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Sgairinis 

 

Scarinish, although not the most heavily populated village, was always the focal point of the island.  

Steamers used to lie off Scarinish and people, livestock and cargo were transferred backwards and 

forwards in small ferries.  A hotel for travellers and later, tourists has stood beside Scarinish Harbour 

for at least two hundred years. 

 

When the Telegraph System came into operation in 1888, the undersea cable came ashore at 

Scarinish and a telephone exchange was built.  

 

Much of the island’s maritime activity took place here, with Scarinish Harbour being a hive of 

industry – smacks and schooners discharging coal, some commercial fishing and various craft bringing 

peat from Coll and the Ross of Mull. 

 

There were in the 1870’s and the 1880’s over thirty schooners and smacks owned by Tiree men.  The 

names of many of these vessels have been forgotten, e.g Neil MacLean (Niall Lachainn),Port nan 

Criche, Cornaigbeg, owned a smack.  Roderick MacArthur (Ruairidh Beag, father of Eardsaidh Bell), 

Caolas, had a schooner, lost with all hands about 1868. 

These vessels traded over a wide expanse and their cargoes were many and varied.  They shipped 

coal from the Clyde, perhaps to Lerwick or the Isle of Man, cattle and sheep from all the Hebridean 

Islands to mainland ports, and horses and ponies from Tiree to the north of Ireland. 

 

Smacks and Schooners owned in Tiree 

 

‘Helen Brown’ and ‘The Mary and Effie’ Alan MacFadyen (Ailean Shandaidh 

Ailein) 

 The ‘Mary and Effie’ was the last sailing 

cargo vessel to bring cargoes to Tiree.  

She ceased trading in 1946 or 

thereabouts. 

 

‘Spider’ John MacKinnon, Vaul (Seonaidh ’ear 

Ruaidh) 

 

‘Primrose’ Owned by MacQuarrie, the shopkeeper 

and skippered by Donald MacLean 

before he acquired the ‘Mary Stewart’ 

 

‘Mary Stewart’ Donald MacLean, Scarinish (Dòmhnall 

Òg) 

 

 

‘Highwayman’ Archibald MacKinnon, Vaul 

 

‘Siollaid’ Donald MacKinnon, Scarinish. 

(Dòmhnall MacDhùghail) 

 

‘Rose’ Neil MacLean, Scarinish. (Dòmhnall 

Mac Dhùghail) 

 

‘Peace and Plenty’ Hector MacDonald, Caolas (Eachann 

Bàn) 
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‘Cirrius of Rosa’ Alan MacLean (Ailean Bàn) 

 

‘Locheorsa’ John MacDonald, Heanish (Nonian) 

 

‘Coll Castle’ Hector and Dugald MacKinnon, 

Kilmoluaig (Eachainn is Dùghal a’ 

Choll) 

 

‘Feannag’ John MacKinnon (Iain ’Illeasbaig Òg) 

Brock 

 

 

 

 

The following also owned vessels, the names of which have been lost: 

 

Niall MacLean (Niall Lachainn), Port na Crìche, Cornaigbeg, owned a smack. 

 

Roderick MacArthur (Ruaraidh Bheag – father of Eardsidh Bell) Caolas owned a schooner lost with 

all hands about 1868. 

 

Lachlan MacKinnon (Lachainn Mòr) Vaul.  Great grandfather of Parkhouse Family owned a smack. 

 

Lachlan MacKinnon (Lachainn mac Thearlaich) Vaul.  Great grandfather of Hillcrest family owned a 

smack. 

 

Allan MacFadyen (Grandfather of Ailean Shandaidh) owned a smack. 

 

Alasdair MacLean, Ruaig (father of Charlotte) owned a smack. 

 

Two smacks from Ardnamurchan which called regularly in Tiree were the ‘Crusader’, owned by 

Dùghal Mòr MacEachainn and the ‘Smiling Morn’ owned by Eòghan Chamshron. 

 

While all the above named and unnamed vessels used Scarinish, they landed and loaded cargoes in 

many other places such as Salum, the Harbour, Caolas, Port a’ Mhuilinn, Heanish, Port an Tobair, 

Balemartine and Hynish Pier. 

 

The Drystone Pier in Scarinish was built in the 1840’s under the system known as Morlanachd- 

basically Slave Labour – whereby every township in Tiree had to send their men to give free labour or 

face retribution from the factor and the Duke of Argyll.  Stone for the construction was blasted from 

the immediate area.  One of those stones was so large and heavy that the men of every township 

avoided doing anything with it.  The day came when the men of Balephuil, proud of their physical 

prowess, went to Scarinish to give their free labour.  To demonstrate their strength and to rub salt in 

the wound, as they moved the gigantic stone they had a man standing on top of it singing a song! 

 

1. The MacLean Family, Scarinish 

 

Donald MacLean (Dòmhnall Chaluim Òg) worked at maritime jobs all his life and latterly had the 

responsibility for lighting the paraffin lamps which were used as Leading Lights off Scarinish Harbour 

during the hours of darkness, and then in 1914 after it was completed, to guide vessels into Gott Pier. 

His son, also Donald (Dòmhnall Òg) was born in 1859.  The words ‘stalwart,’ ‘determined’ and 

‘strong-willed’ do not adequately describe this man.  He sailed all over the world, first in sailing ships 
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and later in steamships.  For some time he skippered the gabbert ‘Primrose’ for MacQuarrie, the 

shopskeeper.  

 

In 1886 he married Catherine MacFadyen, Kirkapol, sister of Ann who was the wife of Hector 

MacKinnon (Eachann Buidhe.)  They had a family of six sons – John (Iain Mòr), John (Iain Beag), 

Calum (who died at the age of five), a second Calum, Neil and Hugh, and four daughters Harriet, 

Hughina, Catriona and Mary Anne.  Dòmhnall Òg has grandchildren and great-grandchildren still 

living on the island. 

 

He acquired the schooner, the ‘Mary Stewart’ in 1908, and worked this vessel until the late 1930’s.  

He did not then retire from the sea, but made use of the ‘Mary Stewart’s’ jolly-boat to fish lobsters 

with no power other than a pair of oars and the strength of his own arms. 

 

Once, at the end of one lobster season in October, when the men were taking their lobster–creels 

ashore for the winter, Dòmhnall Òg, in his 80’s, set out to bring in his own gear.  While he was at sea, 

the wind arose.  He prudently dropped his anchor intending to wait for the wind to abate.  While 

lying at anchor he was observed through binoculars by Captain Donald MacDonald (Dòmhnall 

’Illeasbauig a’ Mhuilleir) who remarked to people in the vicinity that everything was fine – Dòmhnall 

Òg obviously knew what he was doing. 

On the other hand, Dòmhnall Òg’s sons, agitated that their father was at sea in such windy conditions, 

borrowed ‘Spindrift’ from John Brown and set off tow him home.  Arriving at the scene, they were 

met with some blistering language and told in no uncertain terms that he was perfectly safe and was 

merely waiting for the wind to abate before rowing home!  The sons, however, insisted on towing him 

home.  By the time they reached the shore, Dòmhnall Òg, understandably, was soaked with spray, 

and to the horror of his family refused to change into dry clothes.  Instead, he sat in front of a roaring 

fire, steam rising from him like an erupting volcano, blasting off port and starboard about people who 

had the impertinence to interfere with his day’s fishing! 

 

Dòmhnall Òg worked productively till the end of his days.  In fact, a few days after his death at the 

age of 86 in January 1945, a cheque came in from the Billingsgate Fishmarket in London for winkles 

he had shipped off a few days previously. 

 

2. Captain Neil MacDonald (Niall Mac Dhòmhnaill ’ic Alasdair)  

1845-1895 of Scarinish was retired from sea and back living permanently in Tiree when he was asked 

by the ship owner he had been working for to make another voyage in command of a ship called the 

‘Xantippe’.  This ship was lost with all hands and was last heard of in position Lat. 12-28 N, Long. 96-

24 W, which is in the Pacific Ocean west of Central America. 

 

3. When John Brown (Seonaidh Brùn) had the tenancy of Scarinish Farm and the Hotel he was 

the owner of a beautiful varnished launch called the ‘Spindrift’ which was worked by Neil Munn 

(Neila) of Heanish.  Neila’s work with the ‘Spindrift’ included lobster fishing, taking the Hotel Guests 

out on fishing trips, and when work needed to be done on Seonaidh Brùn’s family croft in Mannal, to 

transport the farm workers from Scarinish to Mannal.  The story goes that the farm workers decided 

to play a practical joke on Neila.  They found his seaboots outside the Hotel and poured some cold 

water into them expecting an immediate reaction when he would put them on.  To their great 

disappointment, Neila put his feet into the cold wet seaboots, showed no response whatsoever, calmly 

went down to the ‘Spindrift’ and proceeded to sea on what was a flat calm summer’s day. 

 

The next day, however, was not so pleasant, with nasty south westerly breeze.  As usual the farm 

workers boarded the ‘Spindrift’ and Neila proceeded slowly to sea.  Outside Scarinish Harbour, he 

put on oilskin trousers, oilskin jacket and sou’ wester and then put the ‘Spindrift’ full ahead all the 

way to Mannal!  When the farm workers got ashore in Mannal they were like the proverbial drowned 

rats, and needless to say, were never again tempted to play a practical joke on Neila. 
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4. The MacFadyen Family 

Alan MacFadyen (1800-1891) was the son of Janet Munn and John MacFadyen.  In 1832 he married 

Amelia Stewart daughter of Alexander Stewart, Exciseman on Tiree and had a family of seven sons 

and five daughters.  Those children in order of birth were John, Jessie, Catherine, Alexander, 

Malcolm, Amelia, James, Charles, Margaret, Donald, Hannah and a second John.  

Allan MacFadyen for some time owned a smack, and carried stone from the quarry on the Ross of 

Mull which was used for the building of Skerryvore Lighthouse.  At some time, he acquired the 

tenancy of the Scarinish Hotel, and fifteen acres of ground around it, and was, in fact, still the tenant 

at the time of his death. 

 

Alexander, his son, was the father of Allan MacFadyen (Ailean Shandaidh) – Skipper of the ‘Mary 

and Effie’. 

 

Malcolm was the father of George (Seòras Chaluim Ailein) 1876-1959, who became a Master 

Mariner and whose sea career was as follows.  He started on sailing ships, gained his tickets in the 

Nautical College, Glasgow, and was a junior officer in the Anchor Line.  He joined T.L Durr, 

Shipowner, as Master, pre 1914.  From 1914 – 1918 he was seconded to the R.N.R returning in 1918 

to R. Durr and continued with this company until 1930 when he joined Lyle Shipping Company.  

From 1939 – 1944 he was senior Captain of convoys crossing the Atlantic.  He retired in January 

1944 at the age of sixty-eight but was recalled to the south of England to take part in the D-Day 

landings on the beaches of Normandy. 

 

He had built for him the house known as Lighthouse View, Scarinish, by the well known Balinoe 

stonemason, Alasdair MacArthur (An Clachair Mòr).  This house is owned and is still frequently used 

by the family. 

 

James was the father of John (Iain Sheumais or Iain Earnal) Master Mariner and one time Piermaster. 

 

Donald took over the tenancy of the Estate–owned Scarinish shop after MacQuarrie and lived in 

Gott.  Standing on the site of his home is the house known as Tullymet, built by Dan MacArthur who 

succeeded Donald MacFadyen as tenant of the shop. 

 

Footnote: Scarinish has within its boundaries one of the many abandoned Christian graveyards in 

Tiree known as Cladh Thòmais.  A church dedicated to St. Thomas once stood in Scarinish but no 

trace of this building remains. 

 

Master Mariners, Scarinish 

 

1. George MacFadyen    Seòras Chaluim Ailein 

2. Charles MacPhail   Teàrlach Beag 

3. Iain Carmicheal   His father was from Islay and his mother              

      was Mòr nighean Iain 

4. John MacFadyen    Iain Earnal 

5. Neil MacDonald   Niall Mac Dhòmhnaill ’Ic Alasdair 

6. Donald MacDonald   Dòmhnall Alasdair ’ic Phàraig 

7. Donald Kennedy   Dòmhnall Ceannadach 

8. John MacDonald   Iain Non, and his brother; 

9. Neil MacDonald   Niall Non (grandsons of Dòmhnall Òg) 

10. Colin Campbell   Cailean Ailean Neill Chaimbeil  

      (Pilot on the Clyde) 
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