
YESTERDAY'S NEWS 

This is the story of Tiree’s place at the birth of wireless radio. Except, it didn’t quite 
happen. I blame the wind. 

When telegraph cable was laid across the beach at Caolas in 1888, the island was 

connected to the world wide web of the time. Seven years later Guglielmo Marconi 

invented an instrument for transmitting and receiving pulses of radio waves. It was 

ideally suited to the Morse Code system. In 1901 he sent a signal—three dots 

signifying the letter 's'—the 2000 miles from Cornwall to Newfoundland. As the 

network of wireless telegraphy stations spread around the world, Tiree was set to be 

part of this new world. 

1904 

'The first station for wireless telegraphy on the West Coast of Scotland is to be located 

on the Island of Tiree. Mr Bowden, an officer of the Admiralty, has been in Tiree during 

the past week making investigations as to the most suitable locality for such a station, 

and has decided upon Heynish [Hynish] as the best site. This station in Tiree is to be in 

communication with another at Malin Head, North of Ireland and another at 

Duncansbay Head, north-east of Caithness. It understood the Admiralty intend to 

purchase the houses of the lightkeepers and to erect a mast 160 feet in height to carry 

the necessary apparatus for sending and recording messages. It is also building 

suitable houses for the coastguardsmen who will be in charge of the station.' (Dundee 
Evening Post, 21 November 1904, 5) 
 

1905 

'It is reported that the two new and palaƟal Anchor steamships, Caledonia and 
Columbia, are to be ĮƩed with the Marconi wireless apparatus. The Caledonia is 
geƫng the Įnishing touches in builders' hands, and the Columbia has been running on 
the Glasgow and New York route very successfully for the past two seasons. These two 
ships will be the Įrst sailings from Glasgow to be ĮƩed with the Marconi system, 
which, however, is quite a common adjunct to the large transatlanƟc greyhounds from 
Liverpool and other ports; and considering that liners so ĮƩed are able to keep in 
almost conƟnuous communicaƟon with land, it might be said that the Anchor Line 
could not very well aīord to neglect uƟlising what others have so universally adopted, 
that is, if they hoped, as they undoubtedly intend doing, to keep abreast of the 
Ɵmes. It might be thought that the system would be of liƩle use to ships so far from 
the permanent land staƟons to the south, but it will be recollected that 
installaƟons are to be ĮƩed up in the North of Ireland and on the island of Tiree, and 
the liners can then signal to Glasgow long before they approach the Irish coast, as well 



as with other ships in mid-ocean.’ (Northern Chronicle and General AdverƟser for the 
North of Scotland, 8 February 1905, 3) 

'The erecƟon of the Marconi wireless telegraphy staƟons goes on steadily on the 
outlying islands and the juƫng promontories of the islands of Tiree and Barra in the 
Hebrides, preparaƟons for the construcƟon of these loŌy poles with their complicated 
machinery in the houses below are in various stages of progress, and it is intended 
that they shall be in communicaƟon with each other and also with a staƟon to be 
established at Tobermory. At Macrihanish on the Mull of CanƟre [Kintyre], yet another 
staƟon is to be established. The most westerly of all our Marconi staƟons is on St. 
Mary's Island, one of the Scilly Islands.' (Country Life, 17 June 1905, 4) 

'Arrangements for building the houses in connection with the Marconi telegraph 

station in Tiree have now been completed. The foundations are measured and pegged 

off, and the erections are to be proceeded with immediately. The mast to carry the 

telegraph apparatus is to be set up at the foot of Haugh [Hough] Hill. Similar stations 

are proposed to be established at Barra and Tobermory, which are meant to be 

conducted in close connection with one another. Arrangements for the Marconi 

station at Machrihanish are practically completed.' (Oban Times and Argyllshire 
AdverƟser, 10 June 1905, 8) 
 

As it turned out, the first wireless telegraphy station in Scotland was completed, not 

on the islands, but at Machrihanish. It was 420 feet high, built with over fifty hollow 

steel tubes. Sixteen steel guy ropes supported the mast. It lasted less than a year 

before it collapsed in a winter gale. 

 

1906 

'Great regret will be felt by all interested in the progress of wireless telegraphy at the 

news received this morning of the destruction of the iron tower erected by the 

National Electric Signalling Company, Macrahanish, Campbeltown, Scotland. 

This tower was erected about a year ago at enormous expense, for the purpose of 

communicating by means of wireless telegraphy with a similar tower near Boston, in 

the United States. Considerable secrecy has been observed by the company both as 

regards the results obtained and the apparatus employed, but it is understood, from 

various accounts which have appeared in the Press from time to time, that a fair and 

encouraging amount of success has been obtained. A correspondent who frequently 

stays at Macrahanish for golfing purposes—there are first-rate links there—sends us 

some interesting particulars of the outward appearance or this powerful wireless 

telegraphic installation. The mast was stated to be nearly 450 ft. in height, and it 

appeared to be about 4 ft. in diameter throughout its whole length. A stairway 

or ladder was provided inside, by which a few privileged persons have been allowed 

to climb to the summit, when a splendid view of the surrounding country was 



obtainable from a small platform. The curious and novel feature of the erection was 

that the mast was not fixed in the ground, but rested loosely in a sort of socket, and 

was free to sway slightly from side to side in a gale of wind. This, of course, threw the 

whole task of supporting the mast on the stays, which were very numerous, and 

were anchored to enormous blocks of concrete sunk in the ground. These stays were 

of wire cable, and were divided or cut at numerous places, the connections between 

the several parts being made with insulating material, in order that the electrical 

energy generated in the aerial wires might not escape to the earth. It seems probable 

that these insulators were not strong enough, and it is obvious that if one of them 

broke in a gale, the safety of the whole structure would be jeopardised. The aerial 

wires on which the messages were radiated and received extended from the top of 

the mast like the ribs of a gigantic umbrella. A ground connection of a very elaborate 

kind was also provided, the whole area of the plot, two acres or more, on which the 

mast was erected, being intersected with trenches along which bare copper wires 

were laid and joined together at the intersections. A stream of water also ran through 

the site, which no doubt was also made use of for electrical purposes. Of the electrical 

apparatus very little can be said, but a steam engine of 20 or 30 horsepower was used 

to generate the necessary energy. This energy must have been very considerable, 

for there were times when the shrill sound of the electric spark malting the message 

could be heard for a considerable distance away from the station. Mr. Fessender is 

the inventor and scientist of the wireless telegraph system employed at Macrahanish, 

but as he is one of those who work without recourse to newspaper advertisement, 

little is known of his methods, except the fact that he has stated publicly that he has 

obtained under favourable circumstances reliable communication over 3,000 miles of 

sea. It is now several years since Mr. Marconi sent that historical first successful 

message from Poldhu in Cornwall to St. John's, Newfoundland, and though the 

advance of reliable wireless telegraphy over short and medium distances has been 

most marked, the longer distances involved in trans-Atlantic communication seem as 

difficult to obtain as ever; and it is much to be doubted if we are appreciably nearer a 

commercial wireless service to America than we were three or four years ago.' (Globe, 

6 December 1906, 6) 

 

The collapse of this huge mast was probably the reason that the Tiree station was 

never completed—as far as I know. Although it is interesting that the RAF built a Chain 

Home Low radar station at the base of Ben Hough 35 years later using 275-foot masts. 
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