A WORLD WAR 2 CHILD IN HYNISH

Although there is a book about Tiree during World War 2, we, who were children at the time,
saw and heard things from our own perspective.

In 1941 our family came to our father’s home island (he was born in Balevullin) to the former
Skerryvore Keepers' houses in the Upper Square, Hynish. Prior to this we lived in Glasgow as
my father was working for the Clyde Harbour Trust, but as bombs were falling in our
neighbourhood fairly near the docks, he decided that life would be safer for us in the holiday
home he had taken on a long lease in 1940. He was too old and unfit for military conscription,
and, with RAF Tiree having opened, there was work to be had on the island.

So on 1%t April 1941 we took up residence at number 4. Although less likely to be attacked
here than on Clydeside, nevertheless it could be said that with the establishment of RAF Tiree
we were still in a “war zone”. Two actions were recorded in the Skerryvore logbook. One
concerning a German bomber which dropped a bomb on the rocks at the base of the
lighthouse cracking a window and a light mantle, and another where the keepers saw in
September 1940 the forepart of a large steamer cut off abaft the bridge. She was drifting with
two tugs, one patrol vessel and a trawler in attendance at 10.00am. After five hours in heavy
seas with the wreck drifting shoreward, the patrol vessel was seen to fire several rounds and
the ship sank.

My earliest memories are of lying in bed and hearing aeroplanes heading out or returning to
the Reef, and sometimes passing over our roof. It made my mother think of her cousin who
was a Spitfire pilot. Fortunately he survived the war.

During this period the house at the end of the terrace (number 1) was occupied by a Canadian
Squadron Leader called Tony Hillditch and his wife. Each time he returned in daylight from a
“sortie” he would fly over the house and waggle his wings to show he was home. For many
years after the war when they returned home my mother kept up a postal correspondence with
his wife, Peggy. From them we received a cereal called Buckwheat (known as Puffed Wheat
today) and powdered eggs! | am sure that | must have thought “How can you make eggs into
powder?” No doubt they could be used in baking, but, if used in any other way, trauma must
have erased the memory!

As recorded in the book “Barley and Brine” planes crashed in Tiree and my elder brother,
John, remembers seeing two planes crash as the came onto the island.

Regularly a lorry filled with Service Personnel would come up the road past the Upper Square,
Hynish House, and park at Colin Campbell’s house. From there they walked to the little glen
and beach that we knew as Traigh Ballabheag (beach of the fist-sized stones) or An Cleit
(referring to the promontory that sheltered one side of the beach). Something in my memory
suggests that it was from those airmen | received my first taste of chocolate.

Over the years this area has become known as Happy Valley with some uncertainty as to how
it received this name. A number of years ago an article appeared in the Sunday Post in which
a gentleman, who had come to Hynish for some years as a young boy, claimed that it had
been named by his aunt. | remember him very well because the family holidayed in Walter
and Mary Ann Hume’s Hynish House at An Cnoc Mor. They came from Stoke-on-Trent, and
as the boy was a similar age to my brother and me, they taught us to play cricket, while we
taught them the art of rock fishing with bamboo rods.



Many years later | mentioned the naming claim to friends whose son had been in the RAF,
and they told me that each designated area for Rest and Relaxation for RAF Personnel
throughout the world is known as Happy Valley. Wanting to more about the naming | asked a
former RAF padre if he knew anything about the derivation of the name. He only knew of the
name because of its association with a street of ill-repute somewhere abroad, which airmen
were encouraged not to frequent! A far cry from the peaceful innocence of Traigh Ballabhaig!

So if the name was coined by that lady holidaying in Hynish it has gone worldwide. | can only
compare it with that part of Tiree now known as the Maze — a name | never heard in my youth.

At some point in our early days in Hynish my father brought home from the Reef a black and
white collie, which we called Flash, who became a great household pet. However, it was
noticed that sometimes he would sit outside and gaze up into the sky. Gradually my parents
made the connection between his sky-gazing and the return of planes to the aerodrome. They
came to the conclusion that he must have belonged originally to an airman, who for one reason
or another was no longer on the island. Flash with his superior hearing was hearing the return
of the planes long before we humans did. Was he expecting his master to be a member of the
flight? Years later he would demonstrate the ability to know when my father would be returning
home — even after a week’s absence.

In writing about my Primary School days in Balemartine | recalled the day we were sent home
because a mine had been spotted floating towards the shore. A colourful character called
Preston Potts was said to have towed it out to sea, and from a safe distance exploded it with
shots from his rifle.

While | may have tasted chocolate for the first time thanks to kindly airmen, my first taste of
Horlicks tablets came from a life-raft which came ashore near the village. During the 1948
Olympic Games in London, Horlicks tablets were given out by the company to all athletes.
They were not regarded as performance enhancing!

Tiree, like many other places, had its own Homeguard, where training was taken very
seriously, but it had its lighter moments. One man who lived in an upper flat in the Lower
Square almost drove his downstairs neighbours to distraction by practising his marching and
hitting the butt of his rifle (or whatever passed as his rifle) on the lino covered floor as he went
through his drill procedures.

On one occasion an exercise was aimed at repulsing German troops who had landed
somewhere on the north of the island. The Hynish/Mannal township shepherd was doing his
rounds on the moorland above the villages, when on his way home he discovered he had
misplaced his house keys. Perhaps he had locked the door in case the invaders arrived earlier
than expected! So when he reached home he climbed in through a window, and, as he was
getting into his fighting clothes, the lorry taking him to the assembly point parked on the road.
His neighbour, a kindly Glaswegian, had been baking pancakes, and as the shepherd was
struggling to put on his jacket and exit his house via the window, she was heard to exclaim in
an indignant voice, “It's a damn shame! The poor man canny even get tae take his meat”!

Another report which may have improved in the telling was that of the night that the
Homeguard were being given instruction in the use of hand-grenades in a classroom. The
instructor, having shown the group what to do, handed the grenade to a member. Fortunately
this man was slow to move and the instructor realised that the grenade was not a dummy.
Grabbing it out of his hands the instructor threw it out of the window and tragedy was averted.

In those days the gathering of wood from the shore was important and there was an accepted
agreement that if you came across wood floating to shore or at the edge of the tide and carried



to above the high water mark, no one else would take it. Late one afternoon a couple staying
at 2 Upper Square had been along the shore and found a large, very wet plank, which had
recently come ashore. Heavy as it was they decided to carry it home. When they reached the
end of the row of houses nearest the road, they, with some effort, threw the plank over the
wall where it landed with a loud noise on the paved area. The people in number 1 thought a
bomb had dropped.

In writing about shopping in Tiree | recalled the fright one lady in Hynish received when she
opened the door to find a man standing there wearing a greatcoat and a balaclava. She
thought he was a German, but fortunately he turned out to be the butcher from Balevullin
asking if she was wanting her ration.

While these may have been a humorous incidents it should not be forgotten that the possibility
of enemy action because of the aerodrome had to be taken seriously. Today, where | live on
Scotland’s East Coast, there is a beach where rows of concrete blocks placed there to deter
tanks, can be seen still.

What helped to raise the tension was the increased availability of news thanks to the increased
access to the radio (or wireless as it was called). However shared news can become distorted
like the party game, or the impression given of access to an exclusive. At this time there was
a man living in Hynish who could spin a good yarn. My brother and | enjoyed being in his
company because he used to tell us tales which we knew were just “kid- ons”. However one
day to other adults in the village he released a real exclusive when he said that he had learned
that prior to the war Hitler had attended a wedding in Tobermory. This was regarded with
hilarity and marked down as “best yet”. However, many years later after reading a novel which
dealt with the fact that there were certain members of the aristocracy who were Hitler
sympathisers and had Argyllshire connections, | decided to try and find out if this incredible
claim of the Tobermory wedding guest could have any foundation. | contacted a journalist who
writes historical articles about Argyll in a local newspaper, and asked if he had heard of such
a story. A few weeks later he penned a very informative article on the Hitler/Mull connection,
which then sent me searching on Google for further information. This led me to discover that
Unity Mitford, whose family owned Inch Kenneth Island off the coast of Mull, had a “crush” on
Hitler. According to some sources she targeted him in Germany and they became close
friends. Articles spoke of a story that Hitler had arranged for a submarine to take him to Mull,
and that when she returned to Britain by special arrangement after attempting suicide by
shooting herself in the head when Britain declared war on Germany, she was taken to a
maternity clinic in England.

While much of this may be fanciful conjecture, | think the real mystery for me is, “How did an
elderly man in Tiree come up with what seemed at the time such a ridiculous statement™?

There was also a rumour circulating that there was a spy on the island who was transmitting
information to the Germans. It was said that he had been seen in a shallow cave near the
shore at Geat a Mhill. My brother recalls seeing a group of the Homeguard up at Lingal
apparently looking for the spy. Although it may sound like something from an Angus MacVicar
novel, | am sure that there was plenty of information held at RAF Tiree which would have been
useful to the enemy. | have been made aware recently that here in East Lothian there were
many things happening that were not or haven't been revealed to the general public e.g.
groups of local farmers being secretly trained to act as saboteurs should the Germans land.
Not even their wives were aware of what they were doing!

When the war ended we had our own little celebration on the small outcrop of rocks to the left
of the Signal Tower as one looks out to sea. Probably our “fireworks” were only some flares.



A less happy episode at the end of the war was the destruction by the Ministry of items such
as household fittings which local people could have used. Some people who ‘“liberated”
bicycles were pursued by the law. | know of one bicycle which lies at the bottom of the sea
just a throwing distance from a group of rocks in Hynish! The new “owner” having decided that
to dispose of it was the better course of action. | can say with a clear conscience that his name
was not MacNeill.

Although no one would wish that such a period of history should be repeated, in some ways it
was a case of “It's an ill wind ..... ¢

Alistair MacNeill. North Berwick ... 2018



