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THE SEA CHEST OF DÙGHALL AN ÒIR 

 

This wooden sea chest, covered with crocodile skin, was brought back from Australia 

by Dugald MacKinnon. He was known on Tiree as Dùghall an Òir 'Dugald of the gold', 

having emigrated to Australia and come back a wealthy man. 

Dùghall 'ic Nèill 'ic Iain 'Dugald the son of Neil the son of Iain', was born in Taigh an t-

Sìthein 'the house of the fairy knoll' in Scarinish in 1840, the son of a boatman. He 

worked as a contractor and married Mary MacLean, also from Scarinish, when he 

was thirty-nine. The couple had a daughter, Donaldina, in 1881 and emigrated to 

Australia three years later. Despite his nickname implying he had made his fortune in 

the gold rushes, he appears to have worked on a number of stations in the outback 

of Queensland as the country was opened up to sheep: Adavale, Langlo Downs, 

Cairns and Toompine. Latterly the family lived in Charleville, 450 miles inland from 

Brisbane. 

Tragically, within two years of their arrival Donaldina was dead, and in 1907 Dugald's 

wife also died.  Within months of this loss, he returned to Tiree. He appears to have 

been well liked, as several letters from old friends in the Queensland bush have 

survived: "I got your letter alright last week and was very glad to learn that you had 

reached Tiree in good fettle. I can quite believe that you find many things changed 

since you were home last … I expect that a good many of you old acquaintances are 

gone and that you are a greater stranger in Tiree than you are in Charleville. Which 

makes me think you might be out here again … I got badly hurt about four weeks ago 

through a horse falling with me and rolling over me … It happened in the Range 

paddock here, close to the drafting yard. I had a mob of ewes and lambs, a very 

cantankerous lot … I had to do a bit of galloping to put them together. The ground 

broke away under my horse’s forefeet and he came down and then came down right 

over me … I could not rise and had to lie about four hours until the overseer came to 

look for me. They got a wagon and carted me down to the station … The shearing 

here is just finished. About 60,000 sheep were put through in four weeks. The 

Arbitration court in Sydney gave the shearers 24 shillings a hundred, a good rise and 

they are very jubilant about it. The winter has been a very dry one, no rain at all until 

Saturday." It was said that the local Aboriginal people cried when he left 

Queensland. 

 

After twenty-three years in Australia and at the age of sixty-seven, Dugald arrived 

back on Tiree. Within a year, he had remarried. His second wife was Margaret 



MacLean of Scarinish, forty-two years his junior. The couple went on to have six 

children. Two went to sea, following the footsteps of Dugald's father. Dùghall Beag 

rose to be captain. Hector MacPhail wrote: "During the Second World War, Dùghall 

Beag was serving on board the coaster Coral belonging to Robertson’s of Glasgow. 

Shortly after coming off watch, he was standing outside the galley door shaving 

when a torpedo hit the ship. The resulting explosion blew him straight over the side 

and into the water. Fortunately, unlike the majority of the crew, he was picked up 

and survived the attack. Dugald’s brother, Neil, was serving as First Mate on board a 

ship belonging to the same company at the time of St. Valery and Dunkirk [in 1940]. 

Under enemy fire he rowed the ship’s jolly–boat ashore and picked up a number of 

British soldiers who had been left stranded on the beach. For his courage he 

received the Distinguished Service Cross." 

 

Dùghall an Òir bought a significant stake in the Mary Stewart. This sailing schooner, 

whose keel still lies in Scarinish harbour, was purchased in 1908 by Dòmhnall Òg, 

Donald MacLean, Scarinish. It was said that some of Dugald's later investments were 

not so successful. Dugald also built the houses known as 'Adavale' (correctly 

pronounced 'Ayda-vale') in Heanish, and Langlo in Scarinish, both named after 

stations in Queensland. Another Tiree house that was named after an Australian 

station was 'Meningie' in Balephuil, Taigh Èirdsidh Ailein Sgoileir, which was built 

after she came home by Nancy MacDonald. 

 

The late Margaret MacKinnon from Braeside, Heanish, met Dugald when she was a 

young girl. She described him as a large, generous man, not flashily dressed. Dugald 

MacKinnon, described as a "retired farmer", died in 1922 at the age of eighty-two. 

This sea chest represents a physical link between the two extraordinarily different 

lives of an emigrant who came home. 

Dr John Holliday 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 


