
[image: illustration]


THE MAKING OF THE
CROFTING COMMUNITY


 

By the same author

Skye: The Island

For the People’s Cause: From the Writings of John Murdoch

The Claim of Crofting: The Scottish Highlands, 1930–1990

Scottish Highlanders: A People and their Place

A Dance Called America: The Scottish Highlands, the United States and Canada

On the Other Side of Sorrow: Nature and People in the Scottish Highlands

Glencoe and the Indians

Last of the Free: A Millennial History of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland

Culloden and the Last Clansman

Scottish Exodus: Travels Among a Wordwide Clan


THE MAKING OF THE CROFTING COMMUNITY

James Hunter

New Edition

[image: Illustration]


 

This edition published in 2018 by
Birlinn Origin, an imprint of
Birlinn Limited
West Newington House
10 Newington Road Edinburgh
EH9 IQS

www.birlinn.co.uk

First published by Birlinn Limited in 2010
Reprinted in 2015

Copyright © James Hunter, 2010

The right of James Hunter to be identified as the author
of this work has been asserted by him in accordance
with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form without
the express written permission of the publisher.

ISBN: 978 1 912476 32 9

eBOOK ISBN: 978 0 85790 286 3

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available
from the British Library

Typeset by Brinnoven, Livingston
Printed and bound by Clays Ltd, St Ives plc


CONTENTS

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

PREFACE TO THE 2000 EDITION

INTRODUCTION

1    THE END OF AN OLD ORDER

2    THE ORIGINS OF CROFTING

3    A REDUNDANT POPULATION

4    FAMINE

5    FEWER PEOPLE, LESS LAND

6    THE EMERGENCE OF THE CROFTING COMMUNITY

7    YEARS OF RCOVERY

8    THE HIGHLAND LAND WAR: BEGINNINGS

9    THE HIGHLAND LAND WAR: IS TREASA TUATH NA TIGHEARNA

10    THE HIGHLAND LAND WAR: COERCION AND CONCILIATION

11    LAND RAIDS AND LAND SETTLEMENT

CONCLUSION

THE LAND FOR THE PEOPLE: POSTSCRIPT TO THE 2010 EDITION

INDEX


ILLUSTRATIONS

Angus Stewart, crofter from the Braes district of Skye

Crofters confront troops at Aignish, Lewis, in 1888

Potato planting in the Hebrides about 1890

The trial of the Park deer forest raiders in 1888

Taking peat home in the Hebrides

Lews Castle, Stornoway, the home of Lewis’s landlords

The home of a Lewis crofting family in the early twentieth century

Haymaking in the Outer Hebrides in the early 1950s

The ruined home of the author’s grandfather at Ariundle, Strontian

A mid-twentieth-century croft home

Walking to church in a crofting community

A scene from McGrath’s The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil

Secretary of State, Michael Forsyth, with Assynt crofter leaders

Gigha’s community-owned wind farm is switched on

MAPS

Crofting areas in the western Highlands and Islands

The crofting counties of Scotland



[image: Illustration]

The crofting counties of Scotland.



[image: Illustration]

Crofting areas in the western Highlands and Islands.



 

 

‘I cannot bear evidence to the distress of my people without bearing evidence to the oppression and high-handedness of the landlord and his factor.’

– Angus Stewart, crofter at Peinchorran, Braes, 8 May 1883.

For Evelyn in 1976
. . . for Evelyn still


PREFACE TO THE 2000 EDITION

The histories of our land have mostly been written to serve the political purposes, and flatter the conceits, of our aristocracy. When the historian knew of happenings calculated to cast odium on our landed gentry, he carefully excised the records, and where he did not know, he was careful to assume, and lead others to assume, that the periods of which he was ignorant were periods of intense social happiness, wherein a glad and thankful populace spent their days and nights in devising Hallelujahs in honour of the neighbouring nobleman.

– Tom Johnston, Our Scots Noble Families.

When, in 1996, the Scottish Historical Review got round, 20 years after its appearance, to reviewing the original version of this book, SHR’s reviewer, Ewen A. Cameron, despite his disagreements with its methodology and conclusions, was kind enough to call The Making of the Crofting Community ‘one of the most significant Scottish books of its generation’. Cameron, among the more productive of Scotland’s younger historians, went on to comment that, if The Making of the Crofting Community is properly to be understood, ‘it is vital to consider the historiographical and political context in which it was originally published’. It is a moot point, I admit, as to whether I am the person best equipped to embark on an exercise of the sort Cameron advises. But by way of preface to this new edition of The Making of the Crofting Community, its publishers have asked me to reflect both on the book’s approach to Highland history and on how that approach has been received by other historians of the Highlands. In so reflecting, of course, I run the risk of appearing hopelessly self-indulgent. But given that ‘much of the material’ published on the modern history of the Highlands during the last quarter century – and I quote again from Ewen Cameron’s review – ‘has been produced . . . in direct response’ to The Making of the Crofting Community, it is, perhaps, legitimate for me to make my own contribution to a continuing debate which, it appears, I helped initiate.

In the acknowledgements section of this book’s 1976 edition, I attributed my perspective on the Highland past ‘to my . . . family and to my Highland upbringing’. That upbringing took place in Duror, North Argyll, where, as a small boy, I absorbed, principally from my maternal grandfather, John Cameron, who stayed with my parents, my sister and I until his death in 1963, something of what it meant to be caught up in events, not least the Highland Clearances, which The Making of the Crofting Community was afterwards to describe. My grandfather, who lived into his nineties, had himself been raised on a Strontian croft tenanted by his father and my great-grandfather, Alan Cameron, who, having been born in 1815, lived through, and was personally affected by, the clearances. What I learned of such happenings from John Cameron, then, I learned from a man whose knowledge of them had been gained from folk – such as his father – who had either fallen victim to clearance or who had witnessed its impact on their relatives, friends and neighbours. It was from John Cameron, to give a specific instance, that I first heard of the evictions carried out on the Morvern estate of Ardtornish – where my grandfather worked, towards the nineteenth century’s close, as a ghillie – on the orders of the most notorious of all the Highland Clearances’ many perpetrators, Patrick Sellar. And it was from John Cameron, a teenager when the legislation in question was passed, that I first gained some inkling of the extent to which the Crofters Act of 1886 was regarded by its beneficiaries – who were provided by that Act with security of tenure – as a hard-won charter of liberation from landlorddirected tyranny and oppression.

Since I was only fourteen when John Cameron died, I do not claim that what he had to say about the nineteenth-century Highlands made an immediate and deep impression on me. It did not. But something of my grandfather’s outlook – an outlook shared by my parents and by others of my close relatives – nevertheless remained with me when, as an undergraduate student of history in the University of Aberdeen in the late 1960s, I started to encounter academic interpretations of nineteenthcentury occurrences in the Highlands. As Ewen Cameron remarked in the review with which I began, there existed then no ‘coherent account’ of the background to the Crofters Act of 1886 – a deficiency which The Making of the Crofting Community would seek to remedy. But there were in circulation a number of academic analyses of the causes and consequences of the Highland Clearances. Most of those I found to be wholly at odds with what I had absorbed – more or less unconciously – in the course of my childhood. To John Cameron, as to most folk of his background, the clearances were an overwhelming tragedy resulting from the brutally self-interested conduct of the individuals owning the land from which thousands of nineteenth-century Highlanders were forcibly removed. By academic historians, I now discovered, the clearances were approached from a quite different standpoint.

Serious academic study of the clearance epoch in the north of Scotland began with the publication, in 1956, of The Highland Economy, 1750–1850, by Malcolm Gray. Gray’s work has many merits. But what struck me as surprising when I first came upon his book was how little space – perhaps ten pages out of 280 – this book devotes to the numerous mass-evictions which took place during the 100-year period Gray scrutinised. What I thought still more surprising was the tone of Gray’s few remarks about processes which, however one regards them, involved so many families being summarily ejected from their homes that hundreds of communities ceased absolutely to exist. There is little in Gray’s book about the victims of eviction; there is nothing about how such victims reacted to what was done to them. Instead there is a pervasive implication that no professional historian should be seen to give credence to – let alone identify with – anti-landlord attitudes of the sort to which the clearances gave rise. The policies pursued by the owners of the Highland properties on which evictions occurred, Gray admitted, ‘were mistaken and short-sighted, even greedy’. But to attribute any ‘special malignity’ to the originators of those policies, he insisted, is simply to exhibit ‘social prejudice’.

During the two decades separating The Highland Economy from The Making of the Crofting Community, Malcolm Gray’s reading of the clearance period became standard among his fellow academics. Alternative interpretations – especially those which hinted that nineteenth-century landlords might have been so committed to boosting the revenue-generating capacities of their estates as to be willing, in certain circumstances, to maltreat their tenantries – were rubbished, ignored, set aside. By the mid-1960s, in fact, it had become something of a test of one’s credibility as a university-based historian of Scotland to be able to deal with the Highland Clearances in a manner that (a) exculpated nineteenth-century landlords from any personal responsibility for what happened on their properties and (b) displayed absolutely no vestige of sympathy for the men, women and children whose lives were wrecked and devastated as a result of their eviction. Thus A. J. Youngson, noting that ‘it is easy to declaim against the inhumanity of turning families out of their customary possessions’, went on (in After the Forty-Five) to take the more praiseworthy course – as he saw it – of attributing the clearances to forces so ‘irresistible’ as to be beyond human jurisdiction. George H. Pryde (in Scotland from 1603 to the Present Day) thought the clearances a consequence of ‘the silent operation of economic laws’. Rosalind Mitchison (in A History of Scotland) wrote – incredibly – of evictions conducted ‘with consideration and skill’. And Eric Richards, surveying the outcome of clearance in Sutherland, found it ‘difficult to avoid the conclusion’ (in The Leviathan of Wealth) that ‘employment and even subsistence opportunities would have been even smaller’ had policies which depopulated some of the most productive straths in northern Scotland ‘not been implemented’.

Others went further. Clearing landlords may have driven their tenantries overseas, Roy H. Campbell acknowledged (in Scotland Since 1707). But ‘by forcing him to emigrate a landlord was . . . frequently only forcing a tenant to act as he would have had to do eventually’. To be evicted, then, was practically to be done a favour. It was definitely not to be turned out of house and home, as generations of Highlanders had assumed, in order that a profit-hungry laird might expand his sheep farming interests. Campbell, it appears, looked hard for evidence of such conduct, but found none. ‘It is not easy’, he reported, ‘to substantiate the accusation that the landlords were forwarding their own ends selfishly at the expense of the welfare of their tenants.’ ‘Like tenants,’ Campbell added, ‘landlords . . . were the victims of economic forces over which they had little control’.

Re-reading Roy Campbell and his colleagues today, after a quartercentury that has taken me to every corner of the Highlands and Islands, one thought constantly intrudes. Why do Scotland’s historians, living and working in a country where nowhere is more than a few hours from anywhere else, so neglect what Simon Schama – an outstandingly successful explorer of the world’s past – calls ‘the archive of the feet’? Nowhere is that archive more easily accessed than in Sutherland. Go to Strathnaver and spend an hour or two among the wide, sheltered fields whose cultivators Patrick Sellar evicted in 1815. Travel next to the desperately exposed coastal locations – Strathy Point and Bettyhill, for example – where Sellar’s men installed Strathnaver’s former residents on five-acre plots of windswept rock and bog. Nothing is more implausible, in the light of such a journey, than the notion that Strathnaver’s occupants were evicted solely to enhance their wellbeing. And so grimly inhospitable – when compared with the places they had formerly inhabited – are the spots where refugees from Strathnaver were expected to set up home that it is hard to understand, having glimpsed the spots in question, how anyone could imagine, as Roy Campbell seems to have imagined, that those folk were somehow on a par with landed proprietors of the type inhabiting, in the early nineteenth century, Dunrobin Castle, Armadale Castle, Inverary Castle and all the other grand residences where the Highland Clearances were conceived. Victims come in many guises, of course. But it is stretching the language more than slightly to apply the term both to evicted Highlanders and to the men – men whose wealth and position enabled them to exercise a truly dazzling range of choices – who ordered those Highlanders’ eviction.

Their eccentricity notwithstanding, Roy Campbell’s views of the Highland Clearances were of a piece with opinions expressed, throughout the 1960s and into the 1970s, by virtually all of Scotland’s professional historians. The books which such historians wrote may not have been written – like the histories to which Tom Johnston took exception in that most splendid of socialist polemics, Our Scots Noble Families – with a view to burnishing the posthumous reputations of the landowners on whose careers they touched. But that was indubitably their effect. By implying, first, that the effects of the clearances had been greatly exaggerated, and by suggesting, second, that the clearances were inherently unavoidable, Campbell and his colleagues bestowed – whether intentionally or not – a retrospective legitimacy on mass evictions of the Strathnaver variety. For if such happenings are regarded as the product of ‘economic forces’ pure and simple, then it makes no more sense to be concerned about their consequences than it would to be angered by the effects of gravity. Hence, perhaps, the impatience with which T. C. Smout – a more than usually influential academic – dismissed (in A History of the Scottish People) the ‘emotion’ the Highland Clearances had engendered in minds other than those of historians like himself. When the clearances were viewed in ‘a deeper perspective’ of the sort he brought to them, Smout wrote, it became evident that ‘nothing could have been done that would have provided the Highlands with an alternative’ to what took place there in the nineteenth century. The Highland Clearances, in other words, were nobody’s fault. Most decidedly, they were not the fault of the region’s landlords.

By the late 1960s and early 1970s, then, the typical academic historian’s approach to the Highland Clearances was that of counsel for landlordism’s defence – a role adopted with particular relish by Philip Gaskell in Morvern Transformed: A Highland Parish in the Nineteenth Century. This book, published in 1968, deals mainly with the various Victorian proprietors of the Ardtornish estate. And I can still recall the sense of excitement with which, on picking it up in an Aberdeen bookshop, I found Gaskell’s pages replete with references to places and incidents which had featured in my grandfather’s stories. I can still recall, too, the disappointment I felt as Gaskell proceeded to scorn, as well as to reject, beliefs of the kind John Cameron’s tales had been intended, I suppose, to inculcate in their hearers – the belief, for example, that the Highland Clearances were unalterably and inescapably wrong.

Philip Gaskell’s extraordinarily amoral treatment of the clearances is all the more striking in view of the fact that he acknowledges both the scale of Morvern’s evictions and the intensity of the suffering they caused. From the mid-1820s onwards, Gaskell comments, ‘the number of evictions increased rapidly . . . and, until the last clearance of 1868, hundreds of Morvern people suffered unhappiness and distress as a result’. ‘Nevertheless,’ Gaskell stresses, ‘we must reject an emotional approach if the clearances are to be understood.’

I have never grasped why some historians – though not, in my experience, the greatest historians – see virtue in thus declining to empathise with the people whose lives they survey. But what makes Philip Gaskell’s stance peculiarly off-putting is that feeling of the sort he refuses to extend to evicted crofters is readily extended to the Ardtornish landlords whose doings his book so approvingly, even fawningly, chronicles.

In 1979, Ian Carter, a sociologist rather than a historian, had occasion to comment (in Farm Life in Northeast Scotland) on the contrast – a contrast to which The Making of the Crofting Community had drawn Carter’s attention – between the crofting population’s collective view of the crofting past and the quite different view of this past to be found in books of the sort turned out by Gray, Youngson, Mitchison, Pryde, Richards, Campbell, Smout and Gaskell. Commenting that crofters had ‘kept alive an account of Highland history that differs markedly from the account usually provided by sleek academic commentators’, Carter cited Morvern Transformed as ‘the epitome’ of the ‘sleekness’ he had in mind. I agree with Ian Carter. And I mention Morvern Transformed here principally because it was responsible for first raising in my mind the possibility that I might one day take issue in print with its author and with all those other historians who, I felt, were doing violence to the deeply-held convictions of the many people, myself included, to whom the Highland Clearances were no more and no less than a crime – by no means the worst or biggest such crime, but a crime all the same – against humanity.

Even in the 1960s, to be sure, it was possible to read alternatives to the Gray-Youngson-Mitchison-Pryde-Richards-Campbell-Smout-Gaskell line on the clearances. Ian Grimble’s The Trial of Patrick Sellar and John Prebble’s The Highland Clearances were products of that decade, and both, particularly the latter, were written from a standpoint with which I warmly identified. On his opening page, Prebble summarises that standpoint thus:

This book . . . is the story of how the Highlanders were deserted and then betrayed. It concerns itself with people, how sheep were preferred to them, and how bayonet, truncheon and fire were used to drive them from their homes. It has been said that the clearances are now far enough away from us to be decently forgotten. But the hills are still empty. In all of Britain only among them can one find real solitude, and if their history is known there is no satisfaction to be got from the experience.

Long afterwards, I would undertake my own elaboration of that last point in a book entitled On the Other Side of Sorrow – a book which attempts to show, among other things, that Highland ‘wilderness’, as celebrated by today’s conservationists, is not so much natural as the wholly artificial result of nineteenth-century landlords having excluded humanity from ecosystems of which people had been part for ten millennia. In the years around 1970, however, my interests lay more in the short-run than in the long-run impact of the clearances. Like Prebble, I wanted to demonstrate that evictions of the Morvern or Strathnaver type were inextricably bound up with landlord-organised ‘exploitation’ – Prebble’s term – of those evictions’ victims. But unlike Prebble, I was – in the late 1960s and early 1970s anyway – anxious to challenge academic historians on their own ground. I was duly conscious of the ‘absence of footnotes’ – the phrase is Malcolm Gray’s – both from John Prebble’s book and from The Trial of Patrick Sellar, Ian Grimble’s raging denunciation of Sellar’s actions in Sutherland. By not burdening their work with detailed references to their sources, I believed, Grimble and Prebble made it all too easy for that work to be treated with the disdain which academics reserve for those they call ‘popularisers’. Hence the one passage I wish I had excised from The Making of the Crofting Community: a passage, towards the end of the book’s Introduction, which damns with faint praise two men whom I later came to know, and greatly to admire, as meticulous researchers and superb stylists.

That passage can be explained, though I do not think now it can be justified, by my younger self’s strong sense that it was essential, if the academic take on the Highland Clearances was to be countered effectively, to construct an account of the nineteenth-century Highlands which, while remaining true to John Cameron (standing here for the wider crofting population from which my grandfather stemmed), was also sustainable and defensible academically. The Making of the Crofting Community, in essence the PhD thesis I researched and compiled while a postgraduate student in Edinburgh University’s Department of Scottish History from 1971 to 1974, was intended to be such an account. But if this thesis owed its original inspiration to what I heard of the nineteenth-century Highlands when a boy in Duror, it owed much of its shape and thrust to two quite different influences. One was Edward P. Thompson’s wonderful book, The Making of the English Working Class, which was published in 1963 and which, for reasons shortly to be examined, helped underpin my instinctive conviction that there could be advanced a historiographically worthwhile alternative to histories of the Campbell, Mitchison and Gaskell sort. The other huge influence on The Making of the Crofting Communtiy – its title, of course, a tribute to Thompson – is maybe less explicitly acknowledged in the book than it ought to have been. Be that as it may, it has long been clear to me that such confidence as I displayed in handling the subject matter of The Making of the Crofting Community derived, in large measure, from my having had the good fortune, before getting to Edinburgh, to be exposed to the history of sub-Saharan Africa.

In The Making of the English Working Class, E. P. Thompson set out, as he memorably expressed it, ‘to rescue . . . from the enormous condescension of posterity’ the southern and urban equivalents of the Highland folk who, in much the same period as the one with which Thompson’s book deals, were being removed en masse from their townships. The people Thompson wrote about were people whom historians, especially the economic historians who were Thompson’s particular bêtes noires, had mostly thought of no account. In the writings of such historians, Thompson conceded, working people might put in an appearance ‘as a labour force, as migrants, or as the data for statistical series’. But few economic historians, Thompson continued, had been prepared to embrace the possibility that working men and women might have had anything other than the most passive of historical roles. And no economic historian had imagined that working folk might, ‘by conscious efforts’, have themselves ‘contributed . . . to the making of history’. It was this ‘enormous condescension’ – to repeat its author’s magnificent phrase – that The Making of the English Working Class so triumphantly challenged by demonstrating that working people were worthy and important objects of historical enquiry in their own right.

Of ‘the poor stockinger’, ‘the Luddite cropper’, ‘the “obsolete” handloom weaver’ and all the other formerly ignored individuals who bulk large in his book, E. P. Thompson observed:

Their crafts and traditions may have been dying. Their hostility to the new industrialism may have been backward-looking. Their communitarian ideals may have been fantasies. Their insurrectionary conspiracies may have been foolhardy. But they lived through these times of acute social disturbance, and we did not. Their aspirations were valid in terms of their own experience.

From such sentences I derived a substantial part of my belief – a belief expressed at the start of The Making of the Crofting Community – that it is possible ‘to write the modern history of the Gaelic Highlands from the crofting community’s point of view’. Just as Thompson had spectacularly exposed the inadequacies of the economic historians who had dealt dismissively with England’s working people, so The Making of the Crofting Community was meant to point up the similar inadequacies, as they appeared to me, in the work of that other set of economic historians – Gray, Youngson, Mitchison, Pryde, Richards, Campbell, Smout, Gaskell – who had been permitted, in my opinion, to make far too much of the running with regard to northern Scotland’s past. And just as Thompson had put working folk at the centre of his book, so crofters were placed firmly at the centre of mine.

But if E. P. Thompson helped confirm my suspicion that the modern history of the Highlands did not have to be written the way that Gray and his successors had written it, Thompson was, as I have already attested, by no means the only source of such confirmation. At Aberdeen, I was taught by two historians of Africa, John Hargreaves and Roy Bridges. During the years following the Second World War, Hargreaves and Bridges were among a number of Europeans who – on becoming staff members of the universities then being established in black Africa – became convinced that, if African history was to be rendered meaningful to peoples engaged in anti-colonial struggle, it would have to be conceived in novel ways. No longer could the history of Africa consist – as it had consisted in every textbook produced under the British Empire’s aegis – of the doings of white explorers, white missionaries, white administrators. Henceforth, or so African-based historians like Bridges and Hargreaves began to argue, Africa’s history would have to be approached from the perspective of the continent’s black inhabitants – a perspective, it goes almost without saying, the historians of empire had ignored. Of this historiographical upheaval, I guess, I would have remained largely ignorant had it not chanced that, shortly before my arrival there in 1967, both John Hargreaves and Roy Bridges had been recruited by the University of Aberdeen. There they gave Aberdeen a leading role – which, sadly, it has since lost – in African studies. And there Bridges and Hargreaves made it their business to introduce students to the frequently heated debate surrounding a historiographical revolution in which they had themselves participated.

Among the more reactionary contributors to this debate was Hugh Trevor-Roper (afterwards Lord Dacre), then regius professor of history at the University of Oxford and a man who, in 1965, dismissed African history as nothing more than ‘the unrewarding gyrations of barbarous tribes in picturesque but irrelevant corners of the globe’. By way of substantiating that remark, Trevor-Roper commented:

Perhaps, in the future, there will be some African history to teach. But at present there is none, or very little: there is only the history of the Europeans in Africa. The rest is largely darkness, like the history of pre-European, pre-Columbian America. And darkness is not a subject for history.

This was, and is, claptrap – highly offensive claptrap at that. But Trevor Roper’s outburst (in The Rise of Christian Europe) was nevertheless of great assistance in clarifying my thinking about the Highlands. With regard to the latter area, I concluded, Gray, Campbell, Mitchison, Smout and all the rest stood in much the same relation as Hugh Trevor-Roper stood in regard to Africa. Believing the Africans on whom Africa’s colonisers imposed their policies to have had none of the qualities – cultural, intellectual or otherwise – which give people a history, Trevor-Roper, as he openly averred, saw no point in taking seriously anything that had been said or done in Africa by people who were not Europeans. The academic historians of the Highlands, to be sure, were a little less explicitly dismissive of the generality of Highlanders than Trevor-Roper was of black Africa’s population. But their outlook and methodologies were such, I felt, as to produce a strictly analogous outcome. The Gray-Youngson-Mitchison-Pryde-Richards-Campbell-Smout-Gaskell interpretation of Highland history was one which gave no credence to – in fact, virtually never cited – the many Gaelic and other sources from which one can form some impression of how the Highland Clearances and associated developments were perceived by the folk on their receiving end. Instead the Gray-Youngson-Mitchison-Pryde-Richards-Campbell-Smout-Gaskell school relied on the records of estate managements, on travelogues produced by visitors from the south, on the correspondence and reports of public officials. In its setting aside of the Highland perspective on the Highland past, this school’s output, I duly felt, was the precise counterpart of Trevor-Roper’s ‘history of the Europeans in Africa’. And it seemed to me imperative, when I commenced work on The Making of the Crofting Community, that this anti-Highland travesty of Highland history be overthrown in the same spirit – and with the same liberating purpose – as imperialist and Eurocentric interpretations of Africa’s past had already been overthrown.

With the overweening self-confidence – not to say arrogance – of youth, I wanted The Making of the Crofting Community, then, to have as innovative an impact in a Highland context as Afrocentric analyses of that continent’s past had had in an African one. My aim, to make the point another way, was to write ordinary Highlanders – my own forebears among them – into nineteenth-century Highland history with much the same effect as Africans, during the 1950s and 1960s, had begun to be written into the history of Africa.

_____________

In January 1977, just five or six months after The Making of the Crofting Community was published, there erupted one of those rows which, from time to time, make the Highland Clearances a topic of renewed public controversy. This particular furore was occasioned by dispute as to whether the organising committee of that year’s National Mod, Scotland’s premier Gaelic festival, had been wise to invite the Countess of Sutherland – a descendant of the family responsible for clearances such as the Strathnaver one and owner of what remained of the estate on which the Strathnaver clearance had occurred – to play a prominent part in the Mod’s proceedings. Although the countess had defenders as well as attackers, the position which she had been asked to occupy became eventually so untenable that she stood down from it. By so doing, she provided The Scotsman – a newspaper which had followed an unswervingly pro-landlord course throughout the nineteenth century – with an opportunity to revert, as it were, to type.

What particularly aggravated The Scotsman was the fact that, among the more prominent critics of the Countess of Sutherland’s proposed association with the National Mod, were people committed, as the paper remarked, to ‘agrarian reforms’ intended to ‘sweep away the landlord system’. In targeting the ‘innocent and vulnerable’ countess, the paper continued, those land reformers had engineered ‘one of the meanest and pettiest episodes to have disfigured Highland politics in recent years’. This episode’s entire character, The Scotsman declared, was such as to demonstrate why advocates of land reform were no friends of the Highlands:

For them, the matter seems above all to be one of class hatred. This they have pursued with a vindictiveness and spite which makes one tremble at the thought of the social order they wish to substitute in the Highlands for the present one.

This was legitimate, if slanted, comment. And had The Scotsman stopped at that point, the story of the countess and the Mod committee might have ended there. But not content with rushing to the aid of the Countess of Sutherland, the paper also tried to rehabilitate her ancestors by mounting a late twentieth-century version of the many defences it had mounted – 100 or more years earlier – of the Highland Clearances:

For the record, let it be stated that the main motive of the Sutherlands, and of the many other landlords who followed the same course, was to improve the wretched condition of the people on their estates. A way of life was thereby destroyed, but it could probably not have survived in any case. All enlightened opinion agreed at the time that the numbers living on the congested lands in the north had to fall if any economic progress was to be achieved . . . The clearances, in fact, probably saved the Highlands from the dreadful famines which, in the nineteenth century, afflicted rural Ireland, a region of much the same character.

In the days that followed this pronouncement, The Scotsman received – predictably – a shoal of letters. Most of them opposed the paper’s stance.Some, however, were supportive. In the latter category was a brief missive from Gordon Donaldson, then professor of Scottish history at Edinburgh University and someone who ought to have known, even if leader-writers at The Scotsman did not, that the Highlands had, in fact, suffered a famine of the sort the clearances were – preposterously – being credited with preventing:

It is most refreshing, in a country where so much that passes for history is the plaything of propagandists, to read your wholly admirable leader on the Countess of Sutherland and ‘The Clearances’.

Although he was no historian of the Highlands, interventions of this sort in Highland affairs were something of a Gordon Donaldson trademark. A decade after his involvement in the affair of the Countess of Sutherland and the Mod, for instance, Donaldson, acting this time in his capacity as Scotland’s historiographer royal, responded to a Crofters Commission suggestion that a commemorative stamp be issued to mark the centenary of the Crofters Act of 1886 by informing the postal authorities – who consequently turned down the commission’s request – that such a stamp would be contentious. The projected stamp’s fate is neither here nor there. Nor have I ever met any crofters who were greatly troubled by Gordon Donaldson’s conviction – stated more than once – that the measure which guaranteed their security of tenure had been a serious error. But it does say something, I feel, about his profession’s overall attitude to the Highlands that a historian as eminent and well-respected as Gordon Donaldson, while unprepared to countenance condemnation of the Highland Clearances, was perfectly happy to denounce the legislation which brought the clearances to an end.

Judged by the standards set by some other historians, to be fair, Gordon Donaldson’s opinions of the Crofters Act of 1886 seem wildly enthusiastic. When, in the mid-1990s, Allan I. Macinnes, then professor of history at Aberdeen University, chaired a Scottish National Party enquiry into landownership in Scotland, he helped produce a report which ‘looked favourably on crofting as a system of landholding’, which advocated ‘expansion of . . . crofting land’ and which favoured ‘the introduction of new crofting tenancies’. Ten years previously, however, Macinnes had celebrated the 1886 Act’s centenary with an article (in Radical Scotland) in which crofters are described – by way of an extended metaphor – as ‘pampered’ and ‘privileged’ jailbirds. The Crofters Act, Allan Macinnes wrote, had created ‘a legislative prison to benefit a peasant class of quasi-proprietors at the expense of the Gaelic community as a whole’. This prison’s crofting occupants, Macinnes thought, had been turned into ‘institutionalised . . . old lags’. And that was why the Scottish Crofters Union, launched a year or so prior to the appearance of his article, was best understood, Allan Macinnes asserted, as ‘a prisoners’ rights society’.

Although I have long since concluded that it is usually counter-productive to respond to diatribes of the Donaldson or Macinnes type, I made my own contribution – a ‘provocative’ contribution, Eric Richards subsequently labelled it – to the debate initiated by that Scotsman leader of January 1977. What I wrote then, I would not write in quite the same manner today. But given that my 1977 opinions were much more directly the opinions of the author of The Making of the Crofting Community than the opinions I hold now, they are, I think, of some relevance in the present context. Here, at all events, is an extract from my reply to Gordon Donaldson’s endorsement of the notion that the clearance of Sutherland had been a good thing:

In the context of the more grandiose brutalities of our time, or even in the context of the war which was then being waged against Napoleon, the removal of a peasant people [in 1815 or thereabouts] from the interior of a remote Highland county might seem an event of no great importance. But while Waterloo is now no more than a name in history books, the simultaneous occurrences in Sutherland retain a virtually undiminished capacity for the generation of controversy and dispute . . . The result, since history consists as much of interpretation as of fact, is that – as far as the Highland Clearances are concerned – no generally agreed history is possible. If this were universally admitted, all would be well. The trouble is that the version of modern Highland history which has won general acceptance among professional historians – and which consequently tends to be paraded as the ‘correct’, ‘objective’ and otherwise irreproachable account of events – is little more than an apology for Highland landlordism, past and present.

Given the ‘significance’ of The Making of the Crofting Community, Ewen Cameron remarked in the course of his 1996 assessment of the book in the pages of the Scottish Historical Review, it was ‘surprising that SHR did not accord it a review when it was originally published’. Mischievously, Cameron added:

Conspiracy theorists will note that the joint editor of the SHR at the time was that scourge of Gaels, excoriator of crofters and reputed opponent of a philatelic commemoration of the Crofter Holdings Act, Professor Gordon Donaldson.

The idea that Gordon Donaldson may have been so piqued by my writings as to withhold publicity for them is not one, I should make clear, I take seriously. SHR’s ignoring of The Making of the Crofting Community, I suspect, was more a product of its editors’ incompetence than of their malevolence. And since I expected most academic historians to be hostile to a publication which constituted, after all, something of an attack on them, I was, in any case, a lot less anxious about academic reactions to The Making of the Crofting Community, when it first appeared, than I was about the book’s reception in the area with which it deals.

By commentators living and working in the Highlands, The Making of the Crofting Community, was, as luck would have it, positively reviewed. Sorley MacLean – then head teacher at Plockton High School and a poet whose output was earning him a deserved reputation as the leading Gaelic literary figure of recent times – thought the book ‘marvellously comprehensive, just and profound’. Roddy MacFarquhar – secretary of the Highland Fund and a man who, in that capacity, worked closely with the crofters the fund had been established to assist – was equally complimentary. For ‘the first time’, MacFarquhar wrote, there had ‘been assembled’ a ‘cogent . . . and accurate history of the social, economic, cultural and religious events . . . which have sculptured the modern Gaelic Highlands and Islands’. From Charles MacLeod, a leading crofting activist, there came similar praise. The Making of the Crofting Community, MacLeod wrote, deserved the widest possible readership: ‘Every Highland administrator, every councillor, every school, should have a copy . . . And so, ideally, should every crofter.’

As far as I am aware, only one professional historian, John Simpson, reviewed The Making of the Crofting Community in the months immediately following its publication. Simpson commented:

Dr Hunter’s commitment, his desire to discover the history of his own people, is similar to that of historians like Edward Thompson, from whom he has learned a lot. The version of history offered by either man could be countered by an alternative version written from somewhere politically further to the right. Dr Hunter, for instance, might be told that Highland landlords were the victims of the onset of capitalism just as the Highland peasantry were. Dr Hunter might well reply – so let me do it for him – that while some landlords suffered a fall from high social position . . . others lost merely all their scruples in dealing with their dependants and behaved with a kind of brutality unthinkable to their ancestors.

John Simpson’s description of The Making of the Crofting Community as ‘admirable’ was echoed, a little later, by Bruce Lenman, who deemed the book ‘excellent’, and by Christopher Harvie, who thought it ‘rightly acclaimed’. But Simpson, Lenman and Harvie were political historians, not economic historians of the sort who then, and subsequently, occupied so dominating a position in university-based study of Highland history. By virtually all such economic historians, inevitably, The Making of the Crofting Community was regarded with the darkest of suspicion. While finding the book ‘highly readable’, T. C. Smout, for example, believed it ‘one-sided’. And others were much more explicitly hostile. Thus Rosalind Mitchison, although considering The Making of the Crofting Community ‘a remarkable achievement’, declared herself unconvinced by its arguments. Mitchison was especially unconvinced, as she made obvious in a 1981 article in Scottish Economic and Social History, by my sympathetic treatment of material such as that collected in Victorian times by the pioneer folklorist, Alexander Carmichael, from Peggy MacCormack, then an elderly resident of South Uist.

Talking, first, about the South Uist of her pre-clearance childhood and, next, about the clearances themselves, Peggy MacCormack said:

How we enjoyed ourselves in those faraway days – the old as much as the young. I often saw three, and sometimes four, generations dancing together on the green grass in the golden summer sunset: men and boys of fourscore or more, for they lived long in those days, dancing with the boys and girls of five on the green grass . . . The thought of those young days makes my old heart both glad and sad, even at this distance of time. But the clearances came upon us, destroying all, turning our small crofts into big farms for the stranger, and turning our joy into misery, our gladness into bitterness, our blessing into blasphemy and our Christianity into mockery. O a dhuine ghaolaich, thig na deoir air mo shuilean le linn smaoininn air na dh’fhuilig sinn agus na duirb thainig sinn ’roimhe. O dear man, the tears come on my eyes when I think of all we suffered and of the sorrows, hardships, oppressions we came through.

While recognising that Peggy MacCormack’s account of developments in South Uist contains ‘a great deal that is obviously unhistorical’, The Making of the Crofting Community interprets her few surviving sentiments as an attempt to make a key distinction between the world into which she had been born and the quite different world she inhabited in her old age. The South Uist of Peggy MacCormack’s youth was hardly the paradise she evoked in her description of that youth. But the society of which the young Peggy MacCormack had been a member was a cohesive and culturally vibrant society in a way that the society to which she later belonged was not. By thus setting ‘the grim realities of the nineteenth-century present against a vision of an older order in which material plenty was combined with security and social justice’, The Making of the Crofting Community contends of comments like Peggy MacCormack’s, ‘crofters . . . were provided with an effective, if unsophisticated, critique of the social and economic system which was necessarily associated with commercial landlordism’.

By Rosalind Mitchison, however, this judgement was reckoned worthy only of derision. Quoting Peggy MacCormack’s comments as a preliminary to ridiculing them, Mitchison observed of those comments that they were ‘clearly rubbish, and it is the prime duty of the historian to label rubbish as such when he meets it’.

In Rosalind Mitchison’s dismissal of Peggy MacCormack, I feel, there is to be found a classic example of what E. P. Thompson had in mind when he wrote about ‘the enormous condescension of posterity’. But if Mitchison’s complaints about The Making of the Crofting Community – or, rather, of Peggy MacCormack’s brief appearance in it – are best ignored, the more thoughtful criticisms made of the book by Eric Richards in the course of his two-volume study, A History of the Highland Clearances, require an answer.

Nearly a decade separates the first volume of A History of the Highland Clearances, which appeared in 1982, from Leviathan of Wealth, Eric Richards’ earlier account of the Sutherland family’s business and land management practices. Since The Making of the Crofting Community was published some three years into this period, it may be that my efforts helped ensure that Richards’ previous – and generally emollient – portrayal of the Highland Clearances had given way, by 1982, to a harder-edged verdict:

The iron fist of landlord power in the Highlands was employed without restraint in many cases; there was almost certainly a number of deaths among the victims of eviction; the poverty of the people was often desperate; fire was used as a method of finalising a clearance in many instances; people were forced on to emigrant ships; the forces of the law were recruited to implement cruel evictions; the government refused to intercede on behalf of the common people. It is an ugly story . . . When all the qualifications have been made, it is beyond dispute that large but unknown numbers of Highlanders were cleared from their ancestral homes: a peasant society and an independent culture were, in many places, razed from the face of the land, and the benefits which accrued from the great upheaval never flowed in the direction of the people who inhabited the region.

Of my treatment of the clearances and of what came after them, Eric Richards has this to say:

The work of James Hunter . . . is erected on elaborate and scholarly analytical foundations and [is] informed by a detailed study of archival sources . . . His book on The Making of the Crofting Community, written with great flair, has clearly advanced the study of the Highlands during the clearance period. He opens up entirely original lines of research on religion in the Highlands, on the impact of famine and sheep farming, and on the origins and form of crofting protest. It is impressive and path-breaking writing in the best tradition of Scottish social history.

Eric Richards is sceptical, however, of the possibility of anyone ever effectively accomplishing what The Making of the Crofting Community tried to do. The materials needed for a worthwhile history of the kind the book is meant to be, Richards states baldly, do not exist:

Any writer attempting a history-from-below, for the people of the Highlands or elsewhere, is invariably impeded by the dearth of direct primary sources. The inescapable fact is that the poor, the powerless and the illiterate leave very little residue of their lives amongst which a historian may seek material for their reconstruction. This presents a great challenge and there is a danger that, in the full flood of sympathy for the underdog, the historian will interpolate thoughts and emotions for people of whom there is no direct knowledge. Dr Hunter has by no means solved this problem.

Despite the ‘penetration and subtlety’ of its analysis, therefore, The Making of the Crofting Community, Eric Richards concludes, is marred by my importing into my reading of Highland history, as Richards sees it, ‘judgements about political equity, economic justice and the rights of property’. Because of this lapse on my part, Richards reckons, The Making of the Crofting Community ‘fails to address . . . objective conditions of economic change’, takes ‘a somewhat romanticised view of preclearance circumstances in the Highlands’ and, more reprehensibly still, ‘entertains the . . . dream of Highland reform by which the land and its allied resources would be returned to the common people’.

For reasons explored later, I accept the validity of one of Eric Richards’ contentions. The Making of the Crofting Community, though it did not set out deliberately to romanticise the epoch in question, certainly falls far short of satisfactorily elucidating the nature of social change in the Highlands during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

But this is by no means to concede Richards’ wider point. Writing the history of the powerless, as opposed to the powerful, is difficult, of course. But it is by no means impossible – as has been shown by historian after historian, right across the world, in recent decades. Of relevance, in this connection, is work I have already cited – such as E. P. Thompson’s Making of the English Working Class and the many successful attempts which have been made to reinterpret Africa’s history in ways that give due weight to the experiences and viewpoints of Africans. Of relevance, too, is Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s masterly book, Montaillou, in which Ladurie, a French historian, painstakingly reconstructs the lives of fourteenth-century Pyrenean villagers. Of relevance, finally, are the numerous accounts which now exist of social groups and social classes – African-American slaves, for instance – once thought so lacking in control over their own lives as to have had almost no autonomous existence, let alone recoverable histories, of any kind.

As compared with historians of slavery, to stick with my last example, the historian of crofting – Eric Richards’ strictures notwithstanding – is faced by no ‘dearth of direct primary sources’. In Gaelic song and poetry, in the testimony given by crofters to royal commissions and tribunals, in newspaper accounts of speeches made at crofters’ meetings, in police reports dealing with the same meetings and in the letters with which crofters eventually began to bombard politicians and civil servants, there is, in fact, a wealth of evidence as to what crofters thought, said and did at various points in the nineteenth century. While it is certainly legitimate to question the use made of this material in The Making of the Crofting Community, it makes no sense to deny, as Eric Richards does, such material’s existence.

What Richards calls history-from-below, then, is certainly feasible in a Highland context, and I make no apology for having attempted it. Nor do I regret the way in which The Making of the Crofting Community ‘entertains’ the ‘dream’ of land reform, advocates ‘political equity’ and is on the side of ‘economic justice’. For better or worse, The Making of the Crofting Community – as Brian Smith, a Shetland historian, has remarked of Eric Richards’ criticisms of my writings – is openly, and intentionally, about the crofting population’s long, and still to be concluded, struggle for equity, justice and, indeed, land reform. While it would undoubtedly have been possible for me to write an account of crofting history which treated this struggle in a more off-hand and uninvolved manner than the one adopted in The Making of the Crofting Community, that would have been to produce simply yet another in the long line of books – some of Eric Richards’ own productions among them – which focus primarily on what Richards calls ‘the objective conditions of economic change’ in the Highlands. It would have been, in other words, to identify with, and to embrace, an approach to Highland history which, as already explained, I reject totally.

But for all that The Making of the Crofting Community commences with a clearly enunciated proclamation to the effect that its interpretation of the Highland past is radically at variance with the interpretations advanced by academic historians of the region, there clearly continues to be feeling among such historians that it would have been better for my standing and reputation had I been prepared to sink my differences with them. Something of this is discernible in Eric Richards’ reaction to The Making of the Crofting Community. And it is a point of view expressed more forcefully still by Tom Devine – whose work on the modern history of the Highlands, contained in books like The Great Highland Famine and Clanship to Crofters’ War – is essential reading for anyone with an interest in the subject.

While recognising the manner in which ‘the popular mind’ continues to connect ‘the depopulation of northern Scotland’ with the ‘forced removal’ of the area’s people, Devine explicitly aligns himself with the numerous other academic commentators who, as he remarks, consider such linkage ‘simplistic’. He continues:

Perhaps only James Hunter, among recent writers, in his The Making of the Crofting Community, has tried to provide some scholarly support for the more popular interpretation of Highland history. In Hunter’s book the landlords are once again cast in their traditional role as villains, dominating and exploiting their people and systematically pursuing policies of clearance and forced emigration. But Hunter’s analysis has not been generally accepted within the mainstream of historical scholarship despite its foundations in wide-ranging archival research. This is partly because of the author’s unwillingness to set landlord activity in its social and cultural context and his failure to combine demographic and economic analysis with an evalutation of élite behaviour.

The ‘mainstream’ to which Devine refers is, of course, the historiographical tradition represented by Malcolm Gray, Rosalind Mitchison and all those other historians I have already listed more than once. Tom Devine – a man, I should make clear at this point, I both like and admire – is very much in that tradition. But as is obvious from The Great Highland Famine, easily his most substantial piece of work on the Highlands, Devine brings to bear on the modern history of the area a range of skills which make him, in key respects, a far more impressive operator than his predecessors. Not least among the skills in question is Devine’s ability to engage in statistical analysis of a sort never before undertaken in a Highland context. Dealing with topics as varied as death rates, wool prices, evictions and emigration patterns, the 80 or so statistical tables which appear in The Great Highland Famine are prominent among the methodological tools which enable Tom Devine to subject the famine period to scrutiny of a far more detailed kind than it receives in The Making of the Crofting Community. And while some of Devine’s conclusions reinforce mine, notably with regard to the sheer extent and scope of clearance, others of his findings place the two of us at odds. Devine, for instance, disagrees with my assertion that, on the Highland potato crop failing in 1846 and people beginning to go hungry, most landowners did little to assist their tenantries.

The way Devine tackles this issue is indicative of his wider approach. He comments:

It proved possible to assemble documentation on the activities of 59 (or 67 per cent) of the total of 86 landlords in the distressed districts. This is a much bigger sample than that considered by Dr Hunter who refers to only 11 individual proprietors in the course of his discussion. Furthermore, this evidence comes from a variety of sources and allows for some cross-checking. In most cases, commentators were often government officials independent of landlord influence . . . Their exhaustive and sometimes highly critical reports are a major source for the evaluation of landlord strategies in the first year of the famine. To these can be added information derived from local and national destitution committees which also undertook regular investigations of the stricken areas, statements from law officers, such as sheriffs and procurators-fiscal, and from the Free Church and Established Church of Scotland. The estate papers of eight of the 12 landlords on whose properties 86 per cent of the famine-stricken population lived are extant and have also been consulted in this survey. What follows are the general conclusions derived from evaluation of these varied sources of information.

Those conclusions are such as to enable Tom Devine to be ‘more positive . . . about the role of Highland landowners during the early years of the famine’ than I was in The Making of the Crofting Community. On such points of detail, I duly stand – if only because, in the face of so much assiduous effort, I can do no other – corrected. While recognising its strengths, however, I do not accept that Devine’s overall approach to Highland history is – as he implies in the course of his comments on ‘popular interpretations’ of that history – automatically to be considered superior to, or in advance of, my own. I take comfort, in this connection, from the fact that thinking of the kind which underpins The Making of the Crofting Community has been reinforced recently, at the international level if not yet at the Scottish one, by innovative developments in history writing. Those developments have begun to impact, with fascinating results, on Ireland – a country which, as The Making of the Crofting Community recognises, has long been of particular interest from a Highland standpoint. And despite the parochialism in which academic historians of Scotland – a singularly isolationist breed – have always wallowed, the new ideas which historians elsewhere have started to embrace will eventually impact on historical studies here also. When they do, I suspect, the ‘mainstream’ in which Tom Devine so confidently locates himself will be shown to be – both intellectually and methodologically – something of a backwater.

The Irish equivalent of what Devine calls ‘the popular interpretation’ of Highland history is to be found in Irish people’s longstanding and ineradicable tendency to blame Ireland’s landlords – aided and abetted, most Irish folk would add, by the British politicians then in charge of their country – for the many miseries endured by Ireland’s rural population in the nineteenth century. Against this ‘popular interpretation’ of the Irish past, many of Ireland’s academic historians – the Irish counterparts of Malcolm Gray, Rosalind Mitchison, Tom Devine and their collaborators – have waged a long war. This war’s ultimate aim – one, of course, with all sorts of political, social and cultural ramifications – was to replace anti-landlord and anti-British analyses of Irish history with a perspective on Ireland’s past that would ideally be so drained of emotion and ideology as to be completely ‘objective’ and ‘value-free’. For a time, it has to be admitted, Ireland’s revisionist academics – rather like Tom Devine’s ‘mainstream’ in the Scottish case – looked to be carrying all before them. Today, however, their project has begun to falter – principally because revisionism’s numerous inadequacies have been cruelly exposed by a younger, and excitingly original, generation of Irish historians.1

To historians of this generation, revisionist treatments of the Irish famine – as contained in books which, both in style and purpose, mirror Tom Devine’s work on the famine’s Highland equivalent – seem especially unsatisfactory. Such treatments, it has been claimed, avoid ‘the issue of culpability’ by portraying landlords ‘as hapless victims’ of allegedly uncontrollable events; they adopt ‘an austerely clinical tone’ as a means of ‘cerebralising and thereby desensitising trauma’; in their anxiety to be free of anything approximating to moral judgement, they make the mistake, as Christine Kinealy has forcefully put it, of throwing ‘the starving baby out with the purified bath-water’:

Suffering, emotion and the sense of catastrophe have been removed from revisionist interpretations of the famine . . . The obscenity


What troubles critics of revisionism in Ireland, then, is identical to what troubled me, back in the 1960s, about the Gray-Youngson-Mitchison-Pryde-Richards-Campbell-Smout-Gaskell school’s treatment of the Highland Clearances. And although this school – in the guise nowadays of Tom Devine’s ‘mainstream’ – easily rode the punch I tried to land on it in the shape of The Making of the Crofting Community, I find it pleasing, I confess, to see its Irish alter ego take so many punishing blows. Among the more effective deliverers of such blows is Brendan Bradshaw:

Confronted by the catastrophic dimension of Irish history, the discomfiture of the modern [or revisionist] school of value-free historians is apparent. So is the source of their discomfiture: a conception of professionalism which denies the historian recourse to value-judgements and, therefore, access to the kind of moral and emotional register necessary to respond to human tragedy.

Revisionism’s most unforgivable error, Bradshaw continues, lies in its deliberate abandonment of historical scholarship’s central and essential function of ‘mediating between the actuality of the historical experience and contemporary perceptions of it’:

That function acquires a particular urgency, it may be claimed, when, as in the case of Ireland, the communal memory retains a keen sense of the tragic dimension of the national history. In such circumstances, the mediating function of the historian is manifestly not fulfilled by stoking the memory of ancient wrongs and the bitterness of bygone times. But neither is it constructive to conspire ‘to remove the pain from Irish history’ as a recent critic of the modern school has protested . . . As sorry experience has shown, such stratagems serve only to establish a credibility gap between the professional historian’s account of the past and the public perception of it: the bitter reality, recalled in song and story, continues to haunt the popular memory.

It was exactly this type of credibility gap – between ‘the crofter’s conception of his own past’ and ‘the typical historian’s portrayal of it’ – that The Making of the Crofting Community was intended, as its Introduction states, to bridge. Hence the gratification I get from the spectacle of views akin to my own beginning to gather heavyweight support in Ireland.

Nor are historiographical advances in Ireland the only ones presently helping to sustain my conviction that, notwithstanding the evident unacceptability of my opinions in ‘mainstream’ circles, The Making of the Crofting Community might not, after all, have been so outlandish an exercise as Tom Devine has made it out to be. Internationally, in fact, it is Devine’s own preferred methodology, the statistically and mathematically based brand of history known as econometrics or cliometrics, which is starting to look more than slightly passé. Having first noted the recent relegation of cliometrics to the status of a ‘sub-specialism’, Richard J. Evans, professor of modern history at the University of Cambridge and author (in 1997) of In Defence of History, a brilliant survey of current historiographical thinking, goes on to comment more generally about historical writing of the kind which has long loomed so large in relation to the Highlands:

One of the very great drawbacks of generalizing social-science history, with its reliance on averages and statistics, was its virtual elimination of the individual human being in favour of anonymous groups and trends. To reduce every human being to a statistic, a social type, or the mouthpiece of a collective discourse is to do violence to the complexity of human nature, social circumstance and cultural life.

Increasingly taking the place of what Evans calls ‘social-science history’ is the variant of history which has become known as ‘postmodern’. Of such postmodern history, Evans has this to say:

Postmodernism in its more constructive modes . . . has shifted the emphasis in historical writing . . . back from social-scientific to literary models . . . It has restored individual human beings to history, where social science approaches had more or less written them out. And it has inspired, or at least informed, many outstanding historical works.

Among the works which Evans mentions in this context is Orlando Figes’s A People’s Tragedy: The Russian Revolution, 1891–1921. At the start of that extraordinarily fine book, Figes has this to say about its structure:

The narrative of A People’s Tragedy weaves between the private and the public spheres. Wherever possible, I have tried to emphasise the human aspect of great events by listening to the voices of individual people whose lives became caught up in the storm . . . In following the fortunes of these figures, my aim has been to convey the chaos of these years, as it must have been felt by ordinary men and women.

Were I looking – metaphorically speaking – for expert testimony of a sort that might help to counter Tom Devine’s dismissal of The Making of the Crofting Community, I should definitely ask Orlando Figes to speak on my behalf. This I would do on the grounds that Figes understands, as Devine apparently does not, that the past can be comprehended by means other than those involving what Tom calls ‘demographic and economic analysis’. Such analysis has its place. So, no doubt, has the ‘evaluation of élite behaviour’ and the setting of ‘landlord activity in its social and cultural context’. But unlike Tom, I prefer to concentrate, as Orlando Figes does, on people. And among the people on whom it is essential to focus in a Highland context are those whose shattered lives, I believe, books like Tom Devine’s tend to conceal below their endless layers of data.

In relation to the clearances, two such shattered lives can readily be made emblematic of all the others. The lives in question were those of Ellen and Anne MacRae, little girls whose names I came across in 1993 when researches I was then conducting into emigration from the Highlands took me to Grosse Île, the Quebec quarantine station which, in the 1840s, became the last resting place, in all too many instances, of folk from Ireland and from Scotland’s crofting districts.

Ellen and Anne belonged to Lochalsh. They arrived at Grosse Île in the fall of 1847. Their father’s name is given in the Grosse Île records as Farre. This was as near as a French-speaking nurse or orderly could get, I guess, to the Gaelic Fearchar or Farquhar – still a common first name among Lochalsh’s MacRaes. What happened exactly to Farquhar MacRae, his wife (whose name was Margaret) and any other children they may have had, I do not know. Perhaps they died at sea. Perhaps they died, as lots of others did at that time, on Grosse Île itself. If so, they doubtless lie in one of the mass graves – their shapes reminiscent of the abandoned rigs surrounding the ruins of cleared Highland townships – to be seen on the shores of the Grosse Île inlet which, at about the point that Anne and Ellen reached this colonial quarantine station, became known as Cholera Bay.

Anne and Ellen, at all events, were left parentless. On 18 October 1847, they were accordingly admitted to an orphanage operated by nuns of the Société Charitable des Dames Catholiques de Québec. Ellen, aged 12, was eventually adopted by a Quebec family. Anne, aged ten, was found a home in the United States.

Did they ever meet again? Probably not. And even if they had done, other than by means of what little they might have recalled of their childhood Gaelic, they could scarcely have communicated – for Ellen would have grown up speaking Québecois French, and the adult Anne would have spoken American English.

Try to imagine what it would have been like, in the famine year of 1847, to be a little girl leaving the home and the community where you had spent your childhood; what it would have been like to make an ocean crossing in the dark, stinking and disease-ridden hold of one of the rundown cargo ships then dominating the emigrant trade; what it would have been like, in the course of this journey or at its end, to watch your mother and your father die; what it would have been like thus to have been left to cope unaided on a strange continent where – knowing no French and, at best, a word or two of English – you would not even have understood, to start with, what was being said to you; what it would have been like, following all of this, to be separated from your surviving sister by many hundreds of miles.

When set in its ‘social and cultural context’, Tom Devine contends, the conduct of the landlords responsible for what was done, in the nineteenth century, to Highlanders was a good deal less reprehensible than those of us ‘outside the mainstream of historical scholarship’ have alleged. Maybe Tom is right. That is certainly what his careful tabulations suggest to him. But the experiences of Anne and Ellen MacRae, I submit, suggest something else entirely.

_____________

Assessing the impact of postmodernism’s assault on what he calls ‘the rebarbative social science jargon’ with which university-based historians began to fill their books during the 1960s and 1970s, Richard Evans comments: ‘One thing which the postmodernist treatment of history as a form of literature has done is to reinstate good writing as legitimate historical practice.’ I welcome this. In part, I suspect, my quarrel with academic historians of the Highlands – though it had other causes – was intensified by the way such historians have so frequently managed to turn hugely eventful raw material into tomes of awesome turgidity. When embarking on The Making of the Crofting Community, therefore, I was determined, as John Simpson recognised in his 1976 review of the book, to do justice to what is, whatever else it may be, a quite tremendous story:

History books written on an ambitious scale (as this one is) are expected to convey a good deal of detailed information (as this one does). But many historians seem to construct their books for quarrying in and not for reading through. Dr Hunter displays the
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