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CRÙISGEAN 
 

One hundred and fifty years ago, a crùisgean like this would have been found in 

every Tiree house. The crusie oil-burning lamp has long history, versions of it having 

been used in Britain since at least the Bronze Age. It has also been found all over the 

world, from the pottery oil lamps of Ancient Egypt, to the carved soapstone qullip 

lamps of today's Arctic Inuit.  

 

This crùisgean has recently been given to An Iodhlann by Chrissie MacLean from 

Beauly, having once belonged to her grandmother, Mary Campbell of Cornaigbeg. 

They were still being used on Tiree into the 1880s. Eliza MacLean from neighbouring 

Cornaigmore was born in 1879: "I did see [a crùisgean] once. An old woman over 

here, and she had it. And it was boat shaped and full of oil, fish oil, and there's a wick 

out of it. Oh! It was a dim light, but it did all right."  

 

Peoples living by the Atlantic Ocean used whale, seal, seabird and fish oil for lighting, 

collected by boiling the fat-rich parts of the carcass: the liver or blubber. In 1840, the 

Tiree minister wrote: "Basking sharks were caught with harpoons and lines in 

somewhat the same style as the Greenland whale, and were valuable for the 

quantity of oil extracted from their liver ... Shoals of small whales sometimes 

frequent our bays; and the people have become very expert at driving them ashore 

with boats. If one is wounded it makes for the shore of its own accord and rest 

follow; so that out of a whale shoal, hardly one escapes. They are commonly from 

fifteen to twenty feet long and their blubber yields about a barrel of oil each." A 

large seal could yield five gallons of oil. In 1792, the minister recorded: "Skerryvore, 

to which young adventurers before sun rising on a calm summer day, go in search of 

sport ... Sea-calves [seals], which they kill with clubs or bullets." Sea birds from the 

cliffs of Kenavara – fulmars, guillemots, kittiwakes, shags and razorbills – were also 

rich in oil. In Shetland indeed, storm petrel carcasses were simply threaded with 

tarred string and the whole thing used as a candle. By the 1850s, most Tiree lighting 

oil came from the livers of cod, lythe or dogfish caught on long lines. As the whaling 

industry developed, commercial whale oil came onto the market. The Tiree factor 

reported in 1803: "A cask of whale oil [presumably washed from the deck of a 

whaler] is in possession of the factor, which came on the shore below Mannal, was 

secured and refused to be given up by some crofters there of the name of McInnis of 

which some notice should be taken. The tenants of Cornaigbeg also got one upon 

their own shore, which they mobbed and divided without reporting to the factor." 

All these oils had one thing in common when burnt: their strong, fishy smell. 

 



Wicks were made from a length of rush stem (for example, the soft-rush, Juncus 

effusus, which grows on Tiree), whose pith had been exposed by peeling off the 

outer layer, leaving only a thin strip to hold it together. 'Rushlights' were commonly 

made on the mainland as 'poor men's candles' by soaking rush stems in bacon or 

mutton fat.  The heads of cottongrass or moss, rubbed between the hands, could 

also be used to make wicks, as could a strip of old tweed cloth. Wicks needed to be 

trimmed from time to time to reduce smoking, and also nudged into the right 

position with a small wooden stick. To create more brightness, some oil lamps had 

more than one pinch for wicks. 

 

Oil lamps were often made from pottery, although the Vikings like to carve them 

from steatite or soapstone, which is found in Norway and Shetland. By the 

eighteenth century, however, they were usually made from thin sheets of iron by the 

local blacksmith, beaten into shallow stone crusie moulds. Many of you will 

remember Sandy MacKinnon from Kilkenneth, Sandaidh Ghobhainn. Sandy had a 

Tiree crusie mould, but its location is now unknown. There are bound to be others 

with their characteristic round outline with a spout. More sophisticated designs, 

called a 'Phoebe lamp' in America, had a double shell: the upper shell containing the 

oil and the wick with a ratcheted tilt mechanism to keep oil and wick in contact as 

the level fell; the lower shell catching any valuable drips from the wick. As well as 

use in the home, whale oil was used to light Skerryvore Lighthouse when it first 

shone in 1844. 

 

Until the late nineteenth century, the glow of the peat fire and the flickering light of 

a crùisgean was all most households had after dark. It was how islanders spent 

almost half their waking life in the winter. But people were used to dim lighting 

during the day, too; glass windows were rare in Tiree houses until around 1800. But 

the days of the crusie were numbered. Paraffin distilled from oil was first sold 

commercially in Britain in 1856. Its use spread rapidly. By the 1880s, it was being 

sold in Tiree shops. Suddenly, it was possible to read and do detailed hand work 

after dark. 

 

Few of us today would do without our electrical light switch. But there are some 

who, like me, love the way a small, flickering light still brings people together, and 

conversation to life, during a long stormy winter's night. Even if we might turn up 

our sensitive modern noses at the smell! 

Dr John Holliday 

 

 

 

 


