, of mountainside run rigs is 

beside the old shielings of Easter Tempur above 

Mount Dunalistair (ancient home of the Chiefs of 

Clan Robertson) at the east end of Loch Rannoch. 

This ferm toun is at 305-400m elevation along the 

North slope of Schiehallion (1084 m) and was 

used well into the 19
th

 century and probably as 

late as the early 20
th

 century.  

It could not have been an easy matter 

hauling the huge, awkward plough. This would be 

pulled by somewhat dwarfed oxen and horses 

that were poorly fed and weak by having been 

bled so often they could not get up and walk 

without the help of neighbors – known as “The 

Lifting”.    

Lairds (landowners) often had trouble 

finding good tenants willing to work the rigs at a 

nominal rent; that is, until he resorted to the 

practice of “steelbow," whereby the laird 

provided a stocking of cattle, corn, and 

implements; while the tenant was duty-bound to 

return to him articles equal in quantity and quality 

at the end of his lease, or sooner. A more 

enterprising man would become a tacksman; i.e., 

an intermediate landholder of legal and social 

status in Scottish Highland society. The "tack" 

would be on relatively easy terms, insofar as 

money or other payment was concerned and that 

the tack would be inherited by one or two 

generations of his family.  

William Alexander, Notes and Sketches of 

Northern Rural Life in the 18th Century 1877 

Less ambitious men, who scoffed at every 

innovation with the contempt which comes from 

that feeling of the sort of self-importance and 

unwillingness to adopt better practices, which 

ignorance and stupidity produce, would refuse to 

join the tacksman.  

Thus, having no lease, he had no motive to 

improve land which next year might be given to 

another man. Nor could he store hay for the 

cattle; because, the instant the harvest was over, 
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the whole ‘run’ (outfields) became open 

pasturage for the whole township. The ‘run’ was 

never drained, cultivated or limed let alone 

maintained in a fit state for forage to the degree 

that often it was literally incapable of feeding the 

people in the district. In fact, tenants were renting 

40 to 100 acres who oftentimes needed to buy 

meal for their families. 

Yet, in spite of its absurd situation, the 

people were so devoted to their " run-rig” plan, 

so that if twenty fields were allotted to twenty 

farmers, they would rather have a twentieth 

share in each of the twenty fields, than have a 

whole field to himself. The customs regarding 

times and seasons for conducting farming 

operations were of the most rigid order: 

traditions and usages had acquired a sanctity and 

force which few dared to question.  

    (William Marshall, Agriculture of Central 

Highlands 1794.)  

Everyone, believed in the traditions of the 

elders, and also a profound reverence for religion 

“The people lay at the mercy of the seasons; for if 

their oats were destroyed, and their barley 

blighted, their only two – they had nothing to live 

on, for peas, though grown, only supplied a little 

meal: a week of rain, and night of storm, a 

premature frost or snow, might reduce them to 

the point of starvation. This helplessness fostered 

in them a sense of awe and dependence on 

Providence, which gave a peculiar power to 

ministers whose voice in prayer, could stay the 

fury of the elements and dispel the withering 

“Haar” and mist over the marshy soil, and make 

the sun break forth.”  

H. G. Graham, Social life of Scotland in the 

18
th

 Century 1928  

Hence, to a large extent, religion  governed 

for days and seasons in agriculture; such that no 

farmer would yoke a plough till Candle mass, and 

many would not begin tilling until the 10th of 

March – some not until the 20th of March. Nor 

was it permissible to begin ploughing until spring, 

as the undrained soil was too wet to allow it 

earlier. On mountain slopes, winter ploughing was 

banned, because of the risk rain would wash the 

soil down into declivities. 

(John Walker, Hebrides and Highlands 1808) 

Raising goats for meat, milk, a crude woodworking 

shop and of spinning wool and many other activities 

were part of the highland farm chores.  
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Top left: ruins of shielings of an upland Ferm Toun, Top Right: a typical run-rig system that was still in the 20th century. 

Below: A section of the Map of the Highlands from William Roy’s military survey 1747-1755 in the National Library of 

Scotland, showing ferm touns with run-rigs of on the mid-slope of Schiehallion, Perthshire a current Ordnance Survey Map 

showing the ruins of the E. Tempur ‘ ferm toun’ at an elevation of 360-400m. 

National Library of Scotland 
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The consequence of these rules was that the 

gray oats were not usually sown until April, and it 

was often May before the "bigg" (a four rowed 

barley) was sown and, in many districts, it would 

be the end of May or early June before the “bere” 

was sown or, according to folklore "it was not too 

late to sow when the leaves of ash cover the 

magpie's nest.” Sowing earlier would result in the 

crop being smothered by the weeds like marigold, 

wild mustard, and thistles. Of course, sowing as 

early as a February, there was risk of crops being 

killed by the frost. Accordingly, seed was not 

sown until April 1
st

 and the result worst grain was 

carefully reserved, which did not mature till the 

autumn gales arrived. In some district even the 

harvesting techniques was governed by religion. A 

notable case is the method of winnowing. When a 

oats and barley are cut are first stooked on the 

fields to dry. Then each stook is threshed by a flail 

and winnowed by throwing it up in the air to let 

the wind separate the chaff from the seed.  

In 1710 James Meikle invented a simple 

fanning machine to do the winnowing. 

Unfortunately, religion at the time was very much 

against Meikle’s mechanical conveniences 

because “it is making Devil’s wind,” contravening 

the Scripture, which said that “The wind bloweth 

where it listeth” and took the “power oot o’ the 

hands o’ The Almichty.” This prompted H. G. 

Graham to comment that “Unfortunately, piety 

did not uproot the inveterate sluggishness of 

farmer and labourer: it seemed rather to dignify 

dirt and consecrate laziness.” 

In spite of local religious doctrines and 

outmoded customs, there were many progressive 

lairds with foresight and superior education. 

Some of them experimented with rotational 

cropping to replace the old practice of using 

successive grain crops until the reduced yield 

necessitated a year of fallow. This would entail 

liming the fields followed by planting legumes, 

although the main crops were oats and bere, 

there was increasing focus on the production of 

wheat for export – especially in the case of wheat 

grown along the River Tay which could readily be 

transported to the seagoing ships at the port in 

Perth.  

Some lairds concentrated on improving 

quality of livestock. For example, in 1660, the Earl 

of Breadalbane imported breeds of cattle and 

English breeds of sheep from England. The Earl of 

Breadalbane had around twenty English cattle at 

Finlarig, which were used to cross with the local 

cattle at Finlarig besides Killin, which, in turn, 

were used to cross with the local cattle. 

In the middle of 18
th

 century, following the 

Jacobite rebellion that ended with the Battle of 

Culloden in 1746, there was a major shift known 

as the Highland Clearances, when many tenants 

were removed from their farm and ferm touns 

deserted and much of mountains in particular 

given over to mainly sheep grazing.  However 

there were still many shielings well into the 20
th

 

century which were associated with summer 

grazing, and making milk & cheese. In fact, 

according the Scottish Natural Heritage “55% of 

Scotland's agricultural land is dedicated to sheep 

farming and mixed sheep and beef cattle in the 

uplands. These farms are characteristic of land 

that is disadvantaged in terms of agricultural 

production or Less Favoured Areas because of its 

poor soils and short growing season.”  

 In 1788, Meikle’s son Andrew Meikle and 

grandson George patented a drum threshing 

machine for threshing, shaking and winnowing 

oats – which led to combine harvester as we 

know it today.  

 


