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THE BIRDS DECLARE IT

    that wing white and low

that also leeward go

    go leeward to the tor-lands

where the tin-veins maculate the fire-rocks

The birds

    have a home

in those rocks.

    David Jones, The Anathemata

The swan’s blare
my seldom amusement; for men’s laughter
there was curlew-call, there were the cries of gannets,
for mead-drinking the music of the gull.
To the storm striking the stone cliffs
gull would answer, eagle scream
from throats frost-feathered. No friend or brother
by to speak with the despairing mind.

The Seafarer, translated by Michael Alexander

To cry to the sea
that roared to us;
to sigh to the winds, whose pity, sighing back again, did us but loving wrong.

The Tempest


1

 

JULY 1830 – ARRIVAL

The young woman rose from her berth almost before she heard the knock on the cabin door. ‘The Reverend asks for you, ma’am,’ called the deckhand. ‘He wants you to come up on deck.’ The English was awkward on his tongue.

She could not remember how long she had been lying there, fully clothed. Her new travelling dress of light tweed was unpleasantly damp from the salty air and she felt queer and sad as if she had missed part of a day – or a life. Had she been asleep? She had been deeply immersed in something, a drowning or a dream where mythical sea creatures had been calling to her from the deep. She leaned against the worn timber of the cabin wall as she let the last of the nothingness dissolve around her. As the nausea cleared she squinted and looked around the dim cabin. There was a chipped enamel bucket half-full of sickness on the floor next to her feet; she looked away in humiliated disgust as she decided not to accept it as her own. Grateful to be alone with her shame and this filth she made a mental note to ask the lad to wash it out before her husband noticed. She attempted to smooth her uncompromising hair but knew, even without a mirror glass, that she was ugly.

The boy called again. The cabin floor was still at an angle and the timbers were moaning, but everything seemed to be relatively stable. She recognised a few of their possessions which had been strewn across the coarse floorboards and wondered about the child inside her; what must it be like in there? The baby was floating in its own ocean, which would have been very choppy indeed as the seasickness set in. She smiled wryly as she made for the companion ladder, hoping her child was a better sailor than herself.

The wind had died and the rough sea had softened, a dark flickering of mercury upon the swell. The skies rested heavily on the horizon, gravid with rain that would not fall for days, not until it reached the Long Isle and the world beyond: the world that was still real to those who had stayed behind. Somewhere in the west a thin band of light was breaking through the North Atlantic mist, dyeing it the colour of old sheets.

The grey uniformity of the world around the ship was almost as nauseating as the rolling waves of some hours ago – but this time, as she reached the deck, she managed to steady herself. They were two days out of Oban and it was on leaving the Sound of Harris and Pabbay behind early that morning that the sea had roughened and sent her below decks.

Her husband, the Reverend Neil MacKenzie, was standing with Captain MacLeod and Mr Bethune, the taxman’s representative, by the starboard. The three men had removed their hats and were scanning the sky in boyish excitement. Mrs MacKenzie stumbled across the deck to join them and breathed again as one hand grasped the bulwarks, the other one protecting her stomach.

‘Lizzie – look, look out there!’ said her husband pointing eagerly as he saw her by his side, and then, embarrassed at the exposed intimacy of his exclamation, he started again in a more sober way, ‘Can you see the big bird out there? It’s a mollymawk, an albatross blown here by yesterday’s southerly storm.’ She followed the line of her husband’s index finger and looked up through the rigging and the canvas, which was limp and passive now where before it had bulged and shuddered. The sky was milky and the light hurt her eyes at first; and then she saw it – a lonely cruciform shape high above the mast. Suddenly it dropped and swooped alongside the length of the ship, its huge white wingspan and black-backed body slashing the mist in a soundless dive.

‘Ah,’ she gasped as the majestic bird with its beautifully domed head seemed to look at them from under dark brows. ‘What is it? I have never seen such a bird before; will it hurt us?’ Captain MacLeod looked at her and laughed. ‘Don’t you worry, Mrs MacKenzie. It is the king of the ocean travellers. Some seamen say it is the reincarnated soul of a lost sailor who watches over us living ones.’ The Captain lowered his voice to a theatrical whisper. ‘They say it should be hailed in God’s name or it could decide to bring bad luck upon us.’ He made the sign of the cross and winked at her.

‘But did you see its eyes, Captain? They look so stern and displeased,’ she replied anxiously as they watched the bird glide elegantly over the top of the waves.

‘Only a superstitious fool would believe that the bird carries a human soul,’ said the Reverend with a short laugh.

‘Perhaps,’ agreed the Captain, ‘but the lore of the sailor is as ancient as the sea. We may do worse than to let it serve as a reminder of the burden of humankind, of all our sins and shortcomings.’

The Reverend looked up after the departing albatross, his gaze suddenly dark and distant. ‘Yes, in this you are right, Captain, we must always be prepared to recognise a source of penance and the possibility of redemption.’ Lizzie winced at the unfamiliar tone of her husband’s voice, and Captain MacLeod examined the Reverend’s face with a serious expression.

They were all quiet for a moment as they watched the albatross bank westwards. ‘I believe it is taking our course; it has come to guide us to the islands – it is a good omen indeed!’ said Mr Bethune to ease the mood, and the Reverend, suddenly sweet again, looked up and laughed with him, ‘Indeed, Mr Bethune, indeed.’ But Mrs MacKenzie remained serious as she said, ‘Let us hope also, Mr Bethune, that it brings some fortune to the natives of this island – I hear they are poor and wretched.’

‘Poor, madam? The St Kildans want for nothing. Their bairns are better fed than any of the children on the Long Isle and their clothes are warm and tough,’ answered Mr Bethune. ‘But they could do with some spiritual guidance that is for sure. Your task is truly noble, Reverend,’ he added dryly, and spat over the side.

The Reverend did not seem to have heard the light tone of sarcasm in Mr Bethune’s voice. His earlier spell of bad mood seemed to be gone. ‘My friend the Rev. Dr John MacDonald of Ferintosh, who has visited the islands several times, tells me that they are a fine people, remarkably innocent but closer to the ancient soul of the Gael than to the moral codes of our civilisation. They carry the simple faith of the peasant,’ said the Reverend importantly. ‘I knew as soon as I heard about them that they were my calling,’ he added with poise.

‘Well, I say! That call must have been mighty strong to be carried so far on the Atlantic winds,’ Mr Bethune said gleefully. ‘There is no other place in the Empire as remote as St Kilda, and the inhabitants are as savage as the naked blacks in the King’s territories in Australia. I know nothing of their faith, but I tell you this: I’m happy as long as they pay their taxes so that my Lord of the Isles can sleep well in a feather bed.’

‘You occupy yourself with the material life of the St Kildans, Mr Bethune. I have been chosen by the Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge to deal with their spiritual life, and I will not let them down,’ the minister said firmly, hoping that his steady gaze would convince the rather impudent older man of his formidable authority in the matter.

‘Let us hope that your calling will be as spiritually satisfactory to the missus when the winter storms set in,’ Mr Bethune muttered coarsely in reply, and turned to cross the deck.

‘I must be grateful to you, Mr Bethune, for your encouragement and concern.’ This time it was MacKenzie’s turn to sound sarcastic as he addressed Mr Bethune’s departing back.

Lizzie studied her husband, who was deep in his own thoughts. She did not like the way in which Mr Bethune had spoken to him – and the revenue man had a most disagreeable countenance. Her husband, on the other hand, was a handsome man. Even with his dark hair tousled and matted by the sea air he looked elegant in his black minister’s coat and white cravat. He was taller and leaner than the Captain, who remained at his side, and the scholarly pallor of his skin made him look dignified. To think that she had married a minister! That she was a minister’s wife, and that they were sailing towards their manse. She could hardly believe it. Her sister, Annie, had laughed when she heard about the engagement, saying that Lizzie would become as dowdy as Mary Roberts’s sister Peggy, who had married the minister in Kilbride. Peggy was no longer allowed to come to tea parties or the Hogmanay dance, and she wore dark dresses with high collars and long sleeves even at the height of summer, but, worst of all, her hair had gone all dull and greasy as she wasn’t allowed to wash it in vinegar on a Sunday morning. Her minister husband had told her that if she didn’t stop her vanity she would be dancing in the fire of Gehenna next! Lizzie had shivered a bit for the fate of Peggy Roberts, who had had such beautiful hair at school, but she told Annie that this Neil MacKenzie was not like the minister of Kilbride – he was modern, and both handsome and courteous. Her cheeks coloured as she recalled how he had looked at her when they first met at the house of Mr Grant, where he had served for a while as a tutor to the younger children. Perhaps Annie was just a bit jealous of her; the thought struck Lizzie for the first time. Annie was two years older and maybe it was not easy to have a younger sister who was getting married to a handsome minister, who had studied at the university in Glasgow – a sister who would soon be the mistress of a manse!

Lizzie had seen Annie kiss James Hamilton, the publican’s son, in the alley at the back of the pub in Love Street, like a common factory girl. She wondered if Annie was in love with James, who was as strong as his father and could carry a barrel of beer on his shoulder. He was a charming and cheerful fellow, and they had known him all their lives, but surely Annie could do better? Their own father had made some money in the recent building boom, and they had both been given schooling. Their household was respectable, Lizzie reckoned, yes, quite respectable, and even the Mayor’s wife had called on them once or twice.

She thought of her husband again. She had overheard Dr John MacDonald, the man they called ‘the Apostle of the North’, telling another man at the ordination ceremony the previous year that ‘MacKenzie has the zeal and mind that will make him go far’. She suddenly thought of her own inadequacy – she was ignorant of most things, she suspected, and, although she had never told anyone, she was not sure if she could believe in God in the right way, if at all. She was changing too fast, like the world that she observed around her. How could she not be ignorant and uneducated when everything that she learned altered the constellation of the things she already knew? The nature of her thoughts was her greatest weakness, Miss Gilchrist had told her at school; they made her mind spongy as they whisked around. She must learn to separate the real world from the world of her imagination. She had tried to tell Miss Gilchrist that she was afraid that her life would be too dull without the romanticising, that life would never be quite good enough if she was just herself – that somehow she would always be found wanting.

She was not sure if her husband knew of her weaknesses. She tried to hide them as best she could. Sometimes she would agree with things he was saying although she did not know what he was talking about, and on occasion he had looked at her as if the thoughts she expressed were not her own. Ah, she was painfully ordinary! And then there was the matter of her appearance – her hair was impossible, curly and unmanageable, not at all shiny and sleek like Peggy Roberts’s had been before she married the minister of Kilbride. She was quite sure that her complexion was not as fair as that of the ladies her husband would have encountered in Glasgow, but, on the other hand, Annie said she had a fine figure and he seemed keen enough to hold her in the dark. Lizzie sighed unhappily; would anyone ever be able to find beauty in her?

However, she must not forget that she was fortunate all in all, and she carried his baby – their baby – a creation of both their bodies. At that moment, as if in response to her thoughts, she felt the baby move inside her and she reckoned that she may yet begin to understand her purpose in this marriage.

The Reverend was staring hard into the melancholy grey air. The lull of the vessel as it moved slowly through the limitless seascape was making him sleepy and his thoughts were retreating deep into his head. He had not been at sea for over ten years, not since the night when William MacKillop drowned. He did not wish to think of Will now. He had met Will’s father in Lamlash the previous April as the Caledonia left for Canada. Old MacKillop had come from Glen Sannox, along with the other families that had been cleared from their village by the laird, who had turned the arable land into grazing. MacKenzie had not told his relatives that he would be at Lamlash to see the ship off, but old MacKillop had spotted him in the crowd and come up to greet him.

‘I know you favour the modern ways now, son, but we are going out there to Canada to continue living the life we know. Our kin in Megantic County tell us that in spite of the name the old language is spoken in Nova Scotia and the traditional ways are honoured. This old land of ours is for the sheep now, they say, and man has no place in it.’ He laughed bitterly.

MacKenzie did not reply, and after a moment’s contemplation the old man added in a softer voice, ‘Pray for my boy’s soul, minister. I leave young William behind with a bit of my heart.’

MacKenzie nodded mutely and avoided his gaze. The old man sighed and stooped to pick up a bundle at his feet. As he stood up again he seemed taller than before and his shadow fell over MacKenzie as he said in a low voice, ‘He was a good sailor and a good swimmer too, my lad. You were the last one to see him alive and the only one to know how he died. Aye, you can pray for his soul – you who lived to be a minister with a fine black coat and all.’

The Rev. Alexander MacKay, who had escorted his congregation to the ship, preached a sermon as the group from Glen Sannox boarded: ‘Casting all your care upon Him for He careth for you.’ Neil watched from a distance as the last of his kin embarked and left Scotland forever.

But their exodus had nothing to do with him – had he not left the village a long time ago to spread the Gospel? Neil MacKenzie had read The Wealth of Nations and knew well that in order to build a new society for Scotland it was vital to remove the obstacles that hinder the natural progress of economic change and social order. This is what he had been taught at university, and he believed that it was the only way to a modern society based on moral and scientific achievement. The new world would be created to make way for advanced human happiness. He himself would like to add faith as one of the founding pillars of that new society, and it worried him that his teachers had not seemed too concerned with it, nor did it feature much in the Edinburgh Review, which must undoubtedly be the reading matter for any man with ethical and intellectual aspirations, such as himself. Perhaps the great intellectuals in Edinburgh considered faith to be such a basic principle of society that it was not worth mentioning. The thought was comforting and he felt encouraged by his own reasoning. There was nothing I could do to stop it.

But he had felt strange that morning last April at Lamlash quay, hiding from his own kin. As the Caledonia was towed out of harbour he had said a prayer in the old language. He had prayed for the land of his ancestors, for his family, for Will who had been young and fair when he died with all his life ahead of him, and at last he had prayed for his own redemption, but by then the words stalled in his swollen throat.

It was shortly after that day that he decided to marry Miss Elizabeth Crawford. He was pleased with his choice of wife. She had grown up in a town and understood the mechanisms of society, and he was sure she would understand his mission. She had enough schooling for people to believe she was intelligent, this he was sure of, and she had a strong and healthy figure – he liked the way her dresses fitted her well. Her older sister Annie was probably prettier, he thought, but the giggle which often rippled over Annie’s face was unsettling, and Lizzie had seemed to be the more serious of the two. There was something quite remarkable about her eyes, although he could not yet put it into words. She was not above his status, nor would she pull him down. Once her folks would have been above his; as tradesmen they had made some money while he had grown up a miller’s boy. But he had his wits and his determination, and these faculties had brought him to education and into the society of a different class of men. His family was gone, he had no past, and while her kin remained tradespeople he had risen as a respected minister of the Church of Scotland.

He had explained his mission and the nature of his new parish to her and to her father, a decent man – not an intellectual of course, but hard-working and moral. Mr Crawford, who was a builder in Paisley, was proud and delighted that his daughter would be marrying such a prominent man, he had said, and although he could not offer much in terms of a dowry, he was sure that his daughter would be a good wife in whatever climate and on any barren island – Mr Crawford had winked at this point – and she seemed to like the minister well enough so who was he to oppose the match?

After Will’s accident, Neil MacKenzie, who was still a young man, knew he needed to engage in something that was bigger than himself. The years at university had changed him; he was different, and better, and he had found a mission at last. He was a confident student, fired on by his many, often private, aspirations and after his ordination he had told the Presbytery that he would like to preach the Gospels in the most godforsaken place they could offer – he had suggested Newfoundland, where he was sure he could do a world of good. In the end, the Society in Scotland for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge had asked him to go to St Kilda – the furthest inhabited islands in Britannia.

His mentor, the Rev. Dr John MacDonald, who had visited the islands on previous occasions, had been so horrified by the low level of religiosity amongst the St Kildans that he had travelled, preaching, all around the Highlands and Islands in order to raise money for building the new church and manse. The starving Highlanders, generous as ever to their own kin, had been more than willing to offer what support they could for the spiritual salvation of their cousins on St Kilda.

The islands had become a near obsession to Neil MacKenzie over the last year. St Kilda! – he had repeated the name like a charm to himself over and over again. This is where I will be tested, he thought. His mind often travelled ahead of him to the islands and endowed them with the sublime grace of a Utopia. He had been chosen to relieve the islanders of their backward ways and show them the rightful path as drawn out by God and paved by the Church of Scotland. On other days, when his modesty was greater and he could not keep the fallible man in him at bay, he merely thought that these were the islands where he would find goodness, peace and redemption.

As the sea and the wind and the air were holding their breath around the ship, the Reverend returned from his thoughts, only to find he was looking at a mirage floating on the horizon. His eyes were fixed on a dark shape that balanced in and out of focus. At that moment he heard the lad ring the bell and the Captain’s cheerful call of ‘Land ahoy!’

The Reverend turned to see his wife beside him. She looked a bit pale, he thought. Her eyelids were thin and dark, the lashes thick as she looked down into the water. He had been conscious of her rather serious discomfort that morning but had been discreet enough not to mention it in front of the crew. He believed that had been the right thing to do, and she was strong enough to take care of herself. He suddenly felt a rush of unreasonable happiness when he thought about the baby inside her and about the island in the distance. There was a son waiting to be born to herald his quest. ‘Are you quite comfortable, my dear?’ he asked, his voice warm now, and put a protective arm around her. ‘Oh yes, I’m fine now that we can see land again,’ she answered as she leaned into him, grateful for his sudden affection. The couple continued to stand like that for some time as the ship was slowly approaching the islands. If she wasn’t exactly aware of the nature of her husband’s thoughts and affections at that moment, Lizzie reflected, at least their souls were resting comfortably against each other.

The archipelago grew out of the low clouds like bad teeth in a weak mouth, the rugged sea cliffs bleakly lit from behind by the sun, which was setting somewhere far out in the west. Gradually the islands took on individual shapes in prehistoric shades of grey. Captain MacLeod pointed out the different islands: Hirta, the largest and the only one that was permanently inhabited; Boreray about five miles to the north-east, with its threatening stacks – Stac Lee and Stac an Armin – the highest sea pinnacles in all of Britain, he said; Soay, about two hundred yards to the north-west of Hirta, was still out of sight. The Norse-sounding names rolled off the Captain’s tongue as softly as a snowfall. The lofty peaks and sheer sea cliffs of Hirta were covered in cloud, but as the ship approached through the dull swell the wind grew stronger again and the mist started to clear.

A myriad of seabirds were circling the ship now, and the noise of their calls was deafening to the sailors who had heard nothing but the silence of the sea all day. There were gannets – whitewashed and graceful with heads that looked as if they had been dipped in custard – and fulmar, skilfully skimming the surface of the waves. The lonely albatross that had overtaken their cutter earlier in the day was nowhere to be seen. To their left they could see the ridges of Dùn. Captain MacLeod pointed out that the name indicated an ancient fort, and the crown of the ridge did indeed look like the terrible battlements of the castle of a dark lord. As the rock sloped steeply towards the sea it gave way to low grass, and the sailors could soon make out the shapes of innumerable nesting puffins. Their clown-like appearance was greatly enhanced by the tragicomic sound of their old man’s laughter, which rode eerily on the waves: ho, ho, ho. In one place the sea had gnawed a narrow portal through the rock. It looked like the eye of a needle, and the wind which threaded through it whispered a tune which, when it joined the song of the birds, put a peculiar feeling in the hearts of the mariners.

Lizzie drew closer to her husband. She was speechless and did not know what to make of this island which was so unlike any other place she had ever seen or even imagined. How could anyone live in a world as strange as this? she wondered. It seemed utterly impossible to man and beast alike, and then it struck her – how would she be able to live here?

They drew up towards the wind and turned into a wide bay where the treacherous black rocks gave way to a shore fringed by a narrow shingle beach, sloping gently up towards a hamlet surrounded by green pastures. Behind the hamlet the ground rose gradually at first and then steeply to the slopes of Ruiaval, as the Captain called it, to the south and the rugged face of Conachair to the north. The many colours of warm earth, fresh sorrel and young heather were at once pleasing to the sailors’ eyes, which had grown accustomed to a dreary palette of black, white and grey. In the lee of the wind the evening seemed suddenly warm and agreeable. They were beginning to hear new, more vibrant noises carried from the shore – dogs were barking through the cacophony of birds, and Lizzie thought she could hear the mounting voices of excited children.

As they looked closer the MacKenzies could see little stone structures spotted across the hillside above the village. They seemed almost organic, as if they were growing out of the rough ground like boils. These were cleits – Mr Bethune explained – where the natives would dry their turf and store their food and feathers. The absence of trees was striking. Lizzie had never seen such a barren place.

On the right side of the bay the sea cliffs, covered in short grass and crawling lichen and littered with more of the strange stone structures, rose steeply towards the high mountain, partly hidden by a great cloud of woolly mist. Small sheep with coats of a blackish brown were clinging to the sheer cliffs, their hooves aptly finding footholds in the most impossible places. Some of them looked up as the cutter drew nearer, chewing in stupid curiosity.

MacKenzie suddenly gasped as he laid eyes on his church and manse at the foot of the hill to the right. The whitewashed buildings shone brightly against all the brownish green and he was surprised that it had taken him so long to spot his new home.

The crew were presently busy tying down the lowered canvas sails and preparing the rowing boat. The anchor was dropped into the startlingly clear water and struck sand.

The MacKenzies waited anxiously as the rowing boat was lowered. It tugged furiously at its ropes and ground against the side of the cutter as a couple of the crew jumped in and turned to receive MacKenzie and his wife. The crew were rather surprised to see that the minister, who had seemed such a land-born gentleman during the crossing, was as steady as any of them on entering the dinghy. Mrs MacKenzie, however, was another matter; she seemed to be in a sort of trance: pale, silent and stiff as Captain MacLeod helped her over the gunwale towards the outstretched arms of his crew below. The hem of her skirt caught on something, and for a terrible moment her petticoat was blown up against her thighs to show her stockinged legs. The skirt freed itself, but the keen arms that caught her as she landed in the rowing boat seemed to the Reverend to hold her tightly for a fraction longer than necessary.

MacKenzie, embarrassed by his wife’s exposure, was further humiliated to notice that she did not appear perturbed by the incident; indeed she seemed strangely detached, he thought. How could she be so vulgar – and in full view of the sailors? What must they think? He did not have time to dwell on it for too long as the rowing boat set off towards some shelving rocks on the right, evidently used as a landing place. As he looked up towards the rocks which separated the village from the sea he saw a group of male natives running down to greet the boat. Further up the slope a group of women and children were shyly holding back.

The crew expertly rowed the boat alongside the landing place, and as the vessel reached the rock a group of four or five young native men quickly grabbed the prow and hauled it and its crew on to the shelf in one powerful motion. Strong arms supported the Reverend and his wife on to the slippery rocks and steadied them as their sea legs wobbled briefly on stepping on the unyielding, rough ground.

Lizzie felt her kid boots slip on the seaweed and was grateful for the support of the unknown man at her side. She felt quite numb, dazed by the terror of seeing her new home so barren and strange, but as she stepped on to dry land her senses started to return. She was aware of much noise and commotion and there was an overwhelming stench of something which reminded her of rotten shrimps. She sensed that there were people all around her but she kept her eyes turned down, hoping that her new neighbours would not notice her dishevelled looks and torn skirts. In fact, at this moment, she hoped that no one would notice her ever again. Displeased with herself, intimidated by the hustle and bustle and humiliated by her inappropriateness, she forced her feet to move on to the island, and in this manner, step by step, she arrived.

MacKenzie in the meantime was striding up a path towards a low stone wall. ‘At last the firm ground of Hirta, our lost Eden!’ he exclaimed triumphantly, then remembered his wife and turned around to see her, head down, walking towards him. He turned back and caught her hand. ‘Are you all right, Lizzie? It must all be a little overwhelming for you, but you will get used to it, don’t you worry.’ He squeezed her hand and she looked up quickly. ‘I am sure you are right, my love,’ she lied.

At this moment they were approached by a short man with a great beard partly covering a weathered but kindly face. He held his soiled flat cap in one hand and addressed the minister in the old language while extending his other hand in welcome. The rest of the natives were quiet during this address and there seemed to be a breathless pause before the minister summoned his authority and greeted the ruddy man in Gaelic. The greeting was extended to those standing around the MacKenzies and then, inspired by the enormity of the situation, the minister beckoned to his new congregation to kneel as he said a prayer in gratitude for the safe deliverance of himself and his wife to their new home: ‘Praise the Lord for His great goodness in preserving us on the mighty waters, and bringing us to this much wished-for destination.’ The natives, still on their knees, seemed to be waiting for something more. The minister was not quite sure what he ought to do next, so in order to further establish his position amongst them he decided that it would be a good thing to bless them. After all, his mission was to enlighten their spiritual darkness, and as he raised his hand over their bowed heads he could indeed feel the light of reason radiating from him. As he asked his flock to stand up again he knew that he had done the right thing and he hoped that the people were cheered by his arrival.

Lizzie, who did not understand a word that was spoken, was confused by the scene in front of her. She knew, of course, that her husband’s first language was Gaelic and that the natives spoke no English, but she had not heard him speak his mother tongue before. The soft words spilled out of him to form beautiful sentences which ran like water through the air. His voice sounded clearer and more youthful in this language, and she realised that this man who spoke Gaelic was not the English-speaking husband she knew. He seemed inspired and his authority appeared undoubted. She resolved to try to learn something of this tongue as soon as possible. It was essential that she got to know her husband on all levels – but how could she be curious about the dirty, foul-smelling men, women and children kneeling in their insufferable clothes on the rough ground around her? She took a step closer to her husband and gathered her skirts to protect them from the grime on the ground around her.

The minister looked at his new congregation and, if he did not find them quite like the noble savages he had expected, he still understood that there was a lot of work needed to raise them in the scale of thinking beings. The natives were well built and generally fair, although not altogether clean. Some of the young men and women could be considered quite handsome, and many of the bairns had hair the colour of straw. The men wore outfits not unlike those of the fishermen on the Long Isle: coarse woollen trousers and dirty-white woollen jerkins with jackets of the same material as the trousers, generally dyed dark blue or brown by indigo and lichen. The women, on the other hand, he observed with apprehension, were very badly dressed indeed. Their shifts resembled sacks with simple sleeves and a cut-out hole for the head. Their gowns were of a peculiar tent shape, fitted around the body with two girdles; one above the breasts and one around the waist, where some had tucked up their skirts to be able to move more freely. This strange fashion made the women look segmented, a bit like large insects. Most of them were barefoot, he noticed, to his dismay. The men in particular had strange claw-like feet with strong ankles, perhaps the result of climbing the rocks for sea fowl. Everyone’s feet were filthy.

The man who had greeted them motioned for them to walk with him up the path, past a large building which looked like a storehouse or a tithe barn, to the kirk and manse. These were respectable-looking buildings with slated roofs; the manse looked out over the bay, whereas the kirk was built in an east-facing position behind it. They were joined by a narrow passage which would allow the minister to enter the kirk without getting wet even in the foulest weather. The builders had only just finished their work a couple of weeks earlier, and the whitewashed houses dazzled the newcomers. The workmen had been supplied, along with the master builder, by MacLeod of MacLeod, the laird at Dunvegan Castle. The plans had been drawn by none other than the great lighthouse architect Robert Stevenson.

It was obvious that the natives were very proud of the new buildings, remaining silent at a respectful distance as the minister walked swiftly up the stone steps of the porch and opened the door for his young wife.

Mrs MacKenzie entered her new home and the minister looked at the back of her neck, which seemed dreadfully thin as she removed her bonnet. Perspiration had formed around her hairline and small chestnut-coloured curls had broken free from the coil at the nape of her neck and rested on the high collar of her travel gown. He was suddenly annoyed that she showed so little enthusiasm for this moment that was so important to him. Why could she not enjoy it for his sake? She had been so quiet all afternoon and she had not shown any kindness or friendliness to the natives. He had, over the last year, introduced her to the educated classes and she had absorbed their manners quickly enough. She could carry herself with polite aloofness but surely it would have been more appropriate to show some caring and compassion for their new congregation, like he himself had done. He watched her dispassionately as she looked slowly around the room, taking in the freshly plastered walls, the carpeted floor and the few pieces of furniture generously provided by the laird. She inhaled quickly as she turned towards him, smiling wanly. ‘It is a pretty house,’ she said, breathing out. ‘We will make it our own and it will be as good as any manse on the mainland.’ Encouraged by her own words, she linked her arm with his and together they walked through the remaining three rooms: first a study with a heavy desk by a window which faced the bay; the next room was a small bedroom, with two narrow beds against opposite walls; lastly they walked into another bedroom, with a large bed and in a corner a small cot with delicate flowers around a sprig of juniper carved into the headboard. She looked at it greedily as if the cot alone could restore her sense of normality and order. ‘I had it ordered specially,’ he said, almost shy now. ‘It is lovely,’ she answered quickly, and added ‘Thank you!’ with a smile which, for once, reinforced her words. He loved her again then and drew her close to him. ‘As soon as our crates and boxes are loaded off the cutter you can start to make it homely.’ He could feel his excitement growing again. ‘It will be very comfortable in time for the birth of the child.’

Somebody had lit a fire in the grate for their arrival, and Mrs MacKenzie returned to the first room to heat some water for tea. Through the window she could see the islanders still lingering outside. She turned her back to them and busied herself with the kettle. Its cool metal surface seemed reassuring and she gripped it hard with both her hands for a moment. She wanted to speak, to say something normal and appropriate for an occasion such as this, a young woman moving into her new home, but her throat was thick and she feared her voice would not carry.

Neil MacKenzie opened a heavy door at the end of the hall, which led through the short passage, past a storeroom and a dairy, into the kirk. He entered in the east end by the raised platform where the pulpit stood. It was a simple room with plastered walls and a high ceiling, the rafters still bare. The last of the evening light was falling through four lancet windows on to a double row of rough pews. The earth had been packed into a slightly slanting floor. Although the kirk had been built by hands far from home and not skilled in ecclesiastical architecture, the minister was pleased with the austerity of the room, which reflected well the prevailing fashion of Highland churches. He stood at the pulpit and looked out of a window at the mackerel sky above the bay. Suddenly overcome by pious emotion he sank to his knees, his dark hair falling over his eyes as he bowed his head and thanked the Lord for the opportunity which had been presented to him: ‘Gratitude be to the Lord who affords us constant reason for gratefully recognising His protecting care and unmerited kindness.’

The glorious morning sun was painting Lizzie’s face as she rested on the porch. She felt her cheeks glow pleasantly as she drank in the scent of honeysuckle and deep sea carried on the summer breeze. She found it difficult to comprehend that this island had been her home for barely two weeks now – already it felt like an eternity. The days were growing heavy with her pregnancy, but at this moment her world was close and comfortable around her. The new life she carried stirred occasionally under her heart and she wished that it could see through her eyes the emerald hills sparkling with dew and the still sea of the most beautiful velvety blue. A couple of seals were asleep in the bay, their bodies drifting like drogues in the water while their heads bobbed on the surface like shining black buoys.

Her husband had been busy with his ministerial duties. He had visited all the houses in the village and he had preached two sermons which had been attended by all, though the level of concentration amongst the congregation had been somewhat low, Lizzie reflected. She herself had not visited the village yet. She had been exploring the glebe and the outhouses, but she had not yet ventured far from the manse. The only reason for this omission, she convinced herself, was that she had been so busy with unpacking their crates and boxes, brought ashore from the cutter before Captain MacLeod and Mr Bethune set sail for Pabbay again.

A steady stream of natives had been visiting them in the manse, bringing gifts of gugas – young gannets, dressed and prepared for eating – along with eggs and milk. She had stood by her husband’s side while he greeted the guests and thanked them for their gifts in that soft language that separated her from him. Her face had strained with the expressions of hospitality and gratitude she had worn for the natives as they smiled kindly and curiously at her. One of the families had brought a puppy, a small dog of no particular breed. It was playing now at her feet, and she smiled as its clumsy paws prodded suspiciously at a shell recently dropped ashore by a gull. It was not a pretty animal, with its short legs and long black body. It had a brown face with pointed black ears. She could think of no name for it at present, but she liked it enough to realise it deserved one. Annie would have known what to call it, she thought, and reminded herself to ask her sister in the letter she had started the other night. Mr Bethune, who had not been satisfied with the rents supplied by the natives for their laird, had said that they could expect another boat from the taxman before the end of the summer. Supplies ordered to last the natives through the winter would be delivered on this occasion and Lizzie hoped that the taxman could bring her letters to Annie and her parents back with him to Harris.

The puppy was licking her hands now, its eyes revealing a pathetic yearning for something which she failed to interpret. Instead she blushed as she remembered the hot eagerness of her husband, who had lain with her last night. His kisses were still burning on her skin like a fever. He was very careful these days out of respect for the baby inside her, but he was as ardent as always and she was pleased that their bed was so warm and close, although it sometimes worried her that the tenderness kindled there was often lost in daylight.

The minister was sitting at the desk in his study. His gaze would occasionally rest on the beautiful view of the bay outside the window. He was thrilled with his new parish but concerned about the state of the congregation; he was particularly worried about the quality of their accommodation and the nature of their faith. He was writing in his notebook:

Eight years ago my friend Dr MacDonald wrote in his report to the Society that the St Kildans had ‘some knowledge of the chief doctrines of the Bible, but that their knowledge was of a traditional and theoretical rather than of a scriptural and practical character’. This statement seems to be true still. In fact I myself have noted a serious lapse in their understanding of moral obligation. The St Kildans seem to have been very attentive to Dr MacDonald’s powerful sermons although I suspect that they were mainly charmed by his great eloquence and energy but had not enough knowledge or insight into the Scriptures to be able to follow the arguments. I have noted a similar distraction when I have preached. I fear that they are too ignorant of the leading truths of Christianity and the practical effects thereof to profit from my sermons. Something must be done, under the influence of the Spirit of God, naturally, to make the doctrines of Christianity enter into their hearts and minds. I am planning to hold meetings every Wednesday evening to teach them, clause by clause – indeed word by word, if necessary – the shorter catechism.

He leaned back in his chair and flipped the pen between his long fingers. Perhaps they would also benefit from being able to read and write, he thought. Very few of them seemed to have mastered these skills. He
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