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Radio Gaelic: Lady Victoria and the Land Leagues Transcription: English Translation 

 

The interest and influence that the Land Leagues have here, causing – (cut off). 

 (Lady Victoria Campbell) 

 

To Argyll. 

 

When she went to live in Tiree a little over one hundred years ago.  But despite those ideas 

and despite her being the daughter of the landlord, it seems as though the Tirisdich (people 

from Tiree) were fond of her.  

 

The worst thing about her is known to be the family that she was born into, but neither she 

nor we have any power over the people that bring us into this world, and I think, at the end of 

the day, that we have no reason to hate her or believe her to be useless purely because she is 

from the Argyll lineage.  I think that she did a great deal of good for this island.  

- Alec MacArthur 

 

Lady Victoria Campbell was born in London in 1854, the third daughter and the eighth child 

of the Duke of Argyll.  The Duchess of Sutherland was her grandmother on her mother’s 

side.  Queen Victoria would come and visit the family.  It was due to the Queen’s intentions 

that the young girl was named after her.  

 

But when Lady Victoria was five years old, something happened that was to have an effect 

on the rest of her life – she contracted polio.  Despite her attending many doctors, each more 

renowned that the last, there was no cure, and she grew up as a cripple, with a small body and 

withered, strengthless legs. 

 

Throughout her life she relied on other people to move about.  Without a doubt, servants 

were not scarce for the family of Argyll; the youngest girls had nurses and teachers that 

travelled with the family no matter where they went.  They resided in their mansion in 

London for the best part of the year, their castle in Inverary at the end of the summer and the 

start of autumn, and in Cannes in the south of France during the cold months of winter.  

 

No expense was spared for the family in any way.  If money could have bought health for 

Lady Victoria it would have been bought for her.  When she was a young woman, she was 

converted to religion:  

 

When she started going to church and the like she was in London, and there she and her 

family had a vast choice of churches to attend.  She would go to each different type of church 

and I think that her weakness as a cripple was at the heart of the profundity within her 

beliefs.  She was aware that the needed strength from Above to keep her going.  And she leant 

towards the evangelical down in London.  The evangelical ministers affected her…the Free 

Church had an effect on her, but, at the end of the day, she wanted a religion with a wider 

focus, a religion that was not segregated by different branches and churches.  She was 

horrified by the segregation and seperations between the churches, and she wanted a religion 

that would provide for both the body and the soul.     
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- Donald Meek at the Celtic Studies Department at the University of Edinburgh  

 

She usually listened to the big ministers of the day in London, Edinburgh and Glasgow.  It 

was hardly worth it unless they were fashionable, their name on the lips of the people, like 

the Doctor Norman MacLeod in Glasgow or Campbell Morgan, an independent minister who 

preached in London.  If anything was to come of the many ideas that she listened to and the 

many churches she attended, perhaps it was that she based her religion on a place rather than 

a creed: Saint Columba’s Iona.   

 

The ruins in Iona, and they were ruins at that time, the ruins of the old church in Iona, they 

were coming to the attention of the people at that time, and just at that time, people were 

thinking of Saint Columba himself, the Holy man, and they were thinking on the connection 

between Iona and Saint Columba.  The rights to the church in Iona belonged to Victoria’s 

father, the Duke, and the family would go over to Iona.  The island held a special place in the 

hearts of the Duke’s family, and in the hearts of people far from the Highlands too, because 

there was a connection between Iona, the church, past centuries, Saint Columba and things 

like that.  Iona was coming to symbolise the style of religion that Victoria wished for, people 

coming together, and her own father, her gave the church to the Established Church, and he 

organised that the church would be for different branches of Christianity.  In that way, Iona 

was tying together many of the things that Victoria wished for, especially cooperation 

between churches, and it is in Iona, in that very church, that she dedicated her life to 

improving the conditions of the people in the Islands, and if you go to Iona you will see the 

very window of the big church there, where she devoted herself for the good of the people. 

- Donald Meek 

 

Again, to an extent, this was a fashionable thing in the world in which Lady Victoria resided. 

She had but to cast her eye around her, and she’d find many examples on which to base 

herself.  

 

At this time, there were women who were trying to improve the state of the people.  For 

example, there was Elizabeth Fry, and Elizabeth Fry worked in the prisons, especially the 

prisons in which there were women.  Elizabeth Fry was trying to better conditions for women 

in prisons by teaching knitting and sewing to them.  Additionally, in the middle of the 

nineteenth century, there was Florence Nightingale, and she went out to Chrimea as a nurse 

and she did a great deal of good there.  There was also Lady Kinaird, and Lady Kinaird 

founded the YWCA which Lady Victoria had equal interest in, and there was a connection 

between Lady Victoria and the Kinaird family, the nobles.  Nobles who were doing great 

work on behalf of the people.  Now, if you put Elizabeth Fry and Florence Nightingale and 

Lady Kinaird together, you’d almost get Lady Victoria. 

- Donald Meek 

 

As such, it was perhaps not a big surprise that this girl, weak of body but strong of faith, 

would chose to dedicate her life to good works.  If there was anything surprising, it may have 

been that the woman who was raised between London, Cannes and Inverary chose places like 

Iona, the Ross of Mull and Tiree, especially Tiree, as a focuss for these efforts.  

   

She found Tiree in a rather strange way.  I don’t think she was aware there was such a place 

until unrest began on the island, particularly the unrest connected to the Land League.  Lady 

Victoria had just as much knowledge of Egypt as she did of the Western Isles before the 
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unrest with the Land Leagues began, and you would often see her listening to the news 

coming from Egypt, at times with more interest in that.  But the thing is, the unrest of the 

Land League that occurred on Tiree caused her to think on the state of the islanders.    

 

Her father, the Duke, was horrified when the disorder of the Land League reached Tiree, and 

he did not understand at all, in my opinion at any rate, why the islanders were protesting.  

The roots of this contention went back forty years and more, hailing back to the time of the 

potato famine, 1846.  And then this unrest arrived with the Land League, the people standing 

up against the factor and wanting their rights, and the Grianal Holding was broken into and 

soldiers were deployed to the island to see if they could gain control over the rebellious 

crowd. 

 

Now, all this bought Tiree to Victoria’s attention, and she set off in 1886 to see if she could 

restore peace and ease to the place.  She expected that there was another way to help the 

people and it did not sit well with her that the agitators were encouraging them.  Her idea 

was that she could improve the people by teaching them to do good things, and in that way, 

in a very strange way, it was the unrest and disruption of the crofters in Tiree, at the time of 

the Land League, that took Victoria out there.    

- Donald Meek 

 

She was thirty two when she went there, in 1886.  At the beginning of June, we find her 

writing to the wife of MacDermid, the factor, in Island House in Tiree.  

 

At the end of the month I hope that I will reach Tiree, and that I will stay at least a fortnight 

with you in Island House.  I hope that I will be able to establish something amongst the wives 

and the girls that will keep them busy this autumn and through the winter.  The Duke’s 

biggest objection to me going there is the difficulty faced when trying to land in bad weather.  

But I have no fear, it is a grim prospect when some of the family cannot go from time to time 

to take an interest in the tenantry.  Even when some of them have been extremely 

inhospitable.  The Duke will show them that he has no ill will against them, though he needs 

to ensure that the law is kept.  

  (Lady Victoria Campbell) 

 

There was a week or two of crisis before she arrived.  She waited for the marines to leave the 

island, in case it appeared that she was unwilling to show face without support from the 

soldiers, and she waited until the journalists had departed, she did not want them to speculate 

on what she was doing there.  She only stayed for six weeks in the island on this first trip, and 

then certainly for four years after this.  It was 1890 before she started to look on Tiree as her 

home for the better part of the year.  But two years earlier, she is writing again to 

MacDermid’s wife: 

 

I must spend a winter with you.  It would suit me very well.  I am full of faith that the YWCA 

will have an impact on the Land League.  

 (Lady Victoria Campbell) 

 

She had a deep interest in the YWCA. Young Women’s Christian Association.  Now, she must 

have thought that if she spoke to the women in the island, especially the young girls, and that 

if she instilled good morals within them, with this organisation, that she would do good in the 

place, and that she would remove the disorder in the Tiree people.  With that, she became 

involved in the YWCA, encouraging them at every opportunity, and organising classes, 
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classes in which they would read the Bible and sing hymns, but also knit and sew and make 

things with their hands.  And there she was, giving skills to the people of Tiree.   

- Donald Meek 

 

She was thinking to herself that if skills could be taught to them then it would be excellent if 

they could leave the island and if they could go out into the wider world, a thing they did not 

do at that time because they did not have a trade – they couldn’t do much, so she organised 

knitting classes for women and wood-work classes for the young men, and the classes were 

successful and based in five different parts of the island, and she would bring others, learned 

people, in to teach those youngsters to knit. 

- Alec MacArthur 

 

These were refined skills, embroidery and weaving of a noble sort that she was offering to the 

women.  There were a few times when she took interest in the men, and they would do, for 

example…she was teaching the men of the place, the boys, to carve wood.  And she assumed 

that if she did that that she was bringing back old skills that had gotten lost.  ‘Reviving a 

forgotten art’, as she would say.  I suspect that the skills she was bringing in were new 

altogether, skills that were more suited to the disposition of the mainland and the nobility.  

The islanders had skills already but I doubt, in all honesty, that it ever crossed Lady 

Victoria’s mind to look for them.  She was trying to give them other skills, for example, if she 

found a skill in a man, or a girl, a woman or man, especially the women, she would send that 

woman or girl away to the mainland where they could further this skill.  Especially if the 

woman or the girl had ill health in some way.  And they would return to Tiree educated in 

those skills.  

- Donald Meek 

 

Another thing that bothered her was the health of the islanders, and how little services or 

welfare they had in that regard.   

 

The 24th of November, 1892.  I visited the doctors wife and we spoke about nursing.  This is 

an issue we need to take an interest in.  It is a disgrace that an island as big as this is without 

a nurse.  

-  (Lady Victoria Campbell) 

 

It’s been, what, ninety years since the first nurse came to the island and she established 

herself here, and a strange thing, a Jubilee nurse was the name of the nurses at that time and 

that name stuck to them, and I don’t know why but it must have had some meaning, and they 

stopped after that, not just because they had a Jubilee Nurse in Tiree but a Jubilee Nurse all 

over the Highlands and I think that it was here that they started, and also at that time, people 

didn’t take to those nurses at all, they saw them as strange people with strange clothes on 

them and the like, but as we know people take to them now and are grateful for them these 

days.   

- Alec MacArthur 

 

In a way, she looked on herself as a kind of missionary, and when she went out to the islands 

to begin with she was restless and moved from place to place.  
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The 28th of June, 1888.  Today I am in Iona, having finished my five week trip.  Tiree, 

Tobermory, Iona, Bunessan and Iona again.  There is a big difference between this and my 

life amongst my family at home.  This has shown me an insight into the life of the missionary.  

My spirit is often at home but poverty, harm and suffering, and the great trouble of the Land 

League surrounds me, along with the apraisal and affection of the people.  

-  (Lady Victoria Campbell) 

 

For someone healthy, that responsibility would be heavy enough.  But for someone like Lady 

Victoria who was captive in her own body, it would have undoubtedly been a tiring business 

simply getting from place to place.  

 

I think the worst thing for her would have been getting to the island, the sailing boats at the 

time, they were so small, they were no larger than fishing boats, and because she was 

disabled, they had a terrible job getting her…lifting her into the boat and getting her out of 

the boat, but, when she was on Tiree she had a buggy – ‘machine’ as we say – and a horse to 

pull it, and she was getting around the island like that, and…well right enough she was on 

two walking sticks, but…I remember an old woman saying to me, a strange (vehicle?) came 

to the island at one time since…certainly twenty years, and she was saying isn’t that like the 

buggy Lady Victoria had, so there must have a particular shape to her buggy. 

- Alec MacArthur 

 

The other thing that she found useful in her life amongst the islanders was Gaelic.  When she 

was a young girl, a friend of the family, a minister from Edinburgh, would try to impress the 

language on the Duke’s children, but they took very little interest in it.  But, when she was an 

adult, Lady Victoria began taking lessons from a minister at the Established Church in 

London, Dr Donald MacLeod: 

 

Our relationship began with her really wanting to gain ‘a complete knowledge of Gaelic,’ as 

she put it.  It was then that I understood how brave she was, and how she would conquer 

difficulties and obstacles that have derided and drained the confidence of many people in the 

end.  For six months she put aside two hours a day for her Gaelic lesson.  At somepoint 

during the week she would come to where ‘the Reverend teacher’ was, as she called me, to 

tell me how she was getting on, and when she returned to Scotland, she continued to learn the 

language diligently, and she was able to speak and read and write in a time that was 

surprisingly short.   

-  The Dr Donald MacLeod 

 

Between her Gaelic and her good works, how did the people of Tiree take to the daughter of 

the Duke of Argyll, a governer who the majority held a great loathing for.  On top of that, a 

woman who was so against the Land League, which the majority admired greatly.  There was 

no doubt in Lady Victoria’s mind about the issue.  She was certain that the people loved her.  

 

 The nineteenth of December.  A beautiful day.  I went to Manal in the morning.  It occurred 

to me how thankful the people are when I go to visit them.  Most of them are parents or 

relations of the girls in my Bible class.   

-  (Lady Victoria Campbell) 

 

I think that many took to her, to an extent at least, the meetings she was setting up for the 

girls, she was getting the best part of them, to come out to those meetings, and I think 

that…that most of the women were very willing to like her.  I think they were seeing in her a 
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side that they hadn’t often seen in the Duke’s family at the time, that being the family taking 

an interest in the island.  Up until then the Duke and his relations lived in London or 

Inverary, and it was very occasionally that they took a trip out to the islands.  But Victoria 

was going out, and if she didn’t have the rest in her and she was a bit of an oddity, the 

people…were going out to see her, and…afterwards and as the years were passing, they 

looked back on her as a woman who did a lot of good for the place.  In my own family, they 

saw it that way, I didn’t ever hear a bad word against Lady Victoria in my family.  And many 

times I heard a description of her, how she was so good to the girls and she would organise 

athletic games, things like that.  I never heard a bad word against her and it surprised me on 

many occasions, because my great grandfather himself was involved in the Land League, and 

still the family were friendly with Lady Victoria.  

- Donald Meek 

 

I would say from what I’ve heard…of what we have of very old people left, I’d say that she 

did good work, and they were very fond of her at that time, and I think that the reason for so 

much fondness was that she was quite…she would associate herself with the people, for 

example if she was writing to a newspaper about a subject or anything at all that was related 

to the island, or the islanders…overall, she was always putting with her name…Hebridean is 

what she was writing down, and…anything that she was complaining about or anything that 

she was wanting, she was speaking like she was, like she lived on the island all the time and 

as if the difficulties of the poor people belonged to her too. 

- Alec MacArthur 

 

And if they did belong to her, it was because she took them on herself.  It was in 1910 that 

she died, at fifty six years old.  She spent a little over twenty years of her life on Tiree, and 

still there wasn’t an old person left who remembers her.  But what is left of her influence on 

the island?  There’s that pier, right enough, to remember her by, she was at the head of the 

quarrel before it was obtained.  

 

In one of the churches there is a pulpit, and it has panels made by these boys and they are in 

it, and…it’s vine leave that’s in it, and in one panel, there is…symbolising a team of holy 

men, ‘intertwined’ as they say in English, amongst themselves.  There is a doubled-edged 

sword.  This means spirit and faith in God’s word.  And they are very well made.  And they 

can be seen in the church that is used till this very day.  And in our other church there is a 

plaque on the wall in memory of the work that she did on the island.  

- Alec MacArthur 

And how do people view her now, looking back from today?  

 

Donald Meek: 

 

In a way it is difficult to have an opinion on her at this point as it is now a hundred years 

after she lived.  I try to work out what was encouraging her to do what she did.  Was it that 

she viewed the islands as uncivilised places that needed improving, or was it she was 

suffering from a guilty conscience because of what her father did to the island, and that she 

was trying to make up for it, for her father’s sins, her father who didn’t visit the island very 

often, her father who did not understand the islanders, her own father who sent them out to 

America and Canada.  I see her as a woman who was trying, in her own strange way, to 

make up for, to pay for as it were, for the terrible treatment that the people of Tiree and the 

Gaels in general received in the ninteenth century.  
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And despite that, even today, eighty years after her death, there are some who see her just as 

the daughter of the Duke of Argyll, no matter what good she did for the island.  

 

We have the old peoples’ home here on the island at the moment and there is going to be a 

piece built onto it…for hospital beds, and I was sort of putting forward the idea that it would 

be good if the place was named after her because what she did for the island.  Some are for 

this idea and others are against it.  I see the reason some are against it too, but, I think 

that…if I had suggested this idea forty years ago and there were those alive who remembered 

her, that everyone would be for it.   

 

Why are some still against her? 

 

O they’re against her because she’s from the Argyll Family succession…and I see the 

reasons but the family of Argyll, they were thralls, contemptable folk and they are still thralls 

to this day and the majority of the lairds with them, but, at the same time, I must admit that if 

people do good for a place, it doesn’t matter who they came from or where they belong to, I 

think that we should look to that specific person and what they did or didn’t do.  

- Alec MacArthur 

 

In pursuit of Alec MacArthur, also taking part in this re-broadcast was Donald Meek, 

Catriona MacDonald and Donald Morrison, and the program was produced by Martin 

MacDonald. 


