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SOUVENIR CUP AND SAUCER 
 

This fine, gold-rimmed china cup and saucer, with its illustration of Scarinish 

harbour, was commissioned by Mona MacDonald and sold as a souvenir from her 

shop on the corner of the pier road. It was found during a house clearance at Taigh 

Bean Iain mhic Nèill, otherwise known as Taigh Sheumais Took, in Caolas, and 

kindly donated to An Iodhlann by Iain and Helen Paterson. 

 

Souvenirs, from the French word for 'memory', are small gifts that travellers took 

home to remind them, and their friends and relations, of their journey. They have a 

long history. As far back as far as the eleventh century, pilgrims to shrines such as 

Santiago de Compostela in Spain took a scallop shell or lead pilgrim badges home 

to remind them of their experience. And as the summer holiday to places like 

Rothesay became a fixture in the factories and shipyards of nineteenth-century 

Glasgow, part of the ritual involved buying souvenirs for family and neighbours. 

 

Many early visitors to the island fell in love with its charms. Edward Stanford, the 

English chemist who set up the Glassary seaweed factory in Sandaig, said in 1883: 

"The bold headland of Kenavara, with its sea caverns, quite unequalled in the 

Western Islands; the deep blue of the bays in summer, the wonderful panorama of 

mountains and islands, almost completely encircling it, and leaving only room in the 

west for the setting sun to dip into the ocean; the long plains formed by the shell 

sand, covered with sweet-scented clover, and possessing a flora wonderfully like 

that of the chalk downs of Sussex: all these must be seen to be appreciated. Ozone, 

of course, is never absent. Moreover, there is a purity in the air which is not found to 

the same extent in the other outer islands ... I have no doubt whatever that this 

island will some day be the marine sanatorium of the west." 

 

'Sackhill' in Ruaig was built in 1900 as the island's first guesthouse, and by 1906 

postcards of the island were being sold. An eighteen-hole golf course was created on 

the Vaul machair in 1911. However, Tiree could be a difficult place to visit. The 

weekly cargo-passenger boat from Glasgow had to lay off Scarinish harbour while a 

small ferry boat was rowed out. Wind and wave often intervened, and only the most 

intrepid tourists committed their precious week's holiday to the island. An article in 

The Times of London described the scene: "There is a considerable sea on and it 

requires a serious gymnastic effort to reach the ferryboat in safety. Sometimes the 

boat is pitched high above the deck level, sometimes it is in danger of being caught 

under the gunwale of the steamer and being swamped. Big waves break over the 

lower deck and deluge passengers and sailors alike up to the knees." 



It was only with the opening of the Gott Bay Pier in 1915, and the end of the Great 

War, that tourism to Tiree began in earnest. During the Second World War, however, 

Tiree became a Restricted Area, and only those with family on the island were 

allowed to visit.  

 

Margaret Robertson from Broadford on Skye had come to Tiree around 1910 to work 

at as a telegraph clerk in Scarinish. She set up shop, Bùth Magaidh, at the corner of 

the road to the pier. She was succeeded by her enterprising daughter, Mona 

MacLean, who took advantage of her position to commission a number of souvenirs 

of the island such as teaspoons, butter dishes mustard pots and tea towels, as well 

as many postcards. 

 Dr John Holliday 

 

 

 

 

 

 


