YESTERDAY’S NEWS

A NOTED HIGHLAND PRACTITIONER

‘When the news of the death of Dr Alex[ander] Buchanan, the well-known medical officer of
Tiree, spread through the island, it was received by all classes with genuine sorrow, for the
doctor had a firm place in the affections of the people ... For over half a century, Dr
Buchanan practised the noble profession of healing—medical and surgical—in our midst. He
has done this with conspicuous success. He has done it also with a tenderness, a
kindliness, and an unwearied patience that have made him to be beloved as well as honoured
by the people. He maintained not only the good name of his profession, but he also practised
it in a philanthropic way. Suffering and sickness he alleviated and healed on a plane far above
that of a commercial purpose, and his highest skill and closest attention were as fully
employed for the poorest as for the well-to-do. He loved his profession and gave himself to it
in a most thorough and unselfish way. The people knew they could claim him for their needs,
and he was continually consulted on matters quite beyond the range of medical skill. His
shrewdness and strong common sense, and his wide knowledge and experience made him a
good adviser.

‘He was born in Lenzie Farm, Callander, which was held by his grandfather and father, in 1837.
He early chose a professional career. He had many incentives to this, as four of his father’s
brothers were parish ministers at the time, and a fifth was Professor of Logic at the University
of Glasgow. He received his medical training in the University of Edinburgh, and on finishing
his course, practised for a short time in Musselburgh. Then [in 1860] he was given the
appointment of parochial medical officer for Tiree and Coll [employed by the parish under the
Poor Law to look after those on the Roll]. In these days, the communication between the
islands and the mainland was very imperfect. There was no telegraph. The journey to Coll had
to be performed by open boat, and the doctor had many perilous and adventurous trips,
snatching such opportunities as wind and weather afforded for his crossings, and giving
medical attendance on his comings and goings as he was able. To summon him to Coll, a
beacon fire used to be lit there at a certain point, to be answered by another beacon on Tiree
when he had got on his way to answer the call. For over twenty years [until 1880], Coll was
under his care, and even to the end of his life, he was regarded by the Coll people as their
special doctor—being affectionately known as ‘An Dotair Mor'. And though he had
relinquished the parochial appointment there, he was still retained by the authorities as their
medical officer of public health for Coll. In the districts of the Ross of Mull and lona he was
also frequently called to practice and engage in consultation work.

‘But it was Tiree that absorbed his energies, and called forth his best skill. The population,
though now declining, was then a large one, and afforded a wide field for medical work. The



island has always maintained a steady connection with Glasgow and the south. A continual
ebb and flow of fishermen, seamen, domestic servants and family visits meant that the public
health of the island was liable to be affected by disease and epidemics unwittingly introduced.
Against this, the doctor had ever to be on his guard. Sanitary regulations were not so
stringent, and nursing facilities were, until more recent years, non-existent. Single-handed, he
had to deal with these conditions. On one occasion there was a virulent outbreak of smallpox,
alongside an equally malignant type of measles and whooping cough. The doctor fearlessly
faced the situation. He secured the services of Dr Black from Tobermory, and placed him in
charge, while he took himself all the smallpox cases. His first precaution was to vaccinate
himself, and then personally attended and nursed these cases—some of them fatal—not
returning to his home until the outbreak was subdued. He was always particularly alert in
combating epidemic diseases thus introduced, and in tracing them to their source, usually an
imported one. His isolation from medical brethren deprived him of the benefit of
consultations, but this developed in him the valuable capacity of reasoned,
independent judgment, and so accurately did he learn to diagnose and pronounce symptoms
submitted to him that the subsequent reference of these cases to the great experts of
the infirmaries of Glasgow and Edinburgh, generally resulted in confirming and approving of
the treatment of the island doctor. This was always a cause for local pride in the community—
that the doctor was so often right.

‘In the public life of the island, Dr Buchanan took a leading part. He was chairman of the
School Board for many years. Before the Royal Commission [in 1883] and the Crofters
Commissioners, he gave expert evidence on the social condition of the people. On several
occasions, he received public presentations testifying to the esteem in which he was held. One
of these was his portrait in oils, painted by the rising West Highland artist, Mr MacGregor-
Whyte, and the most recent presentation was a comfortable trap and harness to celebrate the
pleasure the community felt in the doctor being restored to his work, after an absence
to recruit his health.

‘On one aspect of his character, there was justifiable pride felt, in that the doctor kept himself
abreast of the advance of medical science, and was provided with the latest surgical
appliances. It is not every country practitioner that attempts this; but it was always his desire
to be equal to the demands made on his skill. He was, however, wider in his outlook than his
profession, and took a keen interest in the movements of current thought. He was a delightful
host, and was ever ready to entertain and interest the many different callers that continually
found their way to his hospitable house, and in this he was genially helped by his wife
and family. He was the type of the old country practitioner and family doctor—a type fast
passing away; a kindly man who went in and out among the people, knowing them intimately,
and serving them, their children, and their children’s children. He was blessed with physical
health and boundless energy—two valuable assets for a doctor—and he never spared himself.
A fine horseman—for the greater part of his life he rode in his practice—he was never without



good horses, and always had relays ready for any emergency. He seemed to be weatherproof,
for neither the fierce western gales nor the drenching rains prevented him from proceeding
on his rounds. He had a cheery word for all, and his very presence in the sick-room brought
back to the anxious ones hope and confidence. Tiree is the poorer for his loss, and those who
knew him intimately will hold his memory dear. To his sorrowing widow and family, sympathy
will go forth from many a home at home and abroad, for they are many to whom in the course
of his long and useful life he brought strength and gladness. He was married in 1874 to Miss
Colina Campbell, daughter of the late Mr Colin Campbell of Cornaig, Coll, and
Achnacloich, Lorn, by whom he is survived, and also by a family of three sons and three
daughters. One of the sons is ranching on a large scale in Chili; another succeeded to his
uncle’s property in Caolis, Coll; and the youngest, who has followed his father's profession,
has been assisting in the practice for some months.

In all the churches of Tiree, tributes were paid to the doctor’s life and work on Sunday, and
the funeral on Thursday was a public one, the various schools in the island being closed and
work generally suspended for the day.

During his last illness the Doctor was professionally attended to by Dr Duncan MacDonald. of
Oban, who came specially to see him .

An Appreciation by Rev Hector MacKinnon, minister of Kirkapol:

‘Dr Buchanan never sought payment for his work in a business sense. His services were as
much at the disposal of those who could not pay fees as at the service of those who could ...
He not only sustained an enthusiastic interest in the affairs of his own profession. He also kept
in contact with the movements and developments of thought generally. Of this the
newspapers and magazines, as well as the heavier volumes which he received and read,
afforded abundant evidence. It may surprise some, but it is true all the same, that he was as
familiar with the monthly contents of the ‘Hibbert Journal’ [A Quarterly Review of Religion,
Theology and Philosophy] as with those of the Medical Journal or Lancet .... What impressed
one most was the greatness of the man as a man. For nearly a quarter of a century | have
gone in and out of his home in terms of close intimacy with him and his family ... | know what
| write about when | say that, in all broad Scotland, there was not a more hospitable home
than his ... It did one good to receive his handshake, to sit by his fireside under his smile, to
partake of the food of his table, to converse with him on all sorts of subjects—some of the
them the highest and deepest. All these years | have visited at Baugh House, | have never
observed a frown on his face, and | never heard from his lips a syllable of discontent. He was
one of the most broad-minded and charitable of men. | never took my departure from his
dwelling in darkness or in light, in wetness or in dryness, but he conveyed me a quarter or half
mile along the road.” (Oban Times and Argyllshire Advertiser, 13 May 1911, p. 2)



| would love to see MacGregor-Whyte’s portrait of Dr Buchanan. The only image we have of
him is this:

https://www.aniodhlann.org.uk/object/2001-57-9/
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