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POLICE BATON 
 
 

This wooden baton was issued to Colin MacPhail, who was the Tiree special 

constable before, during and after the Second World War. Colin, Cailean Lachainn 

Chailein, was born in 1895. His parents were both from Tiree, but his father worked 

as a shepherd on the mainland. As a consequence, Colin grew up in Luing and went 

to school in Oban. He served briefly in the First World War in the Royal Navy, and 

probably on the basis of this was allocated croft number 8 in Crossapol when Tom 

Barr's vast farm was broken up in 1922. The office of special constable – a citizen 

sworn in on a temporary basis to help a policeman at times of public disorder – dates 

from the reign of Charles II. It is a difficult job on a small island, and few people have 

been willing to take it on. Colin's position as something of an outsider possibly 

helped. Colin did not always endear himself to his neighbours, for example when he 

fined them for breaking blackout regulations. He also preached in the Baptist 

Church, and it was said of him, not necessarily as a compliment, that he 'had 

bracelets [handcuffs] in one pocket and a Bible in the other.' 

 

Many counties in Scotland set up a police force after legislation in 1839, and 

Argyllshire County Constabulary dates from 1840. The first record of a police 

constable on Tiree I have seen is in February 1860. Finlay Fraser from Kirkhill, near 

Inverness, had the sad duty of compiling a report for the Procurator Fiscal on the 

drowning of Charles MacLean and Archibald MacInnes while lobster fishing off Soay. 

The Census the following year records Constable Fraser in a house with four 

windows in Baugh, probably that known today as Taigh a' Bhochdainn 'the house of 

poverty' or the 'Roadman's cottage' (next to the phone box). By 1871 the police 

constable had moved to a house on the Heanish machair, described by the Ordnance 

Survey in 1878 as 'a small thatched cottage, the residence of the Police Constable of 

Tiree ... Some time ago it was composed of three temporary cells to detain prisoners 

till there was an opportunity of forwarding them to Inveraray if the case required 

such treatment. These cells are now out of repair, and criminals arrested are now 

confined in the Temperance Hotel, Scarinish, to await an opportunity of their 

departure to Inveraray.'  Another building believed to have been a prison at one 

time because of the rings in its walls was Stòr a' Chladaich 'the store at the shore', a 

building beside the Scarinish pier previously used as a church. It was demolished 

during the Second World War to build the road to the pier. 

 

By 1881 the Tiree policeman was a John MacDougall from Mull. He was to be sorely 

tested. Crofters with little land and cottars with none were growing increasingly 



unhappy with the estate and its large sheep farms in Hynish, Heylipol, Greenhill and 

Hough. In 1884, a Tiree branch of the Highland Land Law Reform Association (later 

known as the Land League) was established, signing up seven hundred members. A 

hundred people marched through Kilmoluag and Balevullin distributing tracts and 

collecting signatures for a petition. At a Land League meeting in Balevullin 

Schoolhouse in 1884, members resolved that 'the nearest tack [large farm] should be 

taken possession of, and apportioned to better our condition'. The following year, 

presumed supporters of the Land League cut wire fences around a number of Tiree 

sheep farms in a night raid. When the Cairnsmuir ran aground off Craignish, 

'[islanders] paraded in bands of sixty to eighty, night and day, along the shore' and 

suspiciously little of the cargo of beer and spirits were recovered by the authorities. 

When the vacancy of Greenhill Farm came up in 1886, there was outrage as the 

estate let the ground to Lachlan MacNeill from Vaul rather than being broken up. 

The farm was instead taken over by land raiders who moved into one of the 

farmhouses, let their animals loose to graze and built a new dyke. Armed with 

seventy writs for the land raiders, a force of twenty-one policemen from the county, 

aided by sixteen commissionaires from Glasgow, was shipped to the island, only to 

be repulsed in Balephuil by a crowd of furious islanders. Days later, 250 marines 

landed in Scarinish and arrested six ringleaders. 

 

By 1898 the constable had moved again, this time to a new police station beside the 

Heanish road. In 1936, the police station moved once more to take advantage of the 

electricity generator at the new Cornaigmore School. It moved to its present position 

in Scarinish in 1972. Many policemen have been significant figures in the island 

community. John Glenday was the policeman on Tiree in the 1920s; he helped to set 

up the nine-hole Scarinish golf course. I have also heard many amusing stories about 

them. One tale concerns the first constable in Cornaigmore: John Peter MacDonald. 

Like many on Tiree at that time, he had a radio set but no radio licence. These had 

been introduced in 1922. One day John Peter was down at the boat and spotted the 

postmaster from Tobermory coming down the gangway on an unannounced visit. 

This man was known to be very strict at collecting radio licence fees, so John Peter 

bicycled off waving a white handkerchief above his head shouting 'Take down your 

aerials!' and then went home and took down his own.  

 

Wooden staves of various lengths have been issued to night 'watchmen' since the 

days of the Roman Empire, leading to the American term for a baton: nightstick. 

Staves were originally six foot long, but they had been cut down to a more 

convenient length by the nineteenth century. They were usually painted with a 

symbol at one end to signify the authority of the bearer. An expanding baton is still 

part of the regulation equipment issued to officers of Police Scotland. Colin 



MacPhail's baton today is smooth and worn – hopefully not by contact with too 

many of his fellow islanders. 

Dr John Holliday 

 

 

 

 

 


