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AN CORRAN

This corran 'sickle' was made on Tiree in Ceardach Ghot 'Gott smiddie' in the 1850s,
probably by Malcolm or John Maclintyre. Sickles have been used to cut grasses since
Neolithic times, when they were made from a curved piece of wood and small,
triangular flints. In the Middle Ages, however, the short varieties of barley and oats
that thrived on windy Tiree were often simply pulled out of the ground, rather than
being cut. This gave a longer stalk for thatching or rope making, but weakened the
soil and left nothing for winter grazing. When blades did come to be used for
harvesting corn, at first it was usually the sickle that was preferred over the scythe.
Despite the uncomfortable position, holding the stem of the corn with one hand as
you cut reduced the fall of ripe seed. In addition, many poorer people could not
afford a scythe when they went to the dunes to cut marram grass for thatch, as
Donald Sinclair of West Hynish explained: "In my father's [day: the 1870s], it was all
cut with sickles, because the cottar doesn't have a scythe. There was a sickle in every
house. They were getting hold of the top of the bent, and the sickle was as sharp as a
razor ... You would wonder how many sheaves they would do in an hour."!

In the nineteenth century, the more powerful scythe was introduced to the island.
Donald continued: "In my time [he was born in 1885], when | was a boy, every
crofter got a scythe ... (My English is not good, but still and all, it might do!) In the
olden times they used to go by the score to the harvest in the Lowlands. And some
of my people was going there too. One of my ancestors was there, say over eighty
years ago, and it was him that brought the first scythe to Tiree. Aye! The farmer he
happened to be working with; they got scythes there. And he got one when he was
coming home ... John Black [Donald's great-grandfather, who came to Tiree from
Inveraray in the service of the Duke in 1801]. I've seen them often cutting corn with
a sickle, but when this scythe came home to Tiree, they were coming from all parts
of the island to see the big scythe, an corran mor ... They were calling it 'the big

sickle'. They didn't know anything about a speall [the Gaelic word for] 'the scythe'." 2

The modern sickle usually comes with a smooth blade; older sickles, an corran
fhiaclach, more often had a serrated or toothed saw-like blade. These were latterly
used for cutting bladderwrack, Fucus vesiculosus, off the rocks at low tide. The
floating mass of black seaweed was then pulled to shore at high tide with a long
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rope called a rath, and then used as a fertiliser or to make kelp. Toothed sickles
were also used to catch musgain 'razor clams'. These shellfish bury themselves in
the sand with a small dimple on the surface as the only sign. But they can be
caught by walking silently along the beach at night at spring low tide, hooking them
out with an old sickle. The eastern part of An Traigh Mhor on Gott Bay is known as
Traigh nam Musgan.

This sickle, like so much else, was made in a Tiree smiddie: "[Tiree blacksmiths]
made everything in those days: even the nails that went in the houses, the nails
that went in the boats, the nails that went in the horseshoes were made in the
smiddie, just hammered out. Bolts, horseshoes, ploughs and grubbers, everything
like that. All the tools for himself and tools for other folk."3 The Duke had long
been aware of the importance of having good blacksmiths on the island. He wrote
to the factor as long ago as 1792: "I am told that a good smith and cartwright are
both much wanted on the island. You must be at pains to get both, as it is impossible
that any good husbandry can go on without them. | will be at any reasonable
expense to establish them, and | desire that you will not delay or slur this over but
attend to it immediately and earnestly."* By 1881, there were smiddies in Gott,
Earnal, Kenovay, Cornaigbeg, Kilkenneth and Balemartine.

Donald Maclntyre from Gott is the last in a long line of blacksmiths in Gott: "You can
see the ruins [of the smiddie] still just south of the gate going up to the church [in
Kirkapol] ... that’'s where my great-great-grandfather, [and] my grandfather
[worked]. Neil, my grandfather’s brother, he was the last smith there. [His son]
Calum taught me." ®

Hector MacPhail told this story: "Neil MacIntyre (1843-1908), known as An Gobhainn
Beag 'the small blacksmith', had worked for many years in France and lItaly,
specialising in making frames for street gas lights. The story goes that a puffer which
had been discharging coal on Gott Bay suffered an engine breakdown because the
connecting rod (three inches in diameter) from the piston had snapped in half. The
skipper came ashore with the broken rod and asked Neil Maclntyre if he could carry
out a repair that would allow them to proceed home to the Clyde. The blacksmith
forge-welded the rod, not only enabling the skipper to depart for home and arrive
safely, but prompting a visit two years later, when the same puffer returned to Tiree
and the skipper was able to inform the blacksmith that his ‘temporary’ repair was
still working perfectly! Apparently, Neil’s repaired rod was driving the engine until
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the puffer finally went to the scrapyard."® The smiddie was also a warm place for
men to meet and ceilidh on a cold, wet day, as Hector MacPhail explained: "A smithy
in the old days was the centre of society, a very busy place. People were always
coming with horses every day and coming for other work to be done. Some people
just came to sit and enjoy the conversation." ’

Dr John Holliday
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