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JUBILEE CHALLENGE CUP 
 

This cup was presented to the Tiree Regatta Club by the Tiree Association in 1951. 

The museum has quite a few of these old regatta cups with their lists of race 

winners: history engraved in pewter. The 'jubilee' may have referred to the Festival 

of Britain (itself set up to mark the centenary of the Great Exhibition in 1851). But I 

digress. 

 

The 2019 Tiree Regatta takes place this weekend. While not quite as old as the Tiree 

Cattle Show, for which we have a record from 1877, the Tiree Regatta has been in 

existence, off and on, for over a century. To understand its roots, we have to look at 

the rise and fall of Tiree's fishing industry. 

 

It took until the middle of the nineteenth century for long line fishing at the great 

banks off Tiree to take off. The catch – mainly ling and cod – were salted and dried in 

the sun, before being exported to Glasgow. The Tiree minister counted ninety-four 

skiffs on the island in 1845, but most were just used occasionally; indeed, four years 

previously just thirty-nine islanders had described themselves in the Census as 

fishermen. By 1851, all that had changed with 120 fishermen on the island, and by 

1881 fishing was Tiree's main industry with 168 earning a living from the trade. The 

fishing banks between Tiree and Barra, and those to the west of Skerryvore 

lighthouse were the main targets. When Hector MacDonald from Balemartine was 

asked in 1883, 'Do you go far to fish?' the answer was, 'Sometimes the length of 

fifteen miles from shore.' From the 1880s, however, steam trawlers from mainland 

ports began to make inroads, and by 1911 there were just thirty-nine long line 

fishermen left on Tiree. 

 

Racing boats has a long history. The Water Club of Cork, founded in 1720, is thought 

to be the oldest sailing club in Britain and Ireland. The Great Tea Race between the 

clippers Ariel and Taeping took place in 1866, and Captain Donald MacKinnon's 

exploits would have been widely discussed around the firesides of Tiree. But rivalry 

between working sailors and their working boats goes back further than this, a 

rivalry that was founded on raw competition: the fastest boat to the fishing grounds 

or the smuggler that could outsail the excise cutter won more than a cup. Tiree 

fishermen could also be competitive as they sailed home in their dipping lugs after a 

day lining around Skerryvore. Willie Lamont from Mannal told me a story about 

these races. One young lad had been given the tiller for the homeward journey to 

give the skipper a chance to rest. Knowing the skiff was on course for the dangerous 

reef Bogha na Slighe, he made to steer around it. 'Keep your course', growled the 



skipper, who was keeping one close eye on the sea and another on the competition. 

Heading straight for the rocks, three waves in succession lifted the boat clear of the 

reef and clear of the following boats. 'Ith cac!' bellowed the old man at his rivals as 

they surged away. I will not translate this expression (I think, from the twinkle in his 

eyes as he told me, that Willie rather enjoyed giving the unedited version for my 

impressionable southern ears), and please don't repeat it!  

 

Despite these unofficial 'races', it was, in fact, a Colonsay man that started the Tiree 

Regatta. The first reference we have is a poem published in the Oban Times about 

the 1910 regatta, and the earliest race must have been shortly before this as the 

poem mentions a previous winner. Peter MacNeill was born in Helensburgh in 1884, 

the son of a mason from Colonsay. Known as Para Caol 'thin Peter', he became a 

travelling salesman for Granger and Campbell (later R & A Urie), a shop in 

Helensburgh selling china and fabric. His circuit took him with his motorbike and 

sidecar to most of islands in the southern Hebrides. Gaelic-speaking, he was a man 

of many parts: active in the Land League, an early adopter of the crystal radio and 

founder member of the Colonsay clay pigeon shooting match. He was famously on 

board the mail boat Plover in 1918 when it was fired on by a German U-boat on its 

way to Uist. The story has it that he insisted his motorbike was put in the lifeboat. 

 

Peter must have been aware of the Colonsay Regatta, which was contested as early 

as 1892. This was a handicapped race ('one minute for every foot of keel') around 

three mark-boats in Scallasaig Bay. The first Tiree Regatta set a course twice around 

the offshore rocks Cleit Hianais and Cleit Ruaig – the old fishermen must have known 

this dangerous coastline well. The 1910 race was won by the Mayflower, as the 

poem celebrates: 'She sped into the harbour like a deer, bellowing behind the hill, 

races to the stream when it’s thirsty.' Other islands followed suit. The regatta on the 

Orkney island of Westray, a notable fishing centre based on the traditional Westray 

skiff, began in 1925. 

 

With so many young men away at the front, it is likely that races were abandoned 

during the First World War. It was revived in 1935 with a major fundraising effort 

involving door-to-door township collections. By the 1950s there were four dances a 

year to raise money. The regatta was cancelled in July 1954 following a tragic 

accident off Soroby when Duncan 'Doan' MacArthur from Balemartine was drowned 

on the way over to the starting line as his boat was hit by a squall. A fisheries cruiser 

captained by one of the Farmhouse MacKinnons was nearby and on the scene 

quickly, but the crew was unable to save him. His son Lachie survived. 

 

After another gap between 1959 and 1967, racing expanded to three regattas for 

dipping lugsails – one at Balemartine and two at Scarinish – as well as dinghy sailing, 



rowing (with men's and, one year, three ladies' teams), and boats with outboard 

engines. There were also swimming races across the harbour, and an area around 

the lighthouse was roped off for competitions such as pillow fights on a pole and 

climbing a greasy pole, at the top of which would be a ham or a bottle of whisky. 

Those wanting to have a go would put on their oldest clothes and rub sands on their 

hands and knees to improve their grip. An enthusiastic contributor in the 1930s was 

a previous head teacher of Cornaigmore School, D O MacLean, who provided a 

running commentary using a loud hailer. In less politically correct times, a young girl 

was chosen as 'Regatta Queen', and before the Temperance Hotel got its licence in 

1951, refreshment was available from the boot of a car. 

 

This regatta cup also dates from 1951, almost seventy years ago. I imagine it must 

have held a dram or two in its time. 

Dr John Holliday 

 

Caption: 

 

Model of the Tiree skiff Eilean Thiriodh. This was built by Colin Evans, Barcaldine, for 

David Hepburn of Scarinish, based on the lines of an older boat belonging to Willie 

MacIntosh from Caolas. Rigged as a dipping lug, it has won several races at the Tiree 

Regatta. 


