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I l l 

TUESDAY, 25th SEPTEMBER 1934. 

A meeting of the Club was held this 
evening, the president, Sheriff J . W. 
More, in the chair. The business was to 
hear a paper by Mr Wm. Barclay, Banff, 
on what was described as An Unfamiliar 
Land, the territory spoken of being the 
western and north-western area of the 
County of Sutherland. 

I N N O R T H - W E S T S U T H E R L A N D . 
Mr Barclay said before proceeding with 

the paper, he would like to introduce the 
subject, so that something of its essential 
na ture might be appreciated, with a few 
general remarks concerning that large 
territory of west and north - west 
Sutherland the only internal means 
of communication with which is by 
road. The most westerly point reached 
by the railway is Lairg and to the 
west and north of that village there is an 
area of hundreds of thousands of acres that 
can be reached only by the comparatively 
few highways that penetrate into legions 
tha t are everywhere dominated by moun-
tains and in which the other leading fea-
tures of the landscape are found in lochs 
and moors. In this respect the county has 
a distinctive place that is shared in the 
same proportion by no other in Scotland. 
With the exception of a narrow plain along 
the east coast, various stretches of low 
ground on the west coast, and the low 
grounds adjoining the rivers and inland 
lochs, the surface consists chiefly of a suc-
cession of irregular elevations of from 500 
to over 3000 feet m height, Ben More 
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Assynt rising to a height of 3280 feet. I n 
the mat ter of size i t is a great county. I t 
extends to 1,297,714 acres or nearly 2030 
square miles I t is forty-two thousand, 
acres larger than Aberdeenshire and i t is 
a good deal more t h a n three times the size 
of Banffshire. I t s At lant ic coasts are 
deeply indented by sea lochs and large 
par t s of them are bold and rock-bound, 
reaching at Cape W r a t h a height of 523 
feet. Mountains are never ou t of sight. 
There are more t h a n three hundred lochs 
and tarns, the largest, Loch Shin, 21 miles 
in length, one of the most at t ract ive of 
them, Loch Assynt. Coal is mined a t 
Brora and a find of gold at Ki ldonan in 
1868 caused for a t ime a rush of "d iggers ." 
The to ta l percentage of cul t ivated area of 
the huge terr i tory of the county is only 
2.9 of the whole. For i ts size the number 
of i t s live stock and even of i t s sheep are 
limited, b u t i ts deer forests, g r o u s e moors, 
and fishings, especially of t rout , a t t rac t 
sportsmen from all pa r t s of t he kingdom, 
and there are within i ts area a t least 
eighteen well appointed hotels which find 
their chief, practically the i r sole support , 
f rom people in t h e south who go out in the 
forests, the moors, on the lochs. Of beau-
t i fu l shooting lodges there are quite a 
number. The climate varies much, also 
the ra infa l l , which increases westward 
from 32 to 60 inches ; pa lm t rees grow in 
the open on the salubrious west coas t ; on. 
the nor th there is the stormy Pen t l and 
Fir th , on the east t he of ten unkindly-
North Sea. The populat ion i s relatively 
the smallest of any county in Scotland, 
and gives one person for every 100 acres, 
so tha t of elbow room the re is sufficient 
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a n d to spare. The essential character of 
t h e county and the extent of its na tura l 
resources may be brought out by a few 
figures in which comparison is made with 
the slightly smaller county of Aberdeen 
and the much smaller county of Banff. 

Sutherland—Population 16,101; area 
1,297,714 acres; density of population—one 
person per 100 acres. 

Aberdeenshire, ex city.—Population 
145,601; area 1,255,652 acres; density of 
population—12 persons per 100 acres. 

Banffshire.—Population 54,907; area 403,053 
acres; density of population—14 persons 
per 100 acres. 

I n the Banffshire parishes of Kirkmichael 
and Cabrach the average is only one per-
son per 100 acres. I n the whole great 
county of Suther land the density of popu-
lat ion is similar. The arable land in the 
th ree counties includes these areas in acres 
and these live stock in numbers— 

Suth. Aberdeen. Banff. 
Barley 130 5,781 3,521 
Oats 6,399 174,856 44,872 
Potatoes 975 8,096 1,762 
Turnips 2,310 74,226 17,911 

Rot. Grass 4,503 54,071 11,030 
Per. grass 1,787 1,880 467 
Cattle 8.375 173,088 41,317 
Sheep 211,700 429,432 117,150 
Figures of t he kind help to i l luminate and 
expla in the physical character of the 
county with which the paper deals. 
I t is a county of wide vistas, of large dis-
tances and of difficult travel. I n its north-
western par ts , beref t of all communication 
by railway, and traversed to a considerable 
ex ten t by narrow roads where one-way 
traffic is enforced by na tu ra l and material 
conditions, i t constitutes for many a large 
unfami l i a r land. 
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Probably for very many of us one of the-
most unfami l i a r areas of our own land is 
to be found in t h a t great stretch of country 
tha t extends f rom Lai rg west and nor th to 
Lochinver and Scourie, Cape W r a t h , Dur-
ness, and Tongue, relatively a vast terri-
tory in itself, entirely devoid of railway 
communications and embracing wi th in i ts 
limits typical High land scenery tha t in i ts 
magnitude is greater t h a n is to be found 
in any other p a r t of these Islands. Banff-
shire has its own mountainous region, the 
hills of Aberdeenshire are f ami l i a r to all 
of us, but both these counties have wealthy 
assets in large t rac ts of arable land the 
cultivation of which provides employment 
for a very considerable number of people. 
I n Suther land i t is very different. Com-
pared with i ts total area the extent of 
arable land is infinitesimal. Pract ica l ly 
the whole county is a mass of hills and 
lochs, heather and rocks t h a t bid defiance 
to the profitable use of the ploughshare, 
even where its work is a possibility, and 
tha t occurs only a t long intervals. I n i ts 
boldness of n a t u r a l outline,, in t he rugged 
hardness of i ts mater ia l features, and in 
its large area, i t has a place in the North 
of Scotland t h a t is dist inctly i ts own. 
F rom its moors, i t s deer forests, i t s lochs 
and i ts rivers i t is one of t he leading 
counties in the kingdom in the sphere of 
sport, while i ts ancient county town of 
Dornoch, with i ts unr ival led expanse of 
links, enjoys a reputa t ion in golfing circles 
tha t is equalled by very few places indeed. 

The reason for an absence of in t imate 
knowledge of the extensive te r r i tory tha t 
has its th i the r l imits a t t he Minch and 
the Pen t l and F i r t h will become plain to 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



115 

those who on a map have regard to its 
physical features and these naturally im-
press themselves in a more emphatic way 
on all who have sought to invade those 
rugged fastnesses of North-West Sutherland 
that would seem not only to put familiarity 
at defiance but even to challenge approach. 
Take away a comparatively narrow strip 
of fertile iand on the east coast from Bonar 
Bridge to Helmsdale and a somewhat wider 
strip on the west coast from Lochinver 
northwards and there is left for the most 
par t a succession of mountains and lochs, 
of far-flung moors, of mighty rocks of every 
fantastic shape, of deer forests whose ter-
ritories are measured in ten of thousands 
of acres, that, however they may meet with 
the hearty approval of sportsmen, pro-
claim tha t here there exist material con-
ditions tha t make it a land apart. I t is 
pre-eminently marked out as the territory 
of tho deer forest and the grouse moor, the 
salmon river and the trout loch; the arable 
acreage is small, and the hinterland is de-
voted, so f a r as is found practicable, to 
sheep farming, which is cultivated on an 
extensive scale, but beyond that nothing 
more profitable than deer and grouse can 
find subsistence. The whole interior is a 
Mast waste of hills and moors, treeless and 
practically uninhabited. Between the nar-
row roads tha t intersect a few of tho glens 
are great tracts of mountain land that may 
be explored conveniently only by aero-
plane. Make a circle of the horizon and 
you see around only a huge expanse of 
mountain and loch, of heather, bracken 
and boulders tha t give emphasis to the 
area as tho most extensive in the kingdom 
in which conditions of a similar kind are to 
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be found . A p a r t f r o m t h e sma l l towns on the 
eas t coast t h e r e a r e i n t h i s ex tens ive county 
only places of h u m a n h a b i t a t i o n t h a t 
a r e the meres t hamle t9 , mos t of t h e m l i t t l e 
c rof t ing a reas t h a t s t r e t c h a long a hi l l -
side t o which a n a m e o n the m a p h a s been 
given. T h e t o t a l pe rcen tage of cul t ivable 
a rea is only 2.9 per cent of t h e whole, i n 
sp i te of costly r ec l ama t ions t h a t were car-
r ied on by t h e 3 rd D u k e of S u t h e r l a n d , so 
costly, indeed, i t is o n record t h a t d u r i n g 
1853-82 t h e e x p e n d i t u r e on these estates 
exceeded t h e income der ived f r o m t h e m by 
n e a r l y a q u a r t e r of a m i l l i on stg. 

One Inhabi tant per 100 Acres. 
With only one inhabi tant on the average to 

each 100 acres of its great terr i tory, Sutherland 
is the most sparsely populated county in the 
British Isles. In the county of Banff there is 
a population of 14 to the 100 acres; in Aber-
deenshire there a re 12 persons per 100 acres, 
and in all Scotland the density of population 
is 25 to the 100 acres. In Sutherland it is one, 
so tha t of elbow room there is space abundant 
and to spare. And the population a t the same 
time is not increasing. In 1911 i t numbered 
20,179; in 1921 it had fallen to 17,802, and in 
1931 there was another decrease to 16,101. From 
Lairg to Cape Wrath, a distance of over fifty 
miles as the crow flies, the country can hardly 
escape the description tha t has been given to it 
of a desolate wilderness. Go to the top of Ben 
More Assynt, which rises to a height of 3280 
feet—and the climb will certainly be found no 
easy one—you see in every direction miles upon 
miles of country destitute of any sign of 
human habitat ion. In some mountain corrie 
a few sheep may perchance be visible; other-
wise there come into view only far-flung moor-
lands that , save in the short season of the 
heather, appear all the more dreary owing to 
the lack of trees and of variety in the plant 
life; lochs of every size up to more than a 
score of miles in length; rivers t h a t have won 
fame among the anglers of the kingdom, and 
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massive pyramids of rock that help to em-
phasise the rugged character of everything 
tha t comes within range of the eye. This great 
county covers an area of 2028 square miles. If 
you exclude inland water its territory extends 
to not much short of 1,300,000 acres, and its 
remarkable character finds illustration in the 
fu r the r fac t t h a t of t h a t huge area two-thirds 
consist of mountain and heathland used for 
grazing and nearly one-third of deer forest. 
The arable a rea is about 23,000 acres, while 
inland waters cover an area of almost 48,000 
acres. The whole county is somewhat larger 
than Aberdeenshire, but Sutherland possesses 
only four per cent, of the extent of arable land 
in the southern shire, a vivid contrast tha t 
brings ou t in a n intimate way the essential 
economic character of this unfamiliar region. 
All the distances are on a large scale, and all 
their long and weary miles have to be tra-
versed by road, for Lairg is the most westerly 
point t ha t is touched by the railway, and a 
glance a t the map will show the vast area that 
intervenes between i t and the Minch to the 
west, and the Pentland Firth to the north. 
Draw a diagonal line from Cape Wrath to 
Dornoch and you will find that it measures 

miles long. By how much more it is in-
creased by the windings of roadways is a 
mat ter t ha t may be left to the inquiry of the 
curious. 

Helmsdale, Brora, Golspie and Dornoch, par-
ticularly the last, are all county administra-
tive centres in one form or another or are 
more or less seats of established industries if, 
as they are, on a necessarily small scale, but 
for a variety of practical affairs it is the 
small village of Lairg tha t takes the most im-
por tan t place of all, aided thereto by its situ-
ation on the railway system and from the cir-
cumstance tha t it forms the centre of the 
Sutherland road system. The village is a 
couple of miles from the railway station, for 
the railway line here seeks a valley beyond 
t h a t in which the village lies for its continua-
t ion to Rogart, the Mound, and the North. 
I t is now the property of Sir Edgar Horne, 
who occupies in the short Scottish season of 
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late summer the residence of Lairg Lodge, one 
of the considerable number of beautiful man-
sion houses or shooting lodges t h a t a r e to be 
found throughout a county tha t for a few-
weeks is year by year one of the head-
quarters of sporting interests in Great Britain. 
Lairg is built around the southern shores of the 
twenty-one miles long Loch Shin, there issuing 
from it here the fine fishing stream of the Shin 
which finds its end a t the top of the Dornoch 
Firth at Bonar Bridge. 

In Lairg. 
The village is lit by electricity, with which; 

its every dwelling appears to be supplied, 
while for long stretches inland, poles with 
electric wires traverse hill and moor to supply 
light, and power if need be, although for the 
latter it is not used to any extent, to those 
numerous isolated crofts whose small culti-
vated areas come to the eye with a sense of 
refreshment f rom the wastes of heather and 
hill. The expense of such an extensive instal-
lation must have been large, and one has the 
feeling, whether it be the case or not, tha t a 
good deal of the dividend for the private own-
ing company must be taken out in the form 
of philanthropy. With a population of only 
about 400, the village has a t the same time a 
hotel of the highest class, one of those fine 
hotels t ha t are found in these wilds in a 
variety of directions and tha t are usually filled 
to overflowing with anglers and others during 
the fishing seasons. The great loch provides 
boating facilities of a high order and among 
the skiffs that are to be found on its waters 
here is one tha t in its former stage of exist-
ence was a lifeboat, was purchased for pleas-
ure purposes, transported here, and fitted with-

motor engines. 
If even the most modest recreations of a 

Sunday be unknown and, indeed, be sternly 
frowned upon, there is a t least one approved 
way of spending the Sabbath hours. For there 
is a variety of Presbyterian churches from 
which choice may be made, and, as is the 
case throughout most of these northern and 
western regions, it is not the Church of Scot-
land tha t has by any means the largest fol 
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lowing. In this little place there are four 
Presbyterian churches, and the handful of 
people that as a rule is to be found in the 
National Church is an illustration merely of 
an experience tha t is fa r from being uncommon. 
A few retired people have taken up residence 
in this physically attractive spot among the 
moors; the motoring industry engages a good 
few workmen, there is a blacksmith, a. baker, 
a butcher, a. general merchant, a bank, a 
reading room, a tobacconist newspaper and 
sweets shop, and the customary accompani-
ments of a small rural community, the village 
population being largely increased of a Satur-
day evening for amusement and to hear the 
clash of the countryside and of a Sunday for 
worship from the adjoining crofting areas. The 
staff of the school includes science and lang-
uage teachers; from outlying parts motor buses 
take children to it of a morning, while in the 
more isolated parts of the north-west, youthful 
teachers are employed in the interests of the 
children of two or three families of shepherds 
and men of similarly lonely associations who 
a r e removed f a r from any centre, however 
small. 

The provision of pastimes has not been for-
got. There is a golf course, but it was cropped 
some years ago and it does not seem to have 
returned to its intended use. The young people 
have formed a Tennis Club and have gay con-
tests with players from similar small commun-
ities in the county, thinking little of a run of 
20 to 30 miles for a match. There is a virile 
Bowling Club whose members went the other 
day to Thurso and gave the men of Caithness 
a sound beating. In the vicinity of the green 
is the curling pond, and between the two there 
has considerately been placed the village dump 
so tha t its odours and amenities may be en-
joyed equally by players both in summer and 
winter. On occasion there is a dance in the 
little ha l l ; one tha t was held the other evening 
was a topic of conversation for quite a while. 
One afternoon of late there were no fewer than 
a couple of weddings, and the expenditure of 
confetti was assuredly on no small scale. On 
occasion there is a little t r ip to Tain for "the 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



120 

pictures." On bright and sunny days, with the 
loch in front of them, presenting a scene of 
shimmering waters, and the hills all around 
ablaze with the purple flame of the heather 
bell, life may well pass pleasantly and joy-
ously, and no doubt, when the winds of winter 
a r e heard sighing among the fir trees in the 
little wood a t the ascent of the road t h a t goes 
north by the way of Rogart and the loch ap-
pears dark and grumly. ways a re discovered 
of passing the long evenings in a way t h a t is 
equally agreeable. The fine war memorial of 
the parish is on the road by the south end of 
Loch Shin. I t is a beautiful example of the 
fullest and advantageous use being made of 
striking natural surroundings to bring out 
appropriate scenic characteristics of the High-
lands. Among the names upon i t a re those of 
five sons and two daughters lost in the war 
and in war service, the seven children of a 
widow in the village, now herself dead. I t is 
one of the most poignant of family war 
bereavements of which the writer has know-
ledge. 

Cattle-breeding in these north-western parts 
is engaged in on a limited scale. Some nice 
cows are to be seen and young commercial 
stock are robust and well fleshed, as they may 
well be in the healthy and na tu ra l conditions 
in which they are fostered on these small hill-
side holdings. But it is sheep tha t a r e the 
chief asset of all the pastoral interests of the 
county, for if Sutherland has only one per-
son to each of its hundred acres as contrasted 
with Scotland's 25, its sheep a re numbered by 
the hundred thousand, and Lairg, due to its 
road facilities, is the centre of the marketing 
industry of these for all the extensive north-
western areas of the county. At the earliest 
of the lamb sales of the present season a t 
Lairg Messrs Macdonald, Fraser & Co. had an 
offering of twenty-eight thousand head, and it 
is the case tha t prices realised here are re-
garded throughout the industry as an 
influential illustration of the trend of 
the national t rade in this department 
of business. The sale of weaned calves is a 
very considerable item in the business of the 
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crofter and that class of stock from Sutherland 
enjoys a large reputation among those south-
ern feeders into whose hands they go. Sheep 
and catt le suggest dogs, and of these there 
seem to be a n inordinate number. There is a t 
least one croft where the pedestrian may be 
greeted by three of them. There are import-
ant county products other than sheep a n d 
these take the form in the main of deer, 
grouse, and river and loch fish. There are 
walks iu al l directions—on the roads, u p 
the hills from which one is never away, or 
over the moors tha t are on every hand. One 
of them is found up the ascent in the way of 
Rogart, with little save hills and heather all 
the way. Between the two railway stations 
of Lairg and Rogart there is a distance of 
about nine miles and the going is stiff in either 
direction. A couple of sign posts mark the 
summit, and they provide the information 
that the railway here is 488 feet above sea 
level, tha t iu one direction the immediate 
gradient is 1 iu 80 and in the other 1 in 70. 
Here, for miles on end, the road may be tra-
versed with scarcely a house coming into view. 
The hills all around are given over to sheep 
and game and of both of these an abundance 
is seen. 

A Journey North and West. 
Lairg, as has been said, is the centre of the 

road system of the county, and one of the sights 
of the early afternoon is the departure of t he 
red-painted motor conveyances tha t convey the 
mails and a strictly limited number of pass-
engers to f a r away destinations in the west 
and north—to Lochinver, to Scourie, to Durness 
and to Tongue, forty, fifty and more miles 
away, all of them by ways tha t are fa r re-
moved from the beaten track of the ordinary 
tourist. The road to Tongue branches off iu 
a couple of miles from Lairg. With its thriv-
ing plantations and lovely bay and small culti-
vated fields it comes with a sense of refresh-
ment to the eye af ter travelling over many 
miles through these extensive and rugged 
wilds. The bay is timber-clad almost to the 
water's edge and, over the whole, the precipit-
ous sides of mighty Ben Loyal stand guard. 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



122 

while the appreciative eye takes cognisance 
also of the rocky outline of the headlands on 
the mainland as well as on the islands a t the 
mouth of the Kyle. I t is a great angling 
centre, and here are provided facilities for 
salmon, sea trout and brown trout fishing on 
a large variety of lochs. From the higher view-
points vision takes in more than one hundred 
lochs. Eastward of Tongue the narrow, tortu-
ous roadway along the shores of the Pentland 
Firth runs to Thurso. On the road from Lairg 
to Tongue and in its continuation east to 
Caithness there are passed moorland miles on 
end in which not a house is to he seen. I t was 
a minister of Tongue who wrote, presumably 
in commendation of his parishioners, t ha t "At 
funerals, when the persons present are not in-
flamed with liquor there is a profound silence 
generally observed"! And he explains further , 
in connection with the carrying of remains to 
the churchyard, that "the mourners are drawn 
up in rank and file by an old sergeant or 
some veteran who has been in the Army who 
attends to maintain order and give the word 
of relief to the carriers." I t is to be hoped 
that the "old sergeant" was one of those who 
contrived to keep sober! 

One of the most picturesque of all the jour-
neys from Lairg is the 45-mile run to Scourie, 
on the west coast, through scenery tha t is 
highly typical of all these regions. The first 
21 miles is by the northern shore of Loch Shin, 
passing thence into a wilderness of lochs and 
lochans, hills and mountains, some of them 
heather-clad, others of them rock to the sum-
mit, a land in which you go for miles on end 
without a sign of human habitation. After 
Loch Shin you skirt the smaller Loch Ghriam, 
then Loch Merkland, next the long and beauti-
ful Loch More, on the south side of which 
stands the chief shooting box of several in the 
county that are occupied by the Duke of West-
minster; the loch is a beautiful expanse of 
open water, with sandy and shingly shores, 
set in an encircling ring with hills over which 
to the east towers Ben Hee to a height of 2900 
feet Finally you pass Loch Stack over which 
presides the huge conical peak of Ben Stack 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



123 

which rises to a height of about 2400 feet, and 
whose unusual shape marks it out distinctively 
f rom all the mighty neighbours by which it is 
surrounded. The salmon and trout angling on 
Loch Stack has been said to be unequalled in 
the county, and here, as is all too evident, 
there is barely room for the road between its 
waters on one side and the mountain on the 
other; to the north-east stretches the famous 

Reay Forest, where about three hundred stags 
a r e killed annually. 

That takes you to Laxford Bridge, where 
branches off the further long road to Durness, 
where you come almost into speaking terms 
with Cape Wrath. To the left the way con-
tinues to Scourie, where you will find a fine 
hotel, a Post Office, a little shop, a small pier, 
and the face of the hills dotted over with the 
white-washed houses of crofters who struggle 
for a livelihood among small arable fields that 

present an agreeable contrast to these stupend-
ous hills of rock where, and in all the area 
around, the natural vegetation consists for the 
most par t of heather, coarse grasses, cotton 
grass and deer's hair moss. On the first day 
of the present month, despite undoubted ad-
vantages of climate tha t are enjoyed here, the 
narrow strips of oats were still green as kail, 
and, here by scythe, there by reaper, a good 
hay crop was being cut. For here the climate 
is altogether different from tha t of the eastern 
districts of the county. There is a mild hum-
idity with balmy Atlantic breezes, and when the 
vapour-laden winds from the Western Ocean 
become cooled from striking these hills and 
the vapour condenses into rain they produce 
an average annual rainfall of 60 inches, com-
pared with 32 inches in the south-eastern area 
of the county. In these western districts rain 
falls on an average on two hundred days in 
the year and such a delightful spot as the 
hotel garden shows what can be produced by a 
condition of the kind, the climate encouraging 
the cultivation even of palm trees, a curious 
thing perhaps to cay of a region that is akin 
and is adjacent to traditionally wild and 
stormy Cape Wrath. Here, too, is one of the 
famous angling headquarters of the county, 
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for connected with the hotel are the fishing 
rights on a hundred lochs, and in such a news-
paper as the "Scotsman" you find the angling; 
results here, a t Tongue, and elsewhere, regu-
larly reported in the season. The halls of all 
these fine and magnificently appointed hotels-
are decorated with models of some of the finest 
specimens that have been caught in their re-
spective waters. We happened to see a list of 
eighteen angling hotels all situated in the 
county and each of them the home of sports-
men from the south; the longest distances from 
Lairg were 59 miles to Forsinard and 57 miles 
to Melvich. 

The hotel, the shop, and the Post Office are 
the central points of the hamlet, and on either 
side are the white houses of the little crofts, 
sheltered from northern blasts by the great 
hills around. To reach the open waters of the 

Minch you go by way of one of these lines of 
crofts, scramble a few hundred yards over 
rock and boulders and morass, and, if t h e 
atmosphere be fair when you look across 
waters that are now shimmering and hazy in' 
the summer sun you may be fortunate enough 
to pick up the hills of Lewis. Just off Scourie. 
and transported thither by boat, you come to 
the little island of Handa, famed for the 
magnificence of its cliffs which swarm with sea-
fowl—here are thousands of guillemots, razor-
bills, puffins, rock-pigeons, cormorants, &c.. a 
scene that forms one of the most popular 
picture post-cards to be had in the hamlet. 
It is one of the great breeding places of sea 
birds of the North. 

Near Cape Wrath. 
Turning northwards from Laxford Bridge 

you are on the road to Durness by way of 
wild and rocky scenery that is almost awesome 
in its rugged and stupendous outline. At some 
points you may see or may be told of some 
small communities that would appear to be al-
most as isolated as though they were, say, in, 
the Sahara. On one of the inlets of Loch Lax-
ford, for instance, is the township of Ardmore. 
surely one of the most inaccessible places of 
habitation in the kingdom. There is no vestige 
of a track leading to it from the road. I ts 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



125 

supplies are brought by boat and carried up-
a winding path on the face of the steep rocky 
slope on which the houses are perched. So 
remote and so isolated is it t ha t one may hea r 
the allegation put forward in sober language 
tha t some of the inhabitants have not seen a 
horse in all their lives. Durness itself is an-
other great angling centre, and in the neigh-
bourhood, in the letting powers of the hotel,, 
there a re fishings and shootings that cover 
more than th i r ty thousand acres. If individual 
taste do not run in such directions there is 
a t hand the picturesque ruin of the old church 
of Durness, erected in 1619, and still having its 
circular font which is one of the few pre-Re-
formation relics in the county. In a recess in 
one of the walls is the tomb of a scion of the 
House of Mackay who lies under a stone in; 
which is inscribed 
Donald Makmurchov hier lyis lo 
Vas il to his freind, var to his fo 
Trve to his maister in veird and vo. 1623. 
A striking epitaph, it will he agreed, in all 
conscience. Not a few years have passed since 
a minister of Durness wrote that "I t would 
contribute greatly to the safe navigation of 
vessels upon these coasts if a light-house was 
erected upon Cape Wrath." The clergyman's 
aspiration was satisfied in 1828, and the light-
house, whose light is seen 27 miles off, marks 
the 69th mile from Lairg. Such are distances 
in the county of Sutherland 

Another long distance journey from Lairg 
tha t is undertaken daily is to Lochinver, the 
longest perhaps of all these daily trips, and 
by way of which are quite a number of shoot-
ing lodges situated in an area tha t is famous 
for its deer and grouse. One of the attractions 
of the route is lovely Loch Assynt. On a 
small promontory on its north-east shore your 
eye will be directed to the ruins of Ardvreck 
Castle, the ancient stronghold of the Macleods 
of Assynt, whither in 1650 was brought as a 
prisoner the great Marquis of Montrose there 
to begin his via dolorosa tha t was to end on 
the scaffold a t Edinburgh. The Laird of 
Assynt was a certain Neil Macleod, a member 
of a sept with a dark record for deeds of 
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blood. Montrose was brought to Ardvreck, the 
shell of which you see yonder by the side of 
the loch, and the name of Macleod lives in 
Scottish history with tha t of Sir John Men-
teith, who betrayed Wallace. He made little 
by his infamy. After the Restoration he was 
frequently in jail and was twice tried for his 
life. His castle was burned and his family, 
as if under a curse, soon withered put of 
existence. He was awarded £25,000 Sc. (£1360) 
for his services of which £20,000 were to be 
paid in coin and the rest in oatmeal. I t does 
not appear that he ever got the money, but the 
receipts for the meal exist and Highland tradi-
tion is positive that two-thirds of it was sour— 

"Death-wrapping to thee, base one! 
Ill didst thou sell the righteous, 
For the meal of Leith 
And two-thirds of it sour!" 

—as is Sheriff Nicolson's translation of one of 
Ian Lom's Gaelic verses on the miserable 
tragedy. 

The Loch of Assynt on the north-eastern 
promontory of which are these ruins upon 
which the eye gazes and to the tragic history 
of which the mind ever reverts, is far from 
being the largest fresh water loch of the 
county, but it is one of the most beautiful, and 
all around it one looks on scenery that is en-
tirely typical of Sutherland. To its north, 
east and south there rise four mountains 
ranging in height from the 2400 feet of Suilven 
to the 3280 feet of Ben More, and lochs, lochans, 
and moors are all around. One who published 
a book the other day, "In the Tracks of Mon-
trose," Miss I. F. Grant, gives a vivid descrip-
tion of what she saw here and it may be used 
to emphasise the nature of the narrative tha t 
has already been given. She says that in ap-
proaching Assynt, 

"We came to a type of country that has no 
parallel in Scotland. For miles the land sur-
face has been scraped and planed during eens 
of time into a country of flattened ridges and 
shallow hollows, put from this terrifically 
scoured land, shoot up the enormous rocky 
pinnacles of Canisp, Suilven and Coulmore. 
Their sides are almost as smooth and fa r 
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steeper than those of any pyramid. One stares 
a t these fantastic hills, and the mind reels at 
the thought of the age-long activities of 
natural forces tha t did not fling up these 
strange, great stacks of rock in some fearful 
volcanic eruption, but denuded the surround-
ing country and left these fragments of a 
harder stone standing up to show where once 
was the level of the surface of the land. For 
miles of steady, rather monotonous driving, 
we watched the contours of these strange hills 
and saw few living creatures" . . . except 
sheep. 

That is another picture of Sutherland in 
miniature. 

The Roads. 
From distances that have been mentioned 

and from the size of the county, despite the 
extensive absorption of its area in mountain, 
loch and moor, it will be gathered that there 
is administered a very considerable mileage of 
roads, although when compared with say Aber-
deenshire, to which in size it approximates, it 
is relatively very small. But one who re-
cognises the rigours of local conditions in 
population, valuation and arable area, may 
readily understand and excuse the fact. The 
t ru th is that previous to so comparatively re-
cent a year as 1807 there were absolutely no 
roads in Sutherland and no bridges save one 
a t Brora. There was a horse track along the 
sea shore from the Meikle Ferry to the Ord 
and there were a few horse tracks between 

east and west, but no wheeled vehicles were 
in use in any part of the county. The access 
to it from the south was mainly by sea and 
droves of lean cattle swam the ferries on their 
way to southern trysts. A minister of Assynt 
wrote that his parish, one of the largest in all 
Scotland—he himself seems to have been uncer 
ta in of its extent, remarking that "there is 
no saying but this parish may be found 100 
English miles in circumference"—consisted of 
""lofty mountains, high hills, stupendous rocks, 
threatening precipices" without roads or 
bridges—"there are no bridges in the 30 com-
puted miles between Dornoch and Assynt." 
The worthy man then put it on record that the 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



128 

means by which the situation of the inhabit-
ants and parish might be meliorated were— 
good roads and decent inns. His neighbour in 
Durness represented that "no roads have yet 
been made through this great track of 
country." The minister of the extensive parish, 
of Eddrachillis, of which Scourie is a part , de-
clared that "the more inland parts which con-
stitutes Lord Reay's deer forest a re nothing 
but a vast group of dreadful mountains with 
their summits piercing the clouds and very 
narrow vallies whose declivities are so rugged, 
and steep as to be dangerous to travellers not" 
furnished with guides. Travelling is difficult 
and disagreeable, there being no roads but 
such as the feet of men and cattle have made." 
I t was the same worthy gentleman who wrote 
that "In times of a great herring fishing there 
is a rise in the church collections, for many 
of the fishers attend public worship but often 
for information where the fish abound most 
than on account of devotion"! The minister 
of Lairg recorded the fact that in tha t parish, 
24 miles long and about eight miles broad, not 
l-20th part of the soil consisted of arable land; 
and in Tongue, "which is in circuit about 60 
miles," there were also no roads, but "a stup-
endous scenery of rocks piled one upon an-
other." 

Thus in a day which, relatively, is not dis-
tant, there was no road and there was no 
bridge in all the two thousand square miles 
of the county of Sutherland. Better days were, 
happily, looming ahead. In the second decade 
of the 19th century, there was constructed the 
Sutherland portion of the road from Inverness 
to Thurso, a great scheme that found its en-
gineer in Thomas Telford, of whom we have 
all been reading of late in connection with the 
centenary of his death. Within twenty years 
from then over 400 miles of roads were con-
structed throughout the county, including 
those to Scourie, Durness, Tongue and Rogart 
that have been mentioned. The roads now in 
use are as a rule quite good on the surface, 
although here, as in most parts, deficiencies 
are to be discovered, but they make quite good 
running if negotiated with care a t a reason-
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able speed—to "let her out" is for the driver 
of a motor ear in hundreds of awkward points 
simply to invite disaster—and they enable the 
tourist to explore a huge tract of mountainons 
country, scores of miles from the nearest rail-
way, tha t would otherwise have to remain 
quite unknown. All over the areas of the north 
and west they are narrow. Throughout long 
distances there is only single-way traffic, the 
roads being provided with recesses a t compar-
atively brief intervals for passing purposes; 
from these recesses the one ahead can always 
be seen, so tha t as a matter of fact practically 
no inconvenience is experienced by the reason-
able traveller. But over considerable tracts 
also such passing places have still to be pro-
vided and when vehicles meet sometimes a 
little difficulty is experienced ere they can 
pass, for it has to be in mind that you may 
have on one side of you the rocky wall of a 
mountain rising sheer from the ground and 
on the other side a walled embankment that is 
washed by the deep waters of a loch, so tha t 
on occasion the problem arises of what can 
best and most safely be done. The other day. 
between Scourie and the point on the road 
where the provision of recesses begins, the 
driver of a car had on three occasions to solve 
it, but with reversing, twisting, and twining it 
was quite expeditiously accomplished. On one 
of them it was no less important a conveyance 
than tha t which was laden with his Majesty's 
mails tha t had to reverse for quite a consider-
able distance ere a passage was effected by a 
margin of inches. 

Road Demands. 
There are tourist organisations and visiting 

motorists tha t have protested strongly against 
experiences of the kind and have demanded 
wider roads, but these people must consider 
that there is another side to any scheme of 
the kind. In some recent years the annual 
outlays upon these roads have amounted to 
one-eighth of the whole rental of the county, 
and the provision of such highways as are 
to be found in more populous areas, with 
vastly greater resources to call upon, all on 
account of extraneous traffic that is of any 
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extent for, say, only three months o£ the year 
is regarded as seeking to impose a burden on 
local financial possibilities tha t cannot be 
faced. As matters are there is continually a 
large staff of men engaged in road improve-
ments and the work has come to constitute 
quite an important department in the sphere 
of employment. To widen and improve the 
roads to any southern highway standard, it is 
felt, and there is substantial reason behind it, 
may well be a work for the Government or 
travel associations if they care to undertake it, 
but for the county to become responsible for 
it, in order that speeding tourists may reach 
a point on the north or west coasts, where 
there is no place of habitation with a t the 
most more than two or three hundred resident 
folks, is a scheme that locally will not be 
listened to. 

The roads at many points can be regarded 
only as magnificent examples of engineering 
skill. The gradients are marvellously equable 
in view of the extraordinary nature of the 
country that has to be traversed. Skirting the 
shores of a loch, seeking a way round this, 
that, the next, and steadily recurring-
hills, sweeping along between open 
arms of the sea and towering cliffs, blasted 
occasionally through age-old rugged rocks, 
ever looking for a way through the contracted 
glen, the character of the road system is no-
thing less than inspiring and cannot but evoke 
admiration. There are driving dangers a t 
every hand, dangers altogether different from 
those of the crowded city street but not less 
imminent, and one is fain to entertain the 
thought that if the driver of every motor 
vehicle had before registration to take his 
car unharmed over a journey from, say, Lairg 
to Scourie or Durness or Tongue and back, 
there would be enforced upon him lessons of 
caution and of unremitting watchfulness that 
might well make the roads of the kingdom 
safer than they unfortunately meantime are. 

A Son of Lairg. 
The churchyard of Lairg is a few hundred 

yards from the Parish Church. It contains 
the remains of an older building and among 
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the tombstones is a memorial, massive, grace-
ful, and of quite remarkable beauty,, to the 
late Sir James Matheson, who played a large 
par t in the affairs of life. He was a member 
of an old Lairg family. His father, Captain 
Donald Matheson, was wadsetter of Shinness 
and a recumbent stone here commemorates his 
death. Another stone is in memory of his 
third son, Sir James Matheson's brother, 
Lieut.-General Thomas Matheson, who for a 
time represented Ashburton, Devonshire, in 
the House of Commons. Yet another is in me-
mory of Johanna, fifth daughter of the wad-
setter of Shinness, "the last survivor of that 
generation," who died a t Achany, in the 
parish of Lairg, in 1882, aged 80. 

The memorial inscription to Sir James Ma-
theson is in marble, as is the stately monu-
ment itself. I t records that he was second son 
of Captain Donald Matheson and Katherine 
Mackay, his wife, and was born a t Shinness, 
a sentence in the narrative being interpolated 
to say tha t Captain Matheson, who died in 
1810, "was the last of numerous generations 
who for centuries held the lands of Shinness." 
His son James was educated at Inverness and 
Edinburgh High School. At the age of 17 he 
went to London and spent two years in a 
mercantile house there. At the age of 19 he 
went to Calcutta where he entered the count-
ing-house of Messrs Mackintosh & Coy. He 
went later to China. He was for long resident 
a t Canton and Macao and was one of the 
founders of the eminent house of Messrs Jar -
dine. Matheson & Co. He remained in China 
till 1842 and before he left he was presented by 
the Parsee merchants of Bombay with a ser-
vice of plate worth £1500 together with an ad-
dress recording their high sense of his quali-
ties. In 1840 he bought the estate of Achany 
and Gruids in his native parish of Lairg. He 
became member of Parliament for Ashburton 
in 1842, and he was member for Ross and Cro-
mar ty from 1847 till 1868. when he retired into 
private life. In 1844 he added to his Highland 
possessions the Island of Lewis which hence-
forth became his chief place of residence, de-
voting the remainder of a long and useful life 
to ameliorating the condition of the inhabit-
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ants of that Island. Queen Victoria in 1850 
testified to her sense of his noble benevolence 
during the famine in 1845-46 by creating him a 
Baronet. He became Lord Lieutenant of Ross-
shire in 1866 and he died in London in 1878, 
aged 82. 

Thus far, in substance, the inscription on 
the memorial. The Island of Lewis was in the 
ownership of the family from 1844 to 1918 when 
it was sold to Lord Leverhulme whose experi-
ences with it form an interesting chapter in 
the recent history of the Island—and perhaps 
in the contrariness of human nature. I t con-
tains about four hundred thousand acres, 
with a population of about 30,000. The amount 
of cultivable land is relatively small, and 
much of it is poor. Sir James Matheson bought 
it from the trustees of the Mackenzies of Sea-
forth for £190,000 and he is said to have spent 
nearly £350,000 in such reclamations and im-
provements as draining, planting, roadmak-
ing, the reforming of husbandry, the improv-
ing of live stock, the introduction of manufac-
tures, and the encouraging of fisheries. Stor-
noway Castle, which was erected by Sir James 
on the site of Seaforth Lodge, occupies a com-
manding position dominating the harbour and 
town of Stornoway and lies in grounds and 
woods extending to over 600 acres, intersected 
by many drives and walks, the grounds, in-
deed, being renowned for their beauty. There 
are several lodges on the Island and there are 
deer forests and fine fishing streams and 
lochs. The ownership of the Island was in the 
hands of the Macleods for three and a half 
centuries; the Mackenzies held it for two and 
a half centuries; the Mathesons had it for 
three-quarters of a century; Lord Lever-
hulme's experiences with it were brief, costly 
and unfortunate. Sir James Matheson may 
be claimed as one of the most successful sons 
of Sutherland as he is certainly the most suc-
cessful son of Lairg, his career representing 
an outstanding instance of Scottish achieve-
ment. There is still in possess'on of the 
family the beautiful sporting estate of 
Achany, in Lairg, and in the parish church-
yard there is this striking memorial of its 
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member who brought the lands into its pos-
session. 

County Distinctions. 
In addition to features of which some detail 

has been given, Sutherland lays claim to dis-
tinctions tha t not every county in Great Bri-
tain can boast of. For within its bounds both 
gold and coal have been mined. In the burns 
of Kildonan and Suisgill in the north-east of 
the county gold-diggings were carried on with 
some vigour in 1869 and it has been stated tha t 
gold to the value of over £10,000 was secured in 
course of these operations. Sheep, however, 
were being disturbed and winterings damaged 
and the "diggings" were closed. So late as 
1911 the Duke of Sutherland engaged a mining 
expert to examine the district and his report 
went to show tha t gold did not exist a t Kil-
donan in sufficient quantity to make its extrac-
tion a remunerative adventure. I t is other-
wise with coal. At various points from Dun-
robin to Brora beds of plant refuse have 
formed into coal and there is record of its 
being worked more than three centuries ago. 
The industry was stopped and resumed at dif-
ferent times and the mine is now in the hands 
of lessees; from their advertisements in the 
one newspaper that is published in the county 
it is to be gathered that production goes ou 
still and one may learn in Brora that a steady, 
if not large, t rade is being maintained. There 
are large marble resources in the wilds of 
Assynt and exports of it have been made from 
Lochinver in years that are gone. The sup-
plies of granite in the county are practically 
inexhaustible. Of rocks of a variety of geo-
logical formation the county has a supply that 
is endless. They appear everywhere within its 
bounds, sometimes dreary and bare amid 
boggy, heather-clad moorland, with many ele-
vated masses that seem awesome in their stu-
pendous character. 

The major i ty of the small population of the 
county are found on the east coast from Bonar 
Bridge to Helmsdale. Golspie, the most popu-
lous place in Sutherland, has a population of 
somewhat over one thousand. Embo, with a 
population of six or seven hundred, is its most 
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populous fishing community and is probably 
the most markedly Celtic place along all the 
east coast. Dornoch, the county town, has a 
population of well under one thousand. No 
more attractive place of residence is to be 
found within all the limits of the shire. A 
place of ancient settlement, its repose, its 
sedateness, its douceness among all Scottish 

burghs, its picturesqueness in a wealth of 
beautiful gardens, its famous golf links, its 
two fine hotels, its pleasantly quiet streets, go 
all to explain its abounding popularity as one 
of the most agreeable and fashionable of holi-
day resorts. Its cathedral, founded in the 13th 
century, partially burned in course of its his-
tory in clan wars, and restored on several 
occasions, has for centuries been used as the 
parish church, and is the ecclesiastical glory 
of the county. On the other side of the road 
from the cathedral is the Bishop's palace, also 
founded in the 13th century and sharing in 
the burning calamity, but its ancient ivy-clad 
tower with corner turrets and crowstep gables 
is still occupied. Six years ago the ancient 
burgh itself celebrated the 300th anniversary 
of the granting of its royal charter. If you 
take a walk near the golf course, in f ront of a 
thatched house tha t is getting into ruinous 
condition, with the noise of the sea sounding 
in the ear, in the midst of a now neglected 
garden, you will find a rough weather-beaten 
stone, not unlike a broad milestone, with the 
figures carved on it of 1722. That marks the 
place where and the year when there took 
place the last execution for witchcraft in Scot-
land, just as you may have seen in Glen Loth 
the spot where the last wolf in Sutherland was 
killed in the end of the 17th century. Dornoch 
derives some par t of its fame as well from the 
work that is carried on in its fine academy, 
and as Skibo Castle is in the vicinity one can 
understand how it is tha t there is here such 
a fine building, wealthily furnished with 
books, identified of course with the name of 
Andrew Carnegie. 

Many of the place-names of the county are 
Gaelic, Norse, or Pictish: you have Gaelic 
names in such as Dornoch (Dorn-achadh, 
"pebble-field") and Lairg (Lairg, "the pass')— 
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although we have seen it stated tha t i t is de-
rived from La r i Leig, "beside or bordering on 
the loch"; yon have Norse names in Durness 
(Dyranes, "wild-animal headland"—it was a t 
one time the hunting-seat of the Bishops of 
Caithness and later of the Lords of Reay), and 
in Scourie (Sker-je, "skerry"); and Pictish 
names survive in such places as Pitgrudy and 
Pitfour. We conclude this somewhat lengthy 
narra t ive with a little story. The Old Statis-
tical Account of Lairg was written by one who 
signed himself "A Friend to Statistical Infor-
mation" and in course of his article he writes 
t h a t "Respecting the character of the people 
in general it is not much in its favour tha t 
they seemed to entertain a particular dread 
of these statistical inquiries and would not 
permit the minister of the district to draw up 
an account of it, as if conscious that it could 
not turn out much in their favour!" We have 
travelled f a r since those days and the folks of 
Lairg have to-day every reason to be proud 
of the amenities of the pretty place in which 
they live and confident as to the result of any 
inquiry tha t might be set on foot regarding it. 

On the call of the President, the cordial 
thanks of the meeting were accorded Mr 
Barclay for his paper. 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club


