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Dissertation Reflexive Report

Is the legacy of the Scottish Clearances of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a true representation of the experiences of the community of the island of Tiree?

The term Highland, or Scottish Clearance refers to a period of Scottish history from mid-18th to the late 19th Century, when due to industrial and agricultural advances within the country, in addition to enourmous land ownership changes, many tenants were removed from their ancestral lands to make way for larger and more profitable sheep farms. Discussion of the Clearances frequently focuses upon the infamous removals of tenants on the Sutherland estates, along with many histories on the highland aspect of the Clearances, ignoring that there too existed an island element. In fact I would regard the Clearances that occurred in the islands as of greater interest, due to the fact that they were followed approximately fifty years later by the Crofters’ War. This was a period of unrest across the islands where evictions and rent increases were greeted by violent opposition by the tenants, including incidents on Skye in 1882 and on Tiree in 1886.

Development of research topic and title:

I had initially planned to debate the legacy of the Clearances for the country as a whole, but early research and reading demonstrated that this controversial topic had already been discussed extensively. Subsequently my reading concentrated on momentous social and cultural changes occurring in eighteenth and nineteenth century Scotland, and I was keen to assess the cause and effect relationship between this and the Clearances, stemming from events such as the Act of Union in 1707 and Proscription in 1746, along with broader changes resulting from Scotland’s industrialisation. Although this remains a central area of my research, I decided to focus upon the individual communities and their experiences of this transformative time and so I was prompted to narrow my research geographically. I turned to the Islands, where the changes of this period were largely as devastating as those on the mainland, and in some cases, prompted the social unrest known at the Crofter’s War of the 1880s. The island of Tiree was a centre of this unrest, making it an interesting focus of study. Furthermore, many features of the island’s situation prior to and during the Clearances set it apart from other regions, and I am keen to discover both the causes and impacts of this. I hope therefore, that by narrowing my topic to focus on a specific community as a case study, my research will be both original and personal, but also academically engaged through comparison with historiographical debates and study of the broader changes occurring in Scotland at the time. 

Structure and approach:

Within my refined topic, I hope to discuss the following key questions which have arisen during my reading and research. Each of these questions will probably form the basis of the chapters of the dissertation, although the sequence and wording is not finalised. The approach taken will be to assess these questions based upon the current scholarship of secondary sources, in addition to a more focused analysis through the use of Tiree as a case study, including analysis of primary materials. 

To what extent were the Highland Clearances a product of the agricultural and industrial changes occurring in Scotland? In this section industrialisation of the lowlands of Scotland and the subsequent agricultural advances in thought and technology will be assessed as initiators of the Clearances. It could be argued that at the time many saw the Clearances and replacement farming methods as not only offering financial gain, but also as progressive in removing backward social and agricultural systems. Too much emphasis has possibly been placed on the impact that English or lowland landowners had, as opposed to assessing the causes of the changing land ownership and the effects that these changes had upon factors such as the system of clanship. Furthermore, increased migration to the industrialised regions provided a destination for excess Island population and was to some extent responsible for initiating new ideas and attitudes to agricultural and land ownership systems. Was it these changes which prompted the Clearances on Tiree or were other factors involved?; 

Both the factors and land owners can be seen as culpable in the Clearances, how can blame be attributed and have attitudes to this changed?; This question also links to the clan systems through the relationships between landlords and tenants, compared to clan chiefs and clan members. Some historians, such as Richards, suggest that the people were reluctant to criticise those who were seen to have protective roles within their society, implying blame may have unfairly been laid with the factors, who would have been present at the time and therefore an easier and more obvious target for blame, compared to the distant and possibly romantisised view of the land owner.
 In contrast, recent scholarship appears to have reversed, with land owners deemed the villains of events, and factors merely regarded as carrying out the wishes of their superiors. In relation to Tiree, this section will attempt to discover which party, if either, was to blame, and if modern and contemporary attitudes concur, both for this island and the Highlands and Islands as a whole, focusing specifically on the reputation of the infamous Bàillidh Mòr, or Black Factor, John Campbell.  
Was the experience of the people as bad as the legacy of the Clearances implies? The Clearances undoubtedly have a strong presence within folk memory, as demonstrated by the number of academic publications, fictional stories and museums on the topic. The extent to which folk memory has forged our attitudes today will be explored, and its accuracy accessed. Has the experience of people on islands like Tiree been exaggerated? Are we required to adapt our modern perspective to the social and emotional attitudes of the day in order to understand the experiences and the effects they had? This section will draw on evidence from the interviews conducted as part of the Napier Commission.
 The reliability of this oral testimony gathered decades, in some cases, after the actual events will also be discussed. 

Did the experiences and situation on Tiree differ to the rest of the Islands and Scotland, and if so, why? Initial reading and research has highlighted a number of factors such as the lack of change of land ownership, which set Tiree apart from other regions and islands with regards to the circumstances surrounding the Clearances. Did the Clearances and subsequent Crofter’s War occur because of, or in spite of these differences? If the Clearances still occurred despite such changes, the arguments for the causation of tenant removal in other regions could be re-evaluated. This section will also discuss the usefulness of an in-depth case study approach and the extent to which the experience of the whole country can be assessed from this. 

Research Process and Problems
My research process regarding secondary material has been a progression from broader histories to provide me with sufficient background information, to more specific material relating to Tiree and other islands, and events such as the crofters war. With regards to primary sources, as my topic is based on Scottish history, access to these materials was initially a concern. To solve this I have tried to make the most of materials available online, including contemporary newspaper articles, census data, and the Napier Commission documents.
 For materials unavailable online, I recently travelled to Scotland to visit the National Archives of Scotland, and Inveraray Castle Archives where the Duke of Argyll’s records and papers are stored. This trip has provided me with extensive primary material, which I hope will be particularly useful in offering greater insight into the motivations and attitudes of the key characters in the Clearances on Tiree. Furthermore, the organisation, analysis and recording of my archive trip and materials has been a valuable experience and has expanded my research skills. The next stage of my research will be analysing the primary data collected and establishing the best method for utilising this within the context of my key questions. 

Sources

Primary sources accessed online will consist of census data for Tiree, which I hope to use to collate and produce analyses of the numerical data, to assess the demographic impact of the Clearances, in addition to tracing individuals or families to see the personal effect; contemporary newspaper articles to understand how the events were presented at the time and the degree to which the measures were criticised or supported; the Napier Commission documents – an invaluable and extensive document produced in response to growing unrest in the islands and which involved interviewing individuals about their experiences of the Clearances, including approximately thirty from Tiree.
 

The sources I viewed at the National Archives of Scotland primarily revolved around the later unrest on Tiree and the surrounding islands. A number of police reports and communications detailed the activities of the Land League members, demonstrating the ongoing concern about the threat these meetings posed, even after the discussions of the Crofter’s Commission. Furthermore, records from the court proceedings for those arrested for the disturbance on Tiree in 1886 give details of how the uprising progressed along with the way in which such activity was regarded and the severity of the punishment. 

At Inveraray Castle Archives, letters, receipts and shipping records help piece together the actions and activities of the Dukes of Argyll and their factors.
 The 5th Duke of Argyll was the landowner during the time of the Clearances, and letters between himself and his factor John Campbell detail the events and decisions made about the tenants. The 8th Duke of Argyll was the owner during the time of the Crofter’s War and thus his records show information regarding the Napier Commission and the handling of unrest. These documents, specifically letters between the 5th Duke and John Campbell suggested in some cases a not just benevolent, but compassionate attitude to the suffering of the tenants especially during the famine of 1846-7, which was completely unexpected, and will require further investigation and comparison with other available sources. 

The secondary sources employed in my dissertation research will provide a basis for analysis and comparison with the primary data relating to Tiree. Secondary sources will be particularly useful in providing background information on topics including Scottish culture, specifically the traditional clan system, such as in Stewart’s Sketches of the Highlanders of Scotland, which discusses the relationship of loyalty and protection between chief and people, along with the impact this system had upon how the tenant-landlord relationship.
 Additionally, the changing debates relating to the culpability of various parties for the removal of people from their land can be assessed through the plethora of scholarship that exists on the topic, varying from the highly landlord-centric criticism put forward by Prebble, to Eric Richard’s more balanced assessment, suggesting the changes in agricultural ownership was merely indicative of the advances occurring in the country as a whole.
 A further area is the development of crofting communities, analysed in depth in Hunter’s The Making of the Crofting Community, and the consequences of this momentous change in the dominant agricultural system.
 Analysis of the causes and impacts of the Crofter’s War can be found in work by Devine and Kellas.
 

Initial findings/conclusion

The Scottish Clearances, a topic that remains controversial today, was undoubtedly a pivotal moment in Scotland’s history that affected from the Highlands of Perthshire to the Outer Hebrides. The specificity of my topic will enable me to form a detailed and thorough discussion of the key themes of the Clearances, extrapolating primary material within my case study of Tiree. The next step of my research will be to process fully the primary source material I have gathered to enable me to create a more comprehensive image of the Clearances and crofters war on the island of Tiree. My discoveries at the archives relating to the attitudes of the factor and Duke were unexpected and my next step will be to compared them to the situation in other regions, to test if in this circumstance Tiree proves to be typical or anomalous. 
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