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THE FOLLOWING MSS HAS been extracted and collated from the letters of David Marr Henderson, Chief Engineer, Imperial Lighthouse Service, The Sound of Harris, 1879.
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2ND MAY, 1879, 

My Dearest Pru, 

You would not like this place. It is one of the wettest, bleakest outcrops of the Hebrides, with constant drizzle, rolling fogs, and wild squalls that surge up out of nowhere. Still, the Service has asked me for a new light, and this is indeed the best spot to cover these rocky straits and will do much to protect the shipping on the route into the mainland.

I have made an initial survey of the island, which is of a dark, basaltic rock that should provide excellent foundation and stability to our endeavour. Rather unfortunately, Colonel Breem has come to the same conclusion with regard to the prime location for the cannon battery, so I am to be sharing this small rock, not only with my team, led by John Ropinald as usual, but also with Breem. He, and the Royal Engineers with him, are tasked with putting a gun battery in place to destroy the very things my light is designed to save.

At least the military chaps are all of good sort, and cheerful in the main, but that is more than can be said for Breem himself. I believe you met him, two years back, at that soiree in Portland Avenue when Guo Songtao arrived in London? If you remember him, you will also remember all the things I do not need to tell you now. Know only that he is as overbearing and insufferable as ever, and quite how I am to survive in such close proximity for these months to come I do not know.

The supply boat is ready to leave, and they appear to be in somewhat of a rush, so I will stop for now and close in saying that I miss you, my dear. Think of me here, camped out on this barren rock, and pray for me — pray that my temper survives long enough to see this light built and with me safely on my way back home to you.
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3RD JUNE, 1879

My Dearest Pru,

Work is proceeding apace, despite a spell of most inclement weather and the fact that Breem seems determined to oppose me every inch of the way. He has decided that the best spot for the cannon battery is on the very same outcrop where I intend to put the lighthouse, and we have been at loggerheads these last three weeks over the matter. 

At least we have managed to get the initial blasting out of the way, for that could proceed whatever way forward is decided upon. I am sending a note to London accompanying this letter to you requesting a decision from the Inspector. But we cannot wait another month for a reply, and I will have to either dig in my heels, or yield entirely, within the next day or so if we are to get ahead with any kind of progress at all. I am inclined toward the former course of action, and will have it out with the Colonel at supper tonight, one way or another.

I have one thing on my side.

Breem's men are in a bally funk, and he is having a devil of a job to keep them under control. Since the initial blasting they have been encamped almost above the very spot where I mean to put the light, as if Breem put them there deliberately to taunt me. If that was indeed the case, his tactics have backfired on him, for the men are near mutiny, if Ropinald is to be believed. My team has been sharing a mess with the squaddies since our arrival; drinks have been taken, stories have been told, and the reports are strange, to say the least.

There is talk of a dark shadow, a looming, monstrous thing that moves silently among the tents at night. They have taken to only holding watches in pairs after a young Welsh lad took such a fright that he fainted straight away and was found lying in a shivering, cold sweat in the morning.

Of course, old wives' tales such as these are nothing new in this business — it is not the first time that superstition has reared its head and tried to halt the march of progress. But the Good Lord, hard work, and bricks and mortar have always proved to be the strongest defence against such matters, and I am sure they will prove to be so again.

In the meantime, all I can do is make preparations and get on with the planning. The supply vessel that will take this letter back to you is currently unloading the building materials I require to begin on the base of the lighthouse. They also have Breem's cannon in the hold, but I too can be devious, and slipped the vessel's Captain a bottle of scotch to ensure that my load was brought out first. It makes quite a pile, and will, unfortunately for Breem, take over a major portion of the free space on the site. He will have quite the job in finding room to store his cannons, but thankfully, I need not concern myself with that.

Wish me luck, my dearest, for if my confrontation with Breem goes well, I hope to begin secondary blasting immediately. With a fair wind and the Lord on my side, I could even have the base of the house most of the way up by the time the supply boat returns to fetch my next letter home to you.

You are forever in my heart, and I miss you terribly. Be well, my sweet.
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3RD JULY, 1879,

My Dearest Pru,

I scarcely know how to begin to tell you of the happenings here on our little outpost on the far corner of the world. I suppose the tale truly starts with the first of several setbacks that were to befall the business at hand. I mentioned in my last letter that I would have it out with Breem? Unfortunately that was one battle that was lost almost before it had begun, for while I was overseeing the inventory of the materials that had been brought off the boat, Breem took the opportunity to start blasting the foundations for his gun placements. 

I was only alerted to the fact when the first bang echoed across the island. By the time I reached the high outcrop, it was too late. Breem's work had done enough damage to ensure that the spot was no longer suitable ground for my lighthouse. He smirked at me when he saw that I knew what he had done, and if Ropinald had not held me back, I would have bally well struck the Colonel and taken the consequences later. As it was, I was led back to the mess and partook of several too many scotches with my team as we attempted to come to a decision as to where exactly the lighthouse might now be situated. 

A series of calculations quickly proved just what Breem's actions had cost me — my lighthouse, so meticulously designed and planned, was now going to have to be built fifty yards from its best position, and as a consequence would have to be nearly ten feet taller. This height change meant altering not only the scale and proportions of my design, but would entail sending to the mainland for more materials. And given that the boat had just left, it would be two months before any such materials could arrive. It was when I came to that conclusion that my temper did indeed get the better of me again, but Ropinald knows me only too well; he plied me with scotch and smokes and talked me down with promises of improved work schedules and diligence from the men. Of course I knew what was really needed was those bally materials, a full two months away at least, but the scotch did its job, and slowly but surely I surrendered to the fate to which Breem had doomed me.

Starting the next morning I made the best of a bad job and began preparing to blast on the new spot I had chosen for the light. At the same time, Breem's men were hard at work with pickaxes and shovels, preparing foundations for the cannon. Even from a distance of some fifty yards I saw that their hearts weren't in the task. The voluble squad seemed unusually quiet and sullen, and worked far too slowly for Breem's liking. I heard the bark of his orders clearly across the island. He sounded frustrated, which was enough to raise my spirits, ever so slightly, and allow me to get on with my own work.

And so it went for the next ten days. Each group kept themselves to themselves, although my chaps were proving much the more industrious. We made good progress on not only the foundations, but on the erection of the first levels of the base of the lighthouse itself, at least as much as could be done without the extra materials that would be required. Work proceeded apace until, on the afternoon of the fifteenth, we were startled by the booming of one of Breem's cannon — he had decided to test the strength and stability of the position without bothering to inform my crew as to his intentions. 

My temper did not hold, and Ropinald was on the other side of the base of the lighthouse at the time, too far away to stop me as I strode along the ridge to the high outcrop where Breem stood. I expected him to be waiting for me, with the supercilious smirk of his showing full force, but instead he was bent over the gun placement. It was only as I got closer that I saw the cannon leaned backward, pointing almost straight up to the sky; its rear end had collapsed below it, almost falling into what appeared to be an underground cavity.

I told them to step back, trying to keep a smile at a distance, for I knew that such a hole would have indeed been the end of my lighthouse had I been the one to win our initial battle of wills.

Breem showed no sign of having heard me. He, along with most of his men, stood around a hole some three feet in
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