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LEATHER GAITERS 
 

These beautiful brown leather gaiters, spadan-choisbheart in Gaelic, belonged to 

Dùghall Dhòmhnaill an t-Slèibh 'Dugald son of Donald of Upper Balephuil', otherwise 

known as Dùghall an tàillear. Dugald MacArthur was born in 1886 into a large family 

on the croft at Pàirc na Coille, part of the Balephuil sliabh. It's a special place for me: 

his brother Sandaidh Mòr built the house Clare and I live in. Dugald trained as a 

tailor and went to live and set up his workshop in Balemartine. The gaiters were 

kindly given to us by John Fletcher. 

 

Gaiters were worn, as they still are by hill walkers, to keep mud off the hems of your 

trousers and water from squelching its way into your boots. It is not hard to see why 

Dugald would have a pair. It is not for nothing that our house was named Taigh na 

Podaraidh: it is built on a thick layer of pure grey clay, once dug to make pottery, and 

the Balephuil sliabh can get a little damp at this time of year. 

 

These particular gaiters, with their brilliant shine and elegant curves, look like they 

were originally designed for horse riding rather than tramping through the Balephuil 

countryside. They were made by the English firm of Frederick Chamberlain, who was 

in business from 1891 to 1949 in Wellinborough. This is not far from the town of 

Northampton, widely known for manufacturing shoes. Gaiters like this were made in 

their thousands for the cavalry units of the First World War, but there are no military 

markings on this pair. John also gave us a second pair, which are much sturdier and 

show signs of heavy use. 

 

Our rubber boots and Gortex trousers have made it easy to forget that, before the 

nineteenth century, wet feet were a fact of winter life in the Highlands. Highland 

mercenaries in their plaids, fighting in Ireland and on the Continent, were given the 

admiring nickname 'redshanks' because of the mottled colour of their lower legs as 

they waded through ice-cold rivers and prickly scrub on their winter campaigns. The 

'Wellington boot' was designed in 1817 by George Hoby, the London-based 

shoemaker to the first Duke of Wellington. Made of wax-softened leather, the calf-

length boots soon became popular with troops because they were hard wearing and 

waterproof on the battlefield, yet comfortable at night in the mess tent. Rubber 

Wellington boots came onto the Scottish market in 1856, soon after the American 

Charles Goodyear had discovered how to harden natural rubber by heating it with 

sulphur, a process known as vulcanisation. 

 



Rough and ready shoes in country areas like Tiree were often made from the 

untanned hide of cattle, sheep or seals, roughly cut out around the outline of the 

foot, and tied with some crude laces. But it is a mistake to think that our 'primitive' 

ancestors were unsophisticated. The earliest shoe so far found in Europe belonged 

to the oldest European natural human mummy so far discovered, known as 'Ötzi the 

Iceman'. His frozen body was discovered high in the Alps and almost completely 

encased in ice in 1991. 'Ötzi' had lived during the Early Bronze Age over 5,000 years 

ago, and his well-preserved clothing has been examined in microscopic detail. His 

shoes had bearskin soles that had been cured with fat from bear liver, deer hide tops 

with the fur on the outside, were packed with soft grass and moss for warmth and 

padding, and were covered with a netting made of linden bark to provide grip on the 

icy surfaces. 

 

In the nineteenth century, the tackety or hobnailed boot, brògan tacaideach, 

became popular on Tiree, although their use goes back to the days of the Roman 

Empire. These were leather boots with iron horseshoe-shaped pieces in the heel and 

nails punched into the sole to give longer wear. Tough on school room floors, 

although most children on the island went barefoot from May to September. 

 

Many country peoples have worn strips of cloth wrapped around the lower leg to 

protect the shins from injury and the cold. Those of the Vikings were called spjarrar 

'wollen swathing bands', while tribal cotton leggings that came to be called 'puttees' 

were so admired by the British Army in India that they were adopted and widely 

used during the First World War. Canvas gaiters had been part of the Highland 

regiments' uniform since the eighteenth century. Hector Cameron told the story of 

how Donald Cameron, a veteran of the 1745 Battle of Fontenoy in Belgium, came 

home on leave. It was the depths of winter and the old Cornaigmore mill beside the 

house called 'Torosa' was ice-fast: 'His help was immediately requisitioned. He 

placed a foot on each bank, twisted his plaid round the lifting-bar, and with one 

heave of his manly shoulders dislodged the refractory sluice. In the effort every 

button of his gaiters broke from their fastenings. But, then, the mill-wheel turned 

merrily.' 

 

So the next time you put on your comfortable, dry boots and stride out into the 

mud, remember how lucky we are no longer to be called 'redshanks'! 

Dr John Holliday 

 


