Rambling with History on the Great Cumbrae with Friends
By
John Smith
This is a day ramble by John Smith and two friends, John Deason and Ian Anderson,
on August 3rd 2018 around the Isle of Great Cumbrae off Largs.

John Deason and Ian Anderson

Great Cumbrae
Great Cumbrae does not live up to its descriptive adjective, being only four miles long
by two wide and ten and a half miles round, its highest point being only 417 feet. It
gets its name to distinguish it from its even smaller neighbour to the south called
Little Cumbrae. Almost every one of the 1,200 or so people that live on Great
Cumbrae live in the town of Millport at the south end of the island. Great Cumbrae is
the most densely populated of all the Scottish islands. This is because of Millport.
However the emptiness and tranquillity of the rest of the island is worth enjoying.

Greater Cumbrae (Google Earth photo)

Many great people in the past have visited including Samuel Johnson in 1733.
He said
“To the south-east of Bute, separated from the Marquess’s princely home,
Mountstuart, by the main channel which the shipping follows, and from the mainland
by a narrow sound, are the Great and Little Cumbraes, whose spiritual father, the local
minister at the Cathedral in Millport, prayed for them once, as the hackneyed story
goes, with an added intercession for ‘the adjacent islands of Great Britain and
Ireland.’
“Millport and its sunny southern bay - which in stiff sou'-westers takes a mightily
different complexion - are the island’s principal features. There is no trace left of the
camp which Hakon was said to have formed on the eve of the battle of Largs in 1263.
A mile and a half across the ‘Tan’ is the Little Cumbrae with a ruined sanctuary on its
hill, a single farm, a lighthouse, and a strong old roofless tower on an islet, which
Robert II occupied, and Cromwell’s troopers burned in an hour of pique or
vengeance.”
In modern times the Little, or Wee Cumbrae was bought in 2009 by a couple of folk
wanting to set up a yoga centre
We met at the Largs Ferry terminal at about noon that Friday and enjoyed our ten
minute trip in weather well suited to a hike - overcast and not too hot

We decided to walk round to Millport going round the island anti clockwise. After the
first mile or so we reached the HMS Shearwater memorial at the north of the island

This is a memorial to two young seamen who drowned in an accident in 1844.
Unfortunately all that was found of them were the boys' caps.
In the summer of 1844 HMS Shearwater was surveying the west coast of Scotland.
Two young midshipman friends from the Shearwater, Charles Cayley and William
Jewell, borrowed a small sailing boat to amuse themselves. They were out near the
north end of Cumbrae when a strong north-east wind caught them and drove their boat
bow-first under the waves taking the boys with it. There was a thorough search for
their bodies but they could not be found.
The views to the north and east to Largs are stunning from here and we paused to take
them in.
We moved on to the west coast of the island and came on a second historical
attraction – the ‘Hush Hush’ centre.

Sitting on the Firth of Clyde it offered a clear view across the waters to the Island of
Arran. Every vessel entering or departing the Clyde must pass through this channel,
and during World War II the ‘Hush Hush’ on the west side of the island was the
centre for a listening post which monitored the passage of ships. These buildings,
which are now called Greycraigs at Eerie Port, started off as part of the Clyde defence
against submarine attack in the War. The larger building on the left contained
equipment which was used to listen for enemy vessels; the smaller one was
accommodation for the staff; and the smallest red one was the listening room (or
‘Hush Hush’ room). Using amplification devices and hydrophones they hoped to
detect submarines trying to get to the upper parts of the Clyde. The complex was
protected by a small machine-gun emplacement.
Cruise ships are now regular visitors to the port of Greenock and pass this spot,
although we did not see any of them that Friday.

The island itself geologically is made up of mainly Old Red Sandstone and you can
see this outcropping on the beautiful sandy beaches that we passed. But what a view
over to Bute and Arran!
Ian had been a constant visitor to Millport when he was a boy, spending a month of
his school holidays on the island. Our next historical attraction was what he called
‘The Apache Face’, but what the guide books called ‘The Indian Face’. This is a
carved and painted face set in the cliff and visible from the shore.

It can be seen from the road, high up on the cliffs on the stretch of road from Fintry
Bay to the ‘Hush Hush’.

This rock was painted many years ago to represent an Indian’s face. Legend has it that
the 'nose' of the rock was first painted as a guide for sailors coming into the stone jetty
at Little Skate Bay, half a mile north of the tearoom at Fintry. It is also thought that it
was first fully painted as a face by a local known as Fern Andy who used to sell ferns
on the island in the 1920s.
From there we walked on and took travellers’ rest at the tea shop at Fintry Bay. We
tried to eat our tea and scones with jam up at the umbrellas but were beaten by the
wasps that were everywhere. We scurried to the benches by the shore and the only
respite was eating quickly as close to the river as possible, where the breeze gave us
some safety. But again what a great place to enjoy!

The next part of the walk took us to the town of Millport and as we approached it I
was struck by the fine houses there were on the west side road. These would be
Victorian and Edwardian in origin. These are rivals to Greenock’s West End but with
much better views.

We also could see to the south of the island her sister island – Little Cumbrae with its
lighthouse on the west side of the island. I mentioned before Cromwell’s connection
to the island and the destruction of the castle there. In the 17th and 18th centuries the
island was one of the great food sources of the gentry on the mainland as there were
millions of rabbits breeding there, which were a constant food source for the Earl of
Glasgow and his followers who safeguarded this edible treasure.

Arran in all its finery came into view.

Ian Anderson, our companion, enjoyed his summer holidays for many years on the
island. He stayed in a flat on the top floor of this house in the centre of Millport. He
would come here with his wider family of cousins etc and just use all the amenities of
the island. He cycled, played on the beaches, punted, and played football in those long
holidays when weather was good at least for some days.

We now came to the centre of the bustling town of Millport. We could have caught
the bus here back to the ferry terminal but we wanted to take in a few more sites of
the island. We had walked about eight miles and it was getting near four hours on the
road.

Walking along the long esplanade away from the pier we noticed how many electric
scooters were in use. You could hire them for £10 per hour and as they didn’t have
any cc’s you didn’t need a licence so children, mums and grandpas were riding them.
Across the bay we could see where all three of us had got to know each other
(although Ian and I went to school together in Port Glasgow, John came from Barrow
in Furness) and that was the Hunterston A nuclear power station where John still
works or as he says ‘is employed at’.

Hunterston B on the left and Hunterston A on the right

A house was brought to my notice by Ian (I would have missed it.) and that was the
Wedge. Seen in the photograph this is the narrowest house in the world. It measures
just 47 inches wide and was nicknamed for its unique shape. You may be able to buy
it but the owners want £85,000 for it. No special furniture is needed, apparently, to fit
the house except, perhaps, narrower chairs.

Further on there is Garrison House, Millport.

This used to be the accommodation for the Custom Officers who manned the King’s
cutters to fight smuggling in the 18th century and eventually became a house of the
Earl of Glasgow. During the 19th century when press gangs were a common peril of
seamen, Port Glasgow and Greenock seamen used to disembark at Cumbrae and cross
overland to their homes so as to miss the press gangs at the Tail of the Bank. I am sure
they had clever ways to avoid the Millport Customs Officers and got home safely.
The refurbished Garrison building now houses a library and coffee shop. The building
also incorporates a new museum which we did not have time to visit
Now we had seen some of Millport we decided to get the bus back to the ferry so we
could be in time to have a nice tea in Largs before we went home. This was when we
had an exciting episode. There were about seven or eight of us waiting for the bus
from the Millport pier when the bus turned up with the sound of a riot coming out the
open windows. The doors opened and in the single decker bus there were twenty or so
16 to 18 years old lads and lassies causing an uproar on a very crowded bus.

We as new passengers, with our bus passes, tried to board. We couldn’t do it because
the bus driver had wound down his side window and was talking to a policeman in a
patrol car parked alongside the bus. Out gets the policeman. We new passengers were
ushered off the bus and the policeman proceeds to read the riot act to these twenty or
so young, and some very drunk, people. Calmness prevailed somewhat and we
boarded and rode back to the ferry with our policeman following behind in his squad
car and the saner youths and lassies trying to quell the shouts and outbursts by
shushing on the way.
We reached the ferry, which was waiting and boarded with the young people, watched
by the policeman. One policeman then came on board with us and escorted us to
Largs: there was not problem on board. It appears this was a crowd of young folk who
had come to Largs by train for the day and the police were now ensuring they left
Largs at least under some control.
In Largs we went to our favourite eating place – Nardini’s.

This was always a great meeting place, where one could enjoy macaroon bars and ice
cream. John had parked there for the last four hours at least and when we asked why
he said “Well, I am a customer, amn’t I? I just parked a bit early!!” We three
demolished three lovely fish and chips (Pensioners’ prices!) and mulled over a very
nice outing. As a parting gift John gave Ian and me tomatoes from his greenhouse and
I gave them a copy of a new local book. Where will we go next? Dundonald Highland
Games (where John lives) is on the radar.

