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This iron spade head was found in a ruined house in Ruaig by George Holleyman, 

stationed on Tiree during the Second World War as an RAF policeman. In our 

modern world, where many of us don't touch a lot of earth, and many of those who 

do touch it with a rotavator or tractor, we tend think a spade's a spade. But it's more 

complicated than that. 

 

There used to be many sorts of spades, and many sorts of work you had to do with 

them. This one is an open clay spade, for use in heavy soil that will not run through 

the holes. It was almost certainly made in a Tiree smiddy at the start of the 

twentieth century. Going back to prehistoric times, moving earth was hard work. You 

used a stone or horn mattock to break the soil, and a cow's shoulder blade to scoop 

it up. The Romans began to use wooden spades, with their cutting edges protected 

by an iron 'shoes'. Tiree, with its light, sandy soils was easily ploughed, and Professor 

Walker, visiting Tiree from Edinburgh in 1764, wrote: 'The Soil everywhere [on Tiree] 

admitts of the Plough, so that there is not that use made of the Spade that there is in 

the other islands'. On those other islands, particularly the Outer Isles and Shetland, 

the arable ground had to be spaded rather than ploughed. The tool for this was 

usually the cas-dhìreach, literally 'the straight shaft' or the delling (digging) spade. 

This had a small iron blade, six inches wide and ten inches long with a straight 

wooden handle fitted with a footpeg. A team of four to six people stood shoulder to 

shoulder and worked in unison, taking their time from the left. A strip of turf six feet 

long was flipped over and the cut by turning the blade at right angles. This was slow 

work, but it was the only method for those too poor to own a horse or where the 

ground was too wet for the light, horse-drawn ploughs of the day. Even some parts 

of Tiree, such as Heren, the abandoned medieval farm on Ben Hynish that we were 

talking about last week, needed to be spaded. It sounds primitive, but the crops 

actually grew thicker in spaded rather than ploughed soil.  

 

One place where only a spade would do was the lazybed, a term using the Scots 

word lazy meaning fallow, untilled ground. If all that you had was peaty, wet land at 

the shore, you dug a ditch, casting the turf to one side; then you dug a second ditch 

with the turfs placed touching the first line. Under this double strip of turfs, you 

pushed a 'filling' of seaweed, and potatoes or oats could then be grown on the dry, 

fertilised strip. The potato was introduced to Tiree in 1758, and by 1792, the minister 

could write: 'Potatoes, of which a great quantity is planted, mostly in lazy beds [on 

rough ground near the shore]. Drilling potatoes [within the ploughed fields] is now 

introduced. The increase is from eight to twenty seeds and the writer has seen it at 



thirty-two.' These lazy beds, or fennagan, are a common site around the shores of 

Tiree, and date from around 1760 to 1847. 

 

The spade used on rockier islands like Skye was the cas-chrom 'the crooked shaft'. 

This has a smaller, sharper blade, and there was an angle between the lower foot 

and the upper shaft. Its advantage was that it could lift buried stones, and was 

reckoned to be four times faster than a delling spade in this situation. 

 

Cutting turf was another vital task, both to clean the top of a peat bank, build a fail 

(turf) dyke, or to make sgrothan, the turf slabs that went under the roof thatch. 

These last were about eighteen inches square, thick in the middle and thin at the 

edge so that they could overlap smoothly. A different spade was needed for this: 

làir-cheab, the flauchter spade. Ditching needed a different spade again, possibly the 

one pictured here. One man stood in the ditch and dug, while another stood above 

him with a long hook to pull the material up the bank. This was heavy, dirty, wet 

work, and little ditching on Tiree was done until the fifth Duke started his 

Improvements around 1780. Loch Phuill and Loch Riadhain in Kirkapol were partially 

drained by the estate then. After the potato famine of 1846, the Central Board of 

Management for Highland Relief introduced a labour test, whereby the weekly 

portion of meal for famine relief was only released after work of eight hours a day, 

six days a week for men, women and children over twelve. Digging ditches was the 

commonest task for men, for which the landlord claimed loans from the government 

under the Land Drainage Act. Most of the drainage channels crisscrossing the island 

date from this period. Crofters were then forced to pay this drainage money in 

increased rents for years after.  

 

And the most important thing to do to a spade? Sharpen it. The old men would 

break off every hour or two to file the leading edge. It makes a lot of difference if 

you are digging all day. 

Dr John Holliday 

 

 

 

 


