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CROFT 15, Lota Mhurchaidh MhicRath an dèidh sin Lot’ an Glas, 
Murdo MacRae’s Croft later Grey John’s Croft 

   

 

Croft 15 was tenanted in 1861 by Murdo MacRae, later his son John became tenant and by 1934 Alex 

MacRae (downie )his son was the tenant. 

Alec MacRae was the father of John and Vina MacRae and the nephew of Flora MacRae croft 18.For 

many years he operated a Butchers van from his croft. 

 

 

 

  



CROFT 15, Lota Mhurchaidh MhicRath an dèidh sin Lot’ an Glas, 
Murdo MacRae’s Croft later Grey John’s Croft 

   

 

CROFT 15 CENSUS DATA 

1861 
 

Name Position in 
Family 

Marital 
Status 

Age Occupation Place of Birth 

Murdo MacRae Head M 37   

Margaret MacRae Wife M 36   

John MacRae Son  8   

 

1871 
 

Name Position in 
Family 

Marital 
Status 

Age Occupation Place of Birth 

Murdo MacRae Head M 48 Fisherman Gairloch 

Margaret MacRae Wife  M 44   

John MacRae Son U 18 Fisherman  

 

1881 
 

Name Position in 
Family 

Marital 
Status 

Age Occupation Place of Birth 

Murdo MacRae Head M 59 Fisherman  

Margaret MacRae Wife M 53   

 

1891 
 

Name Position in 
Family 

Marital 
Status 

Age Occupation Place of Birth 

Murdoch MacRae Head M 68 Crofter  

Margaret MacRae Wife M 62   

Catherine Ross S.I.L     U 57   

 

1901 
 

Name Position in 
Family 

Marital 
Status 

Age Occupation Place of Birth 

Murdoch MacRae Head M 78 Cr and Fis  

Margaret MacRae  Wife M 73   

 

 

 

 



CROFT 15, Lota Mhurchaidh MhicRath an dèidh sin Lot’ an Glas, 
Murdo MacRae’s Croft later Grey John’s Croft 

   

1911 
 

Name Position in 
Family 

Marital 
Status 

Age Occupation Place of Birth 

John MacRae Head M 47 Crofter  

Ann MacRae Wife M 45   

Mary MacRae Dau  9 Scholar  

Alex MacRae Son  7 Scholar  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHILDHOOD   MEMORIES OF NORTH ERRADALE By    Evina Campbell (nee MacRae) 

I was born in 1942 at No 15 North Erradale during the Second World War.    
 
INFANCY 
When I was born my cot was a drawer.     Mothers and babies were still dying in childbirth then, and so 
parents did not buy a cot beforehand  because they did not know what the future held.     Hence the 
reason why ministers, upon baptising infants, would thank God in their prayer for “a living mother and a 
living child”. 
 
CROFT HOUSES 
A croft house had two public rooms;  one was the kitchen cum living room and the other was “the 
Room” which was the best room.   It was only used to entertain visitors.    Most houses burned coal and 
each house had a ton of coal in close proximity to the back door.   They also had their own midden, or 
rubbish heap.   This was mainly empty tins.   Refuse collection was unheard of.   Anyway the tins soon 
rusted and rotted away.  We did not have the same amount of waste that we have nowadays.     Most 
houses had running water and a bathroom,  which was modern.    I noticed that when we went to 
Drumnadrochit on holiday, that many houses there did not have a bathroom. 
 
HEAT AND LIGHT 
Our heat came from a black range.   We then progressed to a modern version of the same thing.   It was a 
mottled salmon colour and was flush up against the wall   It had two ovens and an open fire.  There were 
fireplaces in the bedrooms.   Fires were only lit in them when someone was ill.  
 After a frosty night we would waken up to frosted windows and were told that Jack Frost had come 
during the night and drew the intricate patterns on the windows.   When it was very cold we would sit 
huddled over the fire and then we would get a red rash on our legs which was known as “tinkers’ tartan”.    
The fleeces from our sheep were sent to the Woollen Mill in Brora to be made into blankets and knitting 
wool.    The wool came back in big hanks which had to be wound into balls.   This could be done two 
ways.   If you were on your own, you would put two chairs back to back at just the right distance apart to 
keep the hank taut.  If you had someone to help you, they would sit and hold the hank with their two 
hands while you wound the wool.   The latter was the quickest method.  
Our light in the kitchen was from a tilly lamp.  The bedrooms were lit with small paraffin lamps and we 
used a candle to go up and downstairs in the dark.  There was a good heat of the tilly lamp.   
That, along with the fire, gave a nice cosy living room.   The rug in front of the fire would become soiled 
with burnt marks from falling cinders, etc.   A good rug was always on hand to put on top of the old rug 
whenever we would see unexpected visitors arriving!      I used to set and light the fire as a child.   When 
electricity came to the village we got an electric cooker but we were still dependent on the fire for heating 
and hot water.  
The tilly lamp had to be lit with care in case you broke the mantle.  You had to make sure that the 
methylated burner which was put under it did not touch it and break it.  After it got going, it then had to 
be pumped every so often to keep the pressure up.   The glasses on the paraffin lamps had to be cleaned 
regularly so that they would give a better light.    
 
FOOD 
Our diet was simple.  Breakfast was either porridge or brose.   Some people took their porridge with the 
milk in a separate bowl.   I don’t know the reason.   Toast was usually made in the evening when the fire 
was red hot with no flames.     A toasting fork hung on the wall beside the fireplace. 
Our main food was meat, fish, eggs and potatoes.   Puddings were all the milk puddings – sago, rice, 
tapioca, cornflour and curds (milk set with rennet). 
Milk was plentiful in the summer time but in winter time when the cows were dry we used  carnation milk 
until powdered milk became available.   We got our milk from the Mackenzie family at No 10.   Our tin 
milk pails were made by a man who lived at Garve.   He came round the doors selling his wares. 
Our vegetables were cabbage, turnip, carrot and onion.  Fruit was apple, orange or banana but it wasn’t 
plentiful.      
Eggs were plentiful in the summer but not in winter when the hens stopped laying.   My mother pickled 
the eggs.  They were kept in a big pickling jar in the scullery.    Every house had its own hens.  



A regular lunch for us was a boiled egg and boiled potato mixed up together.   Second helpings were  the 
left over potato with milk mixed into it.   Tasty!   
A supper dish was saps which is broken up bread soaked in hot milk.  
When we had tatties and herring we ate it with our hands.   That was a novelty.    
 If we liked our food we licked the plate to get the last morsel of it.  
Sweeties were scarce until rationing was stopped.     I can remember visiting one house and my treat was 
bread and marmalade.    It was the first time I ever had marmalade.   I did not like it but forced myself to 
eat it so as not to offend the lady of the house. 
Sometimes my father, who was a butcher, was paid in kind by his customers in Melvaig (remember 
people were not well off).   He would come home with crabs and lobsters.   They were delicious.    He 
would also come home with fish which he would dry them.    He would have a row of fish hanging at the 
side of his slaughterhouse.  
There was no waste of food.   If the cream on the milk went sour my mother would put some cocoa into 
it to give a nice tang.       
Every person had a ration book.    
The rations for one adult per week were as follows:- 
Bacon......... 4 oz (100g) 
Meat........... to  the value of 1s.2d. (6p today)   
Butter ......... 2 oz (50g) 
Cheese ....... 2 oz (50g). Sometimes it rose to 4oz (100g),  and even up to 8oz (225g) 
Margarine... 4oz (100g) 
Cooking fat.. 4 oz (100g) often dropping to 2oz (50g) 
Milk............ 3 pints (1800 ml) sometimes dropping to 2 pints (1200 ml).   Household (skimmed dried 

milk) was available.   
Sugar......... 8 oz (225 g) 
Preserves.. 1 lb (450g) every 2 months 
Tea............ 2 oz (50g) 
Eggs.......... 1 shell egg a week if available but at times dropping to 1 every two weeks.   Dried eggs – 

1 packet each 4 weeks. 
Sweets ..... 12 oz (350g) each 4 weeks. 
Of the above list we didn’t have cheese, except home-made cheese.    Jam was scarce with syrup and 
treacle being used instead.   Rationing did not stop until a few years after the war ended. 
 
My father took ration coupons from his customers.   The customers’ names all had to be registered in a 
book and as soon as I was able to write that was my job.   
 
HEALTH 
Up until the time that antibiotics became available people had their own medicinal remedies.    
We were given a spoonful of cod liver oil every morning and a spoonful of malt at night to prevent us 
from taking colds.    I managed to take the cod liver oil but could not swallow the malt and was excused 
from having to take it. .  
A bottle of whisky and/or rum was also kept for medicinal purposes.   The only time the whisky was used 
socially was at New Year.   Whisky was used to make toddy and administered to us last thing at night 
when we had a cold or temperature.   It was made up of a little whisky and sugar with hot water poured 
over it.    It was always given to us in bed because we would sweat after it and this reduced our 
temperature.  
If we were recovering from an illness we were given a tonic to boost us.   The tonic for us children was a 
beat up egg with sugar and a drop of rum in it.    
Beef tea was a drink for very ill patients.   It was made by gently boiling a good piece of meat to get the 
juice out of it.  The patient, who was too weak to eat, could drink the juice and so get the nourishment of 
the meat. 
When we were ill, as we often were, we were kept in bed to get our temperature down.   If it was high, 
then a bread or Kaolin poultice was applied to our chests.   Any infection was treated seriously as there 
were no antibiotics to fight it and it could develop into something serious as it did when people had a 
quinzy or septic throat.   They became very ill.  I would hear it said that they had to get their throat 
lanced.   If someone had a septic finger, again, the cure was for it to be lanced.    That was the only way to 



get rid of the poison.    Once penicillin became available it fought the infection and fever and prevented 
people becoming so ill.  
 
My brother and I both had whooping cough and measles.    These illnesses lasted for a few weeks.  
Our neighbours were good to us even when we were sick.   Christine from the Post Office sent 
magazines for me to read.   Iain Bain made up three comics for us to enjoy.   I still have them.   They are 
treasured momentos of mine.  They are an example of both his affection for us and his artistic talent .      
My brother had  scarlet fever which was very serious.   He was taken away, with other children from 
Gairloch, in an ambulance to Invergordon County Hospital , which was the infectious diseases hospital.    
He was away for six weeks .   Our house was naturally sombre the day he left but I still  remember how 
the neighbours called to support and comfort us.    It was unheard of, to see an ambulance in North 
Erradale and they would have been upset themselves, at just seeing it in the village.   We were not allowed 
to visit him and we couldn’t write to him either.   Unknown to us ,he was kept in a room of his own for 
two weeks because he was worse than the others who were all recovering by the time they went to 
hospital.   He was quite ill for these two weeks and got injections every day.    The other children in the 
main ward were not allowed contact with him.     My mother and father did go to the hospital to visit him 
but were not allowed in.   He was not told of their visit!   Afterwards, when he learned that they had gone 
to the hospital, he remembered that he had dreamt they were at his bedside and when he awoke to find it 
was a dream he was very upset.   Meanwhile at home, I was in quarantine and was kept off school  for  
two or three weeks.   I missed him very much.     
My father had his own medicinal cures.   Andrew’s Liver Salts was taken for nearly every ailment because 
it “cleaned out the system”.    There were another two remedies, steurak and gruel.    Gruel was made 
with oatmeal, milk and hot water, more of a drink and quite insipid.   Perhaps it is a version of the very 
old recipe called Oatmeal Posset which was to relieve minor illnesses.   Steurak, I  
think, was oatmeal and whisky.   He left it sitting in a bowl for hours and took a spoon every now and 
again. 
 
EDUCATION 
I attended Sand School as did my father before me.     This school served both Big Sand and North 
Erradale.   At one time the school for the two villages was at the top of the Bealach (the ruins of which 
are still there and are now used as a fank).    It would have been situated there because the road from Big 
Sand to North Erradale came over the Bealach.    
When my father attended school he was taught gardening and knitting as part of the curriculum.   His 
sister went to university and became a teacher.   In those days parents could only afford to send one child 
to college or university so other siblings, if they were academic and wanted to go off to college, had to 
sacrifice that chance in life.    My father’s occupation was a butcher, as was his father before him.   It was 
often the case that the son followed the same occupation as his father.    
 Sand School was a small school with just eight pupils.   The age range was from 5 – 14, 14 years being  
the school leaving age .   I did not go to school until I was six.   I only attended it for a couple of years.   
It closed due to a fall in numbers.     There was no running water in the school.   Toilets were purpose 
built dry toilets.   Water was taken from the well below the road.   Heating was from a coal fire.    Our 
milk at playtime was dried milk which was made on top of a paraffin stove.    We took a packed lunch 
with us and went down to the well to get water to drink with it.   We used slates  and slate pencils for our 
general work but were given exercise books to learn to write.   A lot of time was devoted to teaching us to 
write.    The rule was  “up light, down heavy” i.e. a light stroke of the pencil when going up and heavy 
stroke downwards.   Capital letters had to be double the height of the small  letters.      The only 
examination was for Bible knowledge.  This was done by the local minister.   Mrs Paterson, our teacher 
spent a good number of days teaching us nothing else but Bible and  cramming it into our heads in 
preparation for his visit.    When the minister did come I found it a bit of an anti-climax because he was 
nice, pleasant and hardly asked any questions.   There was one occasion when we had to go to school on a 
Saturday morning.   I don’t know why, unless it was that the school was closed for some reason or other 
during term, but we didn’t do much work that day.   At one point the whole school played football in the 
playground which is the field on the left hand side of the school.  I can also remember that my father was 
playing football with us as well!   All in all, it was a relaxed morning at school.    One thing I immediately 
noticed when I went to school was that the Big Sand children had a different accent to us from North 
Erradale.  This demonstrates how insular villages were and how little contact there was between them.         



When Sand School closed we went to Achtercairn Junior Secondary School and I am presuming that the 
school leaving age rose to 15 about this time because now the older Melvaig children went there.   There 
was a school car taking them, us from Erradale and the Big Sand children.   It was not without its 
excitement either.    We ran over a sheep on two occasions.  What a bump it was.    Another time, as we 
were driving into Big Sand, the battery fell out of the car on to the road.     At one time the number of 
children attending increased and the school car had to make two runs.   This meant that some of us had 
to wait around and amuse ourselves until the school car came back for us.   I can’t remember what we did 
to pass the time apart from going to the beach in front of the Free Presbyterian Church.   How different 
to today when there would be an outcry that primary school children were left to look after themselves 
for nearly an hour with no provision whatsoever made for them.    Nothing at all ever went wrong. 
 
PLAY 
I  didn’t have  many toys.   If the weather was good  I would be out somewhere.   We, my brother and I, 
spent our time happily wandering around the village.   Our parents knew that we were  
absolutely safe from anything untoward happening to us, unlike parents nowadays who are afraid to let 
their children out of their sight for fear of what might befall them.  
I spent a lot of time in three neighbouring houses, the Post Office, the Mackenzies at No 10, and the 
Mackenzies at No 13, known as “the Velevens”.    These families played an important part in my 
childhood.   I would just wander into their homes when I felt like it.   They didn’t stop to entertain me as 
adults do nowadays for children, they just carried on with whatever chore they were doing and would 
include me in it.      I felt  like one of the family and I was treated as such.     If my mother wanted to get 
in touch with a neighbour she would write a note and send me with it.   
 
The Post Office household was always a hive of activity.   Mr and Mrs Bain had two sons, Iain and 
Normie.   They brought up  Christine, Mrs Bain’s niece, because her mother died in childbirth.     Miss 
Mackenzie, Mrs Bain’s sister, also lived with them until she got married to Mr Gunn who lived above the 
Gairloch Post Office.    She was a teacher in Achtercairn School .  Spinsters found it difficult to find 
accommodation.   There were no rooms to let or property to rent.    
Iain, Normie and Christine were like older brothers and a sister to my brother and me.   We were very 
fond of them and they in turn were always very good to us.    I know from old photographs that they 
taking me to their house when I was just months old.   There was always something going on.  Maybe I 
would be in the Post Office with Mrs Bain watching her doing her post office returns, or helping with the 
big washing, in the wash house,  on a Monday,when the washing board was used to get the dirt of the oily 
dungarees, or going to the byre with John Bain to see the newborn calf, or washing the cement area 
outside their back door.    Mrs Bain had a sewing machine and I would get to turn the handle for her 
while she sewed.    They had a pictorial book of royal family occasions.  It had a gold cover.  I would sit 
on the floor for ages looking at it.   Christine would comb my long hair in the evening and gently take the 
knots out of it .   She seemed to enjoy doing it and I loved the attention.      From an early age we had 
sleepovers with her.     I can only remember one bedtime story.   It went like this, “I’ll tell you a story 
about Johnny Glory,   I’ll tell you another about his brother,  and now my story’s done!”      It didn’t put 
us to sleep.    Instead, it amused us, so we pestered her to keep repeating it! 
Iain was artistic.   It was he who would do the signwriting on the buses , “John Bain and Sons,,,,”.        I 
watched him doing it.  
I remember John Bain, the father in the household, always had a fifteen minute nap after his lunch no 
matter what was going on.   I would stay as quiet as I could while he was snoozing in the chair.   Then up 
he would get and strut off to get on with his work.     I can’t remember what he looked like but I 
distinctly remember his walk because he was splay-footed ;   one foot pointed east and the other pointed 
west!     He was a man of few words but nevertheless I liked being with him. 
I was with him one day as he was tidying up his garden.   He gave me the trimmings of the willow bushes 
and told me to plant them in my garden.   This I did.   These are the bushes which are still there in the 
garden at No 15 today. 
 
At No 10 I would get a shot of churning the butter.   That didn’t last long because it was sore on my 
hand.   I would go to the byre with Mary or Joe (Johan) to milk the cow.    I was allowed to try my hand 
at milking the cow, without success.   Even the cow was patient with me.    It was a treat to get a drink of 
warm milk straight from the cow.   It has quite a different taste when it is warm.   The milk was kept in 



big shallow bowls in a special cupboard just as you went in the back door.   Sometimes I would get some 
of  the cream off the top of the basin as a treat. 
We used to enjoy being with Willie, Mary and Joe when they were cutting the corn and the hay.  
 
At No 13 I would get to feed the lambs with a bottle of milk.  They had a collie dog, Bob,  for the sheep 
and a cairn terrier, Bus-Dubh, for catching the foxes.     Bob, came over to our house every day and 
played around with us.   He was a faithful friend.  
 
There were three bachelors, Ian, Alick and Kenny, and a spinster, Mary Bheag, at No 13.   I can  
remember Kenny and Alick mending their nets in their bedroom.   The room was  full of fishing nets 
strung from one side of the room to the other.    I could hardly see them for fishing nets! 
 
In the spring time  when the heather was being burnt we would go off with a box of matches to burn the 
grass on the croft.  Our parents never stopped us.   They knew that there was no danger of the fire 
getting out of control because the ground was so wet that the fire would never take a hold!  One dry 
spring we set off, as was our wont, to burn the grass.   As usual no-one was worried but it was a dry 
spring and the fire did take hold.   It spread from the burn above our house right along the village to the 
house at the other end.   No one said a word.   In fact we were complimented on a good fire!  
 
I don’t ever remember being “bored”.   There was always something to do. 
 
ANIMALS 
We had a dog, a cat, hens, bantam hens,  ducks, a goat and a a rabbit at varying times in my childhood.  
It was great fun when a hen had chickens.   Each egg which had been selected for the hen to sit on had a 
name written on it.   We waited eagerly for the chickens to hatch.  They had a special run made for them.   
We loved feeding them and watching the tiny chicks running around.    The hen had a special cluck when 
she called her chickens.   When they grew bigger and were out of the run, I loved to watch them all 
running to her and getting right underneath her feathers.   You wouldn’t know that there was anything 
there once they were all safely tucked in.   If a chicken became poorly it was taken inside, wrapped in 
cotton wool, put into a wee box and then put into one of the ovens in the fireplace to revive it.   
When a hen was clocking, she would stay sitting on the nest, thus keeping  the other hens from getting on 
to it to lay, so she would be put under a pail and left there till she got over her broody spell.    She was fed 
regularly and didn’t seem to mind her confinement.    I can’t remember how long that was, but to me it 
was a long time.   It was my job to feed the hens.   When a hen started nesting outside we would try to 
find the nest, often without success.   However, the seagulls would see it so all we had to do was to watch 
where the seagull was hovering overhead and then we could locate it.   We usually had two or three 
bantam hens and a bantam coileach (cockrel).   Cocky, is just what he was.  He tried to rule the roost, 
even over the big hens.  Their eggs were dainty and we enjoyed eating them.     
My daily task since I can ever remember was to go to No. 10 for the milk.    One day, long before I went 
to school, when John and I went on our daily errand, we saw Bus-Dubh (black mouth) the cairn terrier 
belonging to No 13, lying nursing her puppies at the peat stack at the end of their road .   Of course, we 
stopped to speak to them and pet them.    On the way home with the milk in my hand, since I was the 
biggest, we stopped again to look at the puppies and pet them.    I made the decision that I was going to 
take one of them home.   I made my wee brother carry the milk pail even although it would be heavy for 
him  (he was so wee he just did as he was told)  while I helped myself to one of the puppies.    That day 
we arrived home with the milk – and a puppy!      I was so young that I was unaware of my mother’s 
reaction to this unexpected  addition to the family or of any ensuing communication which must have 
taken place between our house and No 13,  but this I do know, the puppy, who went on to be called 
Morag, stayed in our house from that day on.    The Melevens used their terriers  for hunting foxes.    It is 
possible that this puppy was already designated to somebody for the purpose of hunting foxes but 
nevertheless  Ian Meleven, in his kindness to us, let us keep the puppy. 
We already had an old collie dog, called Gasgeach.    One day when we came home from school 
Gasgeach wasn’t there.   Upon enquiring as to where he was, I was told that he had gone up to 
“Gordon’s” which was the house at the top of the village and the farthest away from our house.  I did not 
know that he had been put down.   He would have been shot while we were at school.   Whenever we 
would be visiting Mr and Mrs Gordon after that, I always asked where 



Gasgeach was.    Every time Mr Gordon would convincingly reply that he had gone off to look for 
rabbits.   There was nothing unusual in that explanation and I accepted it.   I would then go outside to 
look for him, but to no avail.  
I realise now that the whole village knew about the demise of Gasgeach and of the story that was going to 
be spun to us children as to what happened to him.   This is an examples of village co-operation in order 
to protect our childhood innocence.  
 
TRANSPORT 
Most houses in our village had a car.   The Post Office had buses, lorries and cars as well as their garage 
business. 
My father had a butcher’s van and a car.     He travelled to Dingwall every week to buy his meat.  In the 
snow and frost he would put chains on his tyres.   There was no passenger seat in the van.   Instead he 
had special big box made to fit the space which was where we sat.   Inside it he kept his chains and a 
shovel to dig himself out if he got stuck.   He would often take a calf from someone in Melvaig to the 
sales in Dingwall.    The calf was tied up in a bag and had to endure the long journey to Dingwall like that.       
The roads were gravel roads.   The tarred road only started at Little Sand.  Two men were employed to fill 
in the potholes and they worked hard . They were John MacRae, “Tom”,  from North Erradale and  “the 
Badenoch” from Peterburn.      There were quarries at Peterburn, North Erradale and Sand School where 
they got the gravel.    
 
MAIL 
The Bains’ mail bus was driven by Christine who had her PSV licence.  It was unusual for a woman to 
have a PSV then.   She drove to Gairloch twice a day with the mail bus which was also a passenger bus.   
On her afternoon run she took the mail to the Melvaig Post Office .   Most of her passengers were on the 
afternoon run.   People who were travelling from Achnasheen got the bus to the Gairloch Post Office 
where they then joined the mail bus for their onward journey to Big Sand, North Erradale or Melvaig.    
The Erradale Post Office served both Sand and North Erradale.   Duncan Mackenzie from North 
Erradale was the first postman I remember.   After that Murdo, from Big Sand took it over.    He would  
wait at Little Sand to collect the mail from the mail bus.   He would deliver to Sand first, then come to 
North Erradale and deliver the mail to all the houses after that.     
Telegrams or “wires” as they were called, were used to convey short concise messages.  They were only 
sent with important news.    When it arrived at the Post Office, it was then delivered to the  
address.   If Normie or Iain Bain delivered it by motorbike sometimes they would give me a ride on the 
back of their motorbike. 
Eggs were sent by post in a special egg box with twelve compartments in it.    It is hard to believe that 
they came safely through the post, but they did, and it was a welcome present to get. 
 
SHOPPING 
My grandfather had a grocer’s shop in a room at the back of our house as well as a butcher’s van.    He 
also sold paraffin.   The shop was closed some years before I was born but we continued to sell the 
paraffin locally until electricity came to the village.      
My earliest memories are of two weekly vans selling groceries.   One was Ogo’s , Osgood Mackenzie, and 
the other, I think, was driven by Donnie Tallie (Maclean), but I do not think that he owned it.  
Mail order catalogues, JD Williams and Oxendales, were to be found in every house.     My recollection is 
that they supplied everything from a needle to an anchor – even toys.    
Asians came round the doors selling clothes which they carried in a suitcase.   You had the luxury of both 
seeing and trying on the garment before buying it, at your own fireside!   
 The travelling folk came annually, to sell their wares of needles, pins, thread, thimbles, elastic  etc., which 
were always needed for darning socks, patching clothes, sheets or blankets.    Clothes were not thrown 
out if they got a hole in them.   They had to last.  Often the woman would have her baby with her.   The 
baby would be securely held inside a travelling rug which was wrapped round the mother.   If you made a 
purchase you were blessed.    if you did not make a purchase you were cursed.  
     
DEATH 
When there was a death in the village the remains were kept in the house.     There was no undertaker.    
Visitors to the bereaved were usually invited to view the remains.  This was a mark of respect.    The 



service would be held at the house and the cortege walked to the end of the village.  Thereafter the coffin 
was transported in Iain Bain’s bus.   Women did not go to the graveside.      
The neighbours dug the grave for the bereaved family .   Sometimes it was the wrong grave that was dug 
up.     I don’t know if this was lack of communication or because there was not always stones on graves.    
Death was not the clinical affair it is today.  
Spring cleaning was an annual event in our house.    The contents of the linen cupboard used to be put 
out on the windowsills in the sun.   This was to keep the moths at bay.  They ate holes in clothes.   There 
was a frilly lacy white cotton garment amongst the clothes that were put out and I used to wonder what it 
was.     Then one day Granny at No 10 died and my mother who was a nurse, went to dress the body.   
The white garment in the cupboard disappeared.    I realised then that it was a shroud and that it was 
being kept in our house until it was required.     People faced up to death and prepared for it.   It was not 
the clinical affair that it is today. 
 
FOLK LORE 
In the summer time we would see strange cars coming and parking at the end of the road.   They were 
going to visit the Golden Cave.    I have never been to it and wasn’t encouraged to go to it either.   
Instead I was told by Joe that long ago a piper went into the cave but he got lost and he is still piping 
inside the cave today! 
There were ruins down near the shore in the sheltered part just after you cross the river.   I was often 
there with Willie from No 10 when he was working on sheep.  He showed me the remains of the window 
out of which the young girl in that home eloped to marry her sweetheart.    
In times past, women would take to their beds for extended periods.   No reason was given as to why 
they were bedridden.    Then one day they would get up and resume normal life again.   Perhaps they had 
gynaecological ailments or were menopausal and that was the reason why they didn’t say what was wrong 
with them or didn’t even know what was wrong with them.    There were no medicinal remedies for such 
ailments then.     There was one woman, a spinster, who took to her bed like that.   Of the visitors which 
she had, the only male who came was the Catechist.    He was the man who went round the parishioners 
and questioned them on their knowledge of the Bible and the Catechism so it was natural that he would 
visit her.   It was expected that she too, in due course, would rise from her bed and enter into society 
again, but this case was different.     There was a surprise in store for the village – and for the catechist!     
The said woman did get over whatever ailment she had – but she also produced a baby!    
 
CHRISTMAS 
Christmas Day was just another ordinary day.     It was not a holiday.  The post was delivered as usual.   
All that happened was that we children got our xmas stocking in the morning.   There was no Christmas 
dinner.  
 
NATIONAL NEWS 
Each house had a radio which  kept us in touch with the outside world.   I remember the day that King 
George VI died because there was nothing on the radio all day except music.     Our daily paper was The 
Bulletin.   It came by the mailbus.   We also got weekly papers  - the People’s Journal and John Bull which 
carried pictures of newsworthy events.     The Picture Post was another weekly magazine. 
 
CHILDREN 
 We were always told that “children should be seen and not heard .  If we had visitors we were not 
allowed to speak in their company unless they addressed us.     We would stand at the table to eat our 
food if there were not enough chairs to go round when visitors were with us. 
 
CARE IN THE COMMUNITY 
We called Mrs  Mackenzie, No 10, “Granny”.   She was always dressed in black from head to toe, as all 
grannies were.   Once, when her daughters, Mary and Joe (Johan) were away somewhere for a whole day, 
I was sent to keep her company and “Grannymind”.   She must have been in her 80s.   I don’t know how 
old I was but I was young enough to feel the responsibility of my task.   I don’t know who was minding 
who!   Anyway, we enjoyed each other’s company. 



If  Mary or Joe were worried about Granny and wanted help,  they would hang a dishcloth from their 
skylight window.   Whoever saw it first went straight to the house to see what was wrong.    The village, 
in those days, provided its own social work and health visitor service.  
 
SECOND WORLD WAR 
The war was never mentioned in my education like it is today but it was often referred to in conversation.   
People were described as “having lost a husband/son or sons in the war” or that they had been a prisoner 
of war.     My schoolteacher, Mrs Ross, who lived in North Erradale was a war widow.  She was only 
married for six weeks.    
 
CHILDHOOD HIGHLIGHTS 
Going to the fank to watch the dipping.   Seeing the lambs getting their tails docked and feeling sorry for 
them.    
Listening to the cuckoo.     Hearing the corncrake and trying to find it.    
Making daisy chains.    Looking for a four leafed clover. 
Seeing the Royal Yacht Brittania sailing up the Minch when the Royal Family went on holiday.    
 
Tommy the horse, from Peterburn, who was brought in to do the ploughing.   I was told to keep a safe 
distance from him because he was grumpy.  
Going over the Bealach to Sand to visit relatives who lived in the first house at the top of Sand.         
The most tranquil scene of my childhood was to see the cows wending their way home on a balmy 
summer’s evening.   They had the road to themselves.  They, and the village, seemed at peace with the 
world. 
 
EMPLOYMENT  AND  POPULATION 
Crofting then, as now, was not sufficient to provide a living for the crofters in North Erradale.   There 
were ten croft houses in the village, when I was a child, but their occupants all had to earn a living by 
other means e.g. Insurance agent, post office, mail bus service, butcher’s van, postman, sheep dip 
agent, fishing, stalking, seasonal hotel work, schoolchildren’s transport , road maintenance work, bus 
service to Inverness and Ullapool and repair garage business.   
There were twelve ruins in the village.   Some had been vacated in recent years because they still had bits 
of thatch on them while the others without roofs had been vacated many years before. 
 
People left North Erradale for various reasons,  such as:- 

- Marsal, who was widowed with a young family, went to live in Inverness so that she could take in 
lodgers and washing, to earn a living.   There were no state benefits then.  

- the Miller family went to Dingwall. 

-  in 1858 Duncan MacRae from No 23 emigrated to America where there are now many MacRae 
descendants. 

- there is a house at 2 Ladies Walk in Inverness called “Erradale”.   It is right across the river from the 
old Royal Northern Infirmary, now the UHI Headquarters.   The man, who built it around 1900, 
was a Dr Mackenzie who worked in the then Royal Northern Infirmary.  He was born in the ruins 
of the first house on the left, up on the hill, as you enter North Erradale.   These ruins can hardly be 
seen today.   2 Ladies Walk is a big spacious house and a far cry from the humble thatched cottage 
in which he was born and brought up.  

- the croft was handed down to the eldest son and so siblings had to leave the village to find 
employment.   Sons and daughters from North Erradale were scattered throughout the country.   
There was an air of excitement in the village when they would come home for holidays from places 
like Aberdeen, Forres and the Isle of Wight.   They visited every house before they went away again. 

- If children wanted to pursue their education they had to leave the village at 12 years of age to go to 
Dingwall Academy.     Lack of employment prevented many from coming back. 

 
 
When I was 12 years old, I left the village to go to school at Dingwall Academy.   I, too, like those above, 
have become part of the North Erradale diaspora. 
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NORTH ERRADALE      by JOHN MACRAE. 
 
I was born in North Erradale on 4th. August 1943 and my earliest recollections are of having 
a great love for the place and the people who lived there. Indeed I still love it although most 
of those people have passed on. I can only remember always being happy in Erradale. There 
was no down side in it at all. I know that the memory has a habit of only remembering the 
good times but I can still recall every summer holidays been dragged for six weeks to 
Drumnadrochit and hating every minute of it, moaning to get back to Erradale. When my 
father would come to visit for the weekend, on a Monday  morning, before he left, I 
frequently hid in the back of the car hoping he would drive off without anyone knowing I was 
there. It didn't work. 
 
I vividly remember my excitement when the holidays were over and I got back to Erradale. 
One of the first things I did, was to run round all the houses to see everybody, starting at No 
13, Mary Bheag, No 10,Willie Mackenzie and his mother, then up to the Bain's garage. At 
each house I got a " Failte and a Furan" and I know that everyone was as pleased to see me as 
I was them. The love bestowed on me by the people of Erradale I will never forget and I deem 
it a privilege to have been born and brought up not only in a Christian home but in a village 
that respected Christian values. 
 
Although there may have occasionally been neighbourly frictions it was a tight knit, loyal 
community. Family worship was taken in every house and those who were not Christians in 
the village adhered to the Christian principles and standards and a deference was shown for  
those views. The Lord's Day was strictly observed by everyone.  In the morning a service was 
held at 12 O'clock in Gairloch, with Sunday school in the afternoon followed by a 5pm 
service. There was also a service held every three to four weeks in the evening in the meeting 
house below "Lexy's" known by that name as that was the name of the woman who stayed in 
that house. There was a basement where the meeting house was  with a pulpit and pews. It 
could hold fifty or sixty people if my memory serves me correctly. This building was just 
before the Erradale junction on the left of the main road there. 
 
There were only three children in the village, Cathie MacRae, my sister and myself, so I 
really amused myself and played on my own as my sister did not wish to be a make believe 
lorry driver and I did not want to play with dolls. I would spend hours running along sheep 
tracks driving my lorry and never get bored.  
 
However I appreciated company and can remember the excitement when Duncan MacKay 
from Lochmaree would come and stay with his Granny at No 10. He too was a lorry driver, 
driving an Dodge Diesel and the two of us would play quite happily, never a cross word and 
never getting bored. 
 
I will never forget the kindness of the villagers to me as a young child and their loyalty. If I 
misbehaved I would be chastised for it but if I promised to be good and not do it again they 
would also promise not to tell my parents. I know they kept their side of that bargain and I 
trusted them on it when they said that. It may well be that they did tell my parents but if they 
had it must have been on the understanding that no action would be taken. If they had then I 
would have realised that the trust had been betrayed. I do not remember any instance where 
that confidence was breached by them. 
 
I could relate many times when that occurred but will just quote one or two. 
 
The most serious incident was one when I was very young, possibly pre school age and it was 
one morning when my sister and I were sent down to No10, (that is how we referred to it) on 
some errand. For some reason we knocked on the door which was unusual and also unusual 



that there was no response. On going round to the front of the house and looking in the 
window we saw that they were having morning worship. My subsequent actions I cannot 
explain, other than perhaps it was the devil, but I started throwing stones at the window to see 
if I could get a response and then running and hiding. The first half dozen or so had no effect 
and there was no indication from Willie, his mother and sister Joe that they were aware of our 
presence although I know now that they were. To attract or gain their attention I picked up a 
stone much bigger than the light pebbles that I had been throwing and chucked it at the 
window full force, shattering the pane of glass. That did get a reaction, and the family 
worship was immediately terminated. I got a severe row but my parents were never told. I 
was extremely taken aback at how angry and genuinely upset they were and immediately 
regretted my actions. I now know from my experience in the Drug Squad the effect the 
smashing of a window can have on the occupants of a house as it was a ploy I effected on 
many occasions to gain entry quickly, as it stuns, momentarily the occupants because the 
noise is really quite devastating. I was not aware of that then but am fully aware of it now and 
am surprised that all I got was a ticking off and the incident kept to themselves. My mother 
did find out as one day quite some time afterwards she was in the house and saw the broken 
window and asked about it. She guessed from the evasive response she was getting that I had 
something to do with it and she later tackled my sister who grassed me up. She was very 
annoyed but as quite some time had elapsed since it had taken place no physical chastisement 
was inflicted on me. My father was upset more than angry particularly when he heard the 
circumstances.  
 
I can also recall many long and happy hours fishing in the burn and when the water was too 
low to fish "guddling" for trout. (Tickling trout and catching them by hand.)In those days the 
river level was much higher than today as at the river mouth the shingle on the shore was built 
up so that it restricted a free flow of water, causing it to build up hence raising the river level.  
A sort of a dam that affected the water level all the way up the river. After a very big storm 
the blockage somehow moved and the water at the mouth flowed, causing the level to 
severely drop so that it is now just a burn.  
 
My mother forbade me to go to the river as she feared I would fall in and drown. Well, she 
was half right, I fell in on numerous occasions but only once had to go home wet. I would 
find a covert path from the scene of my accident to either No 10, 13 or the Bain's garage 
without my mother observing me and there I would be dried out and sent on my way. On the 
one instance that I did go home wet was because  Ma Bain (as she was referred to) was unable 
to get me dry properly and suggested I go home and tell my mother what had happened and 
that she had said I was not to get  row. I relayed her sentiments and I did not get a row so I 
continued to frequent one of my favourite past time areas. 
 
 
Living at No 13 along with Mary Bheag were her three half brothers, Iain, Alick and Kenny. 
Now Kenny had a boat and I was not allowed to be in that boat unless given permission and 
had somoeone other than Kenny, as he was manning the oars, to look after me. None the less I 
frequently found myself slipping off to the shore having seen Kenny going in that direction 
and spending some happy times out in the boat with him.  I would wander home anything 
from half an hour to two hours later laden with fish, huge Cod and Pollock, and barely able to 
carry my load so large and plentiful they were. My father would see me walking up the road, 
or rather struggling, and come to meet me and relieve me of the fish. He himself was very 
keen on fishing and being on the sea so obviously did not wish to deter my enthusiasm and 
love of it for all he would say was, "You'd better make yourself scarce for if your mother gets 
you she will skin you alive." On these instances I have no doubt that my father protected me 
despite my disobedience. 
 
Kenny's older brother Iain was an extremely kind man who was not only good with sheep and 
dogs but exceptional with children. I must have been a pain in the neck to him following him 



all over the place but never once did he show any impatience with me. I would see him going 
to the hill and run after him. He would ask if my mother knew where I was and of course I 
told a white lie and said that she did, so off we would go to the hill. I would be away for 
anything from an hour or two to all day and my poor mother would be frantic out of her mind 
wondering where I was although she would have eventually found out from Mary Bheag that 
Iain was in the hill and no doubt I was there too. After this happening on two or three 
instances Iain realising I was not being totally honest, would make me go back home, to 
speak to my mother and get permission to go with him. That at times may have involved my 
retracing my steps from anything from a half mile to a mile depending where I had caught up 
with him. He always promised to wait for me and I never doubted that he would break that 
promise so I would happily return home for the necessary permission. Iain would wait 
patiently for as long as it took until I returned. I remember that he would be speaking to me 
nearly all the time we were on the hill just as if I were an adult until we returned to the fank. 
He showed me lots of interesting things, taught me some Gaelic and also how to speak to and 
work a dog. He taught me how to lamb a ewe and also the trick of getting a ewe that had lost 
her lamb to take an orphaned lamb or a lamb with a mother that didn't have enough milk, by 
skinning the dead lamb and putting it on the one to be adopted. I was amazed at how quickly 
and effectively this worked. He showed me the lochs that were good for fishing and the pools 
in the rivers too, although he knew my mother would not have been too happy with that so it 
was our secret. 
 
His way of preventing me, I learned later, from frequenting the dangerous pools was to tell 
me that there was no fish in them and I would be wasting my time trying. I fell for it as in 
later years when a bit older I discovered that that was not the case. His psychology worked 
none the less. 
      
Iain helped me to construct a pond and showed me how to get the water from the burn to run 
into it and how to make an exit for the water that would still retain any fish in the it. He did 
not take part in the labour but paid me regular visits to see how I was getting on and advise 
me. His normal greeting when we met was "Well Ballachan how are you getting on?" 
       
The summer of 1955 was very hot and dry resulting in the river being extremely low and it 
being impossible to fish. That was the summer I honed my guddling skills and caught enough 
trout to stock my pond. One of these was a bumper one about three quarters of a pound. In all 
I had about ten trout in the pond which measured approximately twelve feet by four  feet and 
was about a foot  and half deep. 
 
I was greatly excited the first time I saw that big fish in a pool which was still reasonable deep 
but crystal clear. The entrance and exit to the pool were very shallow and I realised that the 
fish could not escape easily. I spent a day or two watching it to see where it hid when 
disturbed and was able to wade in and capture it that way. It lay still when I was tickling it but 
as soon as I gripped, it struggled like mad and I nearly lost it. Iain was fair impressed and I 
was so proud. 
 
Iain had a dog, called Bob, a large black and white collie , an extremely good worker. Bob 
adopted us and our home and spent all his leisure time around our house only going home to 
work or bed. He was  very protective over Vina and myself and I had a good rapport with him 
as he was always present when I accompanied Iain gathering. Sadly Bob took distemper and 
was very ill, he nearly died. Indeed had he not been such a good and faithful dog I fear he 
may well have been put down he was so ill. However he pulled through but the effects were 
obvious, he turned into an old dog rapidly and ended up almost completely blind.  That did 
not deter him following us to the hill and I used to speak to him while the other dogs were 
working.  
 



His protectiveness he asserted one day when Vina was playing outside with someone who 
was staying in our house. This man was pretending to chase Vina but Bob must have thought 
he was in earnest as he caught the man's trouser leg and stopped him. He did not bite him but 
just restrained him. My mother was most impressed and showered Bob with even more 
affection than before. 
 
One day Iain was gathering the village sheep and was trying to get a flock of about 60 off the 
face above the village. He was using a young dog called Spark and he was having difficulty 
as he had not run out properly. He missed some of the sheep and the others split, going in all 
directions. It looked like a disaster and Iain, uncharacteristically was getting upset with him 
which didn't help. Bob was standing beside us and Iain called Spark back and sent Bob out 
despite the misgivings of both of us. He actually discussed with me what he was going to do. 
Bob ran out and as he did Iain guided him until he was at the back of all the sheep and then 
worked him until he had them all under control and brought them down to our feet. Not bad 
for a blind dog. 
         
Iain regularly gave me his Shepherd's Crook and being mischievous, I often used to catch his 
ankles with it. He would just laugh. Very patient he was. 
 
Every August Iain would go away to the Stalking for several weeks and I missed him terribly. 
I remember continually asking Mary Bheag when he would be coming home. He would leave 
and return dressed in his immaculate plus fours tweed suit and his Stalker Hat on his head. He 
was an impressive figure. 
   . 
Iain died a relatively young man. He was fifty three, There had been several deaths in the 
village in the years preceding this so it was not a new experience for me, but  I remember the 
feeling of devastation and loss when Iain died and I missed him terribly. I was not long in 
Dingwall Academy at the time and when I would come home for weekends or holidays Iain 
was a huge miss for me. Such was the impression he made on me as a youngster that I still 
remember him with great fondness and respect. 
 
Mary Bheag I know missed Iain greatly also and when I got older she told me this on an 
occasion when I was staying there. She looked to him as the head of the home and the one 
that kept things organised and running. 
 
She herself was extremely kind and generous to all but particularly so to Vina and myself and 
also to my mother. My father was a great favourite of hers. When I was very young she took 
ill, I think it was a chest complaint as she was prone to that, and I went to give her a visit. I sat 
at her bedside and spoke to her and she to me, like two adults, that is how she treated us. As I 
got up to leave she reached over to her dressing table and lifted some money and several 
coupons from her ration book and gave them to me to buy sweets in Donnie Tallies. Coupons 
were limited and I now know what a sacrifice that was. 
 
When my father was away for the night in Dingwall every week my mother was nervous 
staying on her own, as we were very young, so Mary Bheag usually came and slept the night 
with us. Vina and I always looked forward to this as she was such a nice gentle lady.  Joe 
No10 sometimes stayed instead of Mary Bheag but Mary did it most weeks for many years. 
 
There was one other boy in the village but he was much older, possibly ten to twelve years 
older than I but he also was very good to me and patiently played with me. His name was Iain 
Mackenzie, "Tojo" being his nickname. 
 
He stayed in a thatched house above and to the left of Roy Macintyre's house, (it is no longer 
there) He stayed there with a man whose name I do not remember other than he was known as 
" 'An Ruadh" He was quite elderly, or appeared so, and did not keep good health. I do not 



know what the family relationship was between him and Iain but I remember Iain's mother 
and sister visited occasionally. An Ruadh had very bad asthma and my memory of him is 
sitting in a chair at the fire, wheezing very loudly, sometimes literally struggling for breath 
and inhaling smoke from some powder that he placed in a tin and lit. It smelled quite nice. (It 
wasn't hash.) Whatever it was it gave some relief. 
 
ain was very good with his hands and also had a very good eye. He would draw roads on the 
concrete floor of our garage, with a piece of chalk, for me to play with my toy cars on. My 
father always commented on how straight his lines were, having done this without any  rod or 
ruler to draw them. I remember him commenting to someone on this and what an asset that 
would be to Iain when he joined the army which he did while I was still a very young boy. 
There was still compulsory Service then.  
 
Iain used to make gadgets/toys for himself and I to play with. He was very innovative. On one 
occasion he constructed a type of gun out of wood, with rubber band and whatever else. I can 
only assume that it was constructed along the lines of a cross bow.  It had a trigger and was 
able to fire small wooden rods a short distance. While we were playing  and firing at one 
another iain accidentally caught me in the eye with one of his missiles. I ended up with a big 
black eye and probably fortunate not to have lost my sight. Mother was not impressed. 
 
On another instance  Iain had a rod with a line on it and a large piece of lead on the end. He 
used to launch this at posts and poles and observe it tangle round. again there was a mishap 
when I got in the way and caught the lead lump right on my mouth. There was a blood 
everywhere and I had a large swollen face for a long time. 
 
Iain was most upset himself at these accidents, as he bore me no ill will, indeed he was very 
kind to me despite the age difference. He was full of apologies to my parents.  
 
Iain joined the army in 1954 and I only saw him once or twice after that when he was home 
on leave. By then an Ruadh had died so Iain stayed with his mother in Gairloch. He later 
joined the Police in Inverness and we lost touch. 
 
The first school I went to was Sand School and recollect in the summer my sister Vina and I 
walking there barefoot. On the way home we would spend or waste a lot of time playing in a 
small burn trying to catch tiny little fish. 
 
I was four and a half when I went to school and one day along with another girl was given an 
addition sum to do while the teacher taught the rest of the class. It was four add three and we 
had slates to write our answer on. Initially we got it correct and wrote seven but the teacher 
was so involved that we sat and talked and discussed the answer and decided that perhaps we 
were wrong. Unknown to us this conferring was being observed. We both wrote down some 
crazy figure eventually and the teacher was very angry. She took a wooden ruler and smacked 
us both seven times across the knuckles with it and said we would remember the answer after 
that. 
 
Usually we were transported to school by car. The driver was Little Duncan (Duncan 
Mackenzie) who stayed in No 18 with his sister Mrs. Ross who was a teacher in Achtercairn 
School. There was only a handful of children going to Sand School mostly from Sand, I think 
the number would have been around ten and the year after I started attending there it was 
closed and we all went to Achtercairn. Again transport was provided and at one time there 
were so many children from Melvaig, Erradale and Sand that two vehicles were necessary. 
One was driven by Duncan MacRae the Post Office Melvaig and Little Duncan the other. 
Latterly there was just the one vehicle and Duncan MacRae was the driver but numbers 
sometimes dictated that he make two runs. 
 



I can only assume that someone was jealous of Duncan MacRae having this contract because 
more than once on the way home the Police stopped him and checked out his documents etc. I 
think the allegation from their informant was that he was carrying too many passengers and 
should have had a PSV licence for that number. (That may have been another reason for the 
two runs)I do not think he was ever prosecuted because he retained the contract for many 
years. 
 
There were so many activities that I was involved in it is hard to remember them all. Kenny 
Mackenzie at No13 regularly played football with me and I played in goals using the clothes 
posts as the goals. He must have been responsible for starting my love of the game.  
 
I also had a bike and spent many hours cycling back and fore along the road up to Lexy's and 
back down to No10 and turning there and repeating the process. 
 
There was also the shore which although very rocky was always exciting to explore and when 
the tide was out a huge variety of shell fish was available  which I collected and  took home 
and cooked. 
 
The only place I did not explore was the Golden Cave, not because I was forbidden (as I was ) 
but because of its inaccessibility for a youngster. I was first shown its location when out 
gathering sheep with Iain and he explained to me that access could only be gained when the 
tide was out and that unless egress was made prior to the tide coming in then I would be 
stranded in the cave. He also explained and showed the danger of climbing down the rocks to 
get in to the cave, all done in such a way that it deterred me from attempting to do it. I was 
also shown it by Kenny on one of our fishing expeditions and he told me much as Iain had 
done and that the only safe way was by boat but the tide that day was not suitable and we had 
fish to catch. Kenny also told me about the cave being used for distilling whisky and how the 
inaccessibility of it helped this escapade. He also told me that on occasions when the distilling 
was going on the smoke would come out of the hillside somewhere above the Erradale Fank 
nearly a mile away, and how that was frustrating and disconcerting for the excise man as he 
was unable to trace the origin despite knowing what was going on. Whether all that was true 
or not I do not know but I had no reason then, and still have not, to doubt him and he had no 
reason to spin me a yarn either. His obvious delight when relating that to me was genuine and 
undisguised so must add credence to what he said. 
 
Although I remember many hot sunny days I also remember wet and windy days and many a 
storm I experienced. I recall on one occasion there was a very fierce gale, and I went outside 
round the back of the house to watch the effect of the wind which was carrying various bits of 
houses and sheds from one end of the village to the other. I was fascinated by the sheets of 
corrugated iron that were flying speedily past totally oblivious to the danger I was placing 
myself in when my mother came running out of the house and pulled me back inside quite 
unceremoniously for if one of these sheets had come in my direction I could have been 
decapitated. Something she was aware of and I wasn't. 
 
In the winter of 1954/1955, I think it was, there was a very heavy snow and the school car 
never came for nearly six weeks, the roads were so dangerous. No snow plough in those days, 
or salt. I remember my delight at this unexpected holiday and the fun I had all these weeks 
just playing in the snow. 
 
My father was a butcher and sold meat from his van all around the Gairloch area including 
from Garve to Gairloch. That came about as every week he went to Dingwall, to the sale 
where he bought on the hoof. This involved his staying there overnight and on his return the 
following day with a van full of meat he started his rounds at Garve and worked his way 
home from there. He did this in all weather conditions and although he experienced extreme 
snow falls he was never stuck and had the reputation of getting through  Glen Docherty 



whatever the weather. I remember listening to the radio on many occasions and hearing that 
Glen Docherty was blocked and my mother not expecting my father home that night would be 
surprised, sometimes in the early morning, at his safe arrival. 
 
This butcher's business was started by my Grandfather, who was also John macRae known as 
"Iain Glas"   no doubt because he was grey haired and pale, and my father was called "Ali 
Iain   Glas"  My nickname in Erradale, even although I was just a nipper, was "Mac Ali Iain 
Glas”. 
 
My grandfather originally came from Melvaig, but moved to Erradale and got a croft there, 
where Roy Macintyre now has a house. He married my granny who was also a MacRae. They 
were both residing and working in Glasgow, in the late 1800's. I think he worked in the docks. 
My father was born in 1903 and in 1908 the family returned to Erradale, travelling up from 
Glasgow in a model T Ford which my father assured me was the first car in Gairloch. That 
vehicle and another lay as a wreck on the croft for many years and I remember spending 
happy hours playing in them. 
 
My father had a shed which was called the slaughterhouse as it was equipped with rails, 
hooks, running water and a drain. He kept his meat in it and at times was indeed used as a 
slaughterhouse, not only by himself but also the neighbours when a Wedder was killed for the 
pot. 
 
I remember when very young coming across Iain, Alick and Kenny in the middle of skinning 
a Wedder and being curious asked what had happened to it or what was wrong with it. I was 
told that it had run in to a fence and broken its neck. However I learned very quickly what had 
happened to it. 
 
During the summer months a lot of people took in Bed and Breakfast and they would require 
extra fresh meat supplies for the weekend. I was usually required to do the deliveries on my 
bike to Altgresan and Melvaig, something that I did willingly and enjoyed. 
                                                                
 
My father made Black Pudding and Marracks but my favourite dish that he made was 
"Ceann- Cropaig"  I just could not get enough of it and he fair enjoyed it himself too. 
 
Donnie Fraser (Willie Fraser Sand's father) was a butcher in Gairloch too and there was a 
close liaison between my father and him. I remember being taken on evenings in my father's 
van and meeting up somewhere quiet with Donnie Fraser in his van. They were reversed close 
against one another, back to back, leaving just enough space for the two very large butchers, 
and large they both were. Carcases passed from one vehicle to the other and I did not ask 
questions and no explanation was given. Being young I did inadvertently say something in 
company, and my mother took me aside and told me never to repeat these things or I might 
never be allowed to go in the van again on these trips. I kept my mouth shut. 
 
When Johnny "oco" built his shop in Gairloch a very large walk in cooler/fridge was built at 
the back of it. It was state of the art for that era and it was equally financed by Johnny, 
Donnie Fraser and my father and all three shared the use of it. Each had their own area where 
they kept their supplies so that there was no mix up. Total trust and cooperation was the order 
of the day despite being in so called "opposition"  
 
Such was the regularity and reliability of my father's weekly trips to Dingwall that he 
regularly provided a "taxi" service for passengers. People from Gairloch, Sand, Erradale and 
Melvaig would regularly ask for a lift to go down to Dingwall or Inverness for  whatever 
reason required it.  Hecky Bain Sand was a regular passenger. 
 



There was a man in Melvaig, (who shall remain nameless) who made a prior arrangement for 
a lift on a certain week. On the specified day my father drove down to Melvaig to collect him 
and when this man came to the van he was pulling a very heavy suitcase that required my 
father to help him get it in to the van. My father wondered but did not ask, what the suitcase 
was for even although he thought it unusual and unlikely for this person to be going on 
holiday. On arriving in Dingwall his passenger asked if he could be taken to Inverness. This 
was agreed and arranged to be done after the sale. The suitcase was left for the day in the van 
and then later my father drove this man to Inverness where he was directed to a Hotel, (which 
shall also be nameless). His passenger struggled with the suitcase and walked towards the 
Hotel but did not go in the front door but a side door. That did seem strange to my father and 
caused him to think a bit. About ten minutes later his passenger reappeared with the suitcase 
which was now obviously light and empty. Only then did my father realise what 
contraband,(illicit whisky) he had been transporting and keeping in his van. He said nothing 
just happy then that he had not been stopped by the Police. After a lapse of time , having a 
sense of humour he saw the funny side of it and told the story in company as a laugh on 
himself at how naive he was and how easily he had been conned into transporting this man 
and his illegal goods. Had my father known what was in the case both case and passenger 
would have been quickly ejected. 
 
My father did have a good sense of humour and was always playing tricks and enjoyed when 
tricks were played on him too. 
       
My mother was the butt of his nonsense on many an occasion.  
 
She had ordered a clock from a catalogue. It was called a Westminster Chimes, very nice but 
a nuisance during the night if you were not sleeping as it chimed every quarter of an hour. It 
was dark wooden clock and quite expensive. Anyway when my father was in Dingwall he 
purchased and posted a cheap tinny green alarm clock which had Westminster Alarms written 
on it. He had someone write a note allegedly from the suppliers of the Chiming Clock saying 
how pleased they were to be sending her this Westminster Alarm. (the green alarm clock) 
When it arrived she fell for it and as she had already paid when making her order became 
rather upset. My father suggested she get her cousin Duncan Fraser who stayed in Melvaig 
Schoolhouse to write a letter as he was renowned for his literacy capability in that area.  
Duncan was duly summoned and a letter composed but after a while she detected that 
something was going on between them and realised all was not quite what it seemed to be. 
The letter was never sent fortunately and the clock arrived the following day.  
 
Duncan Fraser and he played tricks on one another. One day when my father was in Inverness 
and I was with him we came across Duncan's car parked in the street. My father got some 
impressive looking paper from his car. I do not know what it was, but wrote on it that the 
driver must report to the Police Station as soon as he returned, because his car was illegally 
parked and left it on the windscreen. Duncan duly complied and spent a little time at the 
police Station and only realised when the Police were as baffled as he, who the author of the 
note was. 
 
My father always carried a bottle of preservative in his van. This was quite common with 
butchers then, and the purpose of this was in the summer, to wipe it on the meat to prevent 
discolouration. This preservative was a clear liquid, with a nasty smell and an absolute vile 
taste. It was made up of preservative powder dissolved in water.  While on his rounds one day 
somewhere between Gairloch and North Erradale he was stopped by the Excise Man. Just as 
he was drawing up my father moved the bottle which was on the floor beside him as if hiding 
it but in an overt enough way for the Excise Man to see this. The Excise Man immediately 
demanded to know what was in the bottle but my father refused to answer and just handed the 
bottle to him. A sniff of it obviously failed to  reveal what the contents were to this officer 
and my father knowing that the only way he could determine what was in it was to taste it, 



remained silent. The excise man took a hefty swig, undoubtedly hoping to enjoy the 
identification, and nearly choked. So did my father but with laughing. The excise man was 
not amused. 
 
The Bain's stayed at No 16, next door, where they had a garage and a post office. Staying 
there was Old John Bain, Ma Bain, (as they were referred to) Iain and Normie and their 
cousin Christine Mackenzie, (Willie Fraser Sand's mother) . Christine was something special 
to my sister and I as she was extremely good to and with us and showered us with love and 
affection. She was always smiling. We often had sleepovers with her and any time she would 
come to our house, she would always read or tell us stories. If these were bedtime stories we 
always got a kiss and a cuddle afterwards. 
 
I spent many hours playing in the garage, observing all that was going on and was encouraged 
to play in the vehicles and start them up. I was even encouraged to drive Iain Bain's bus, a 30 
seater, while very young. In fact my feet barely reached to the floor far less the pedals, but 
none the less I was supervised reversing it out of the garage. I then drove it down the brae to 
the main road, after Iain put the bus in first gear. The idling speed caused it to propel itself 
slowly while the compression prevented any great speed being gathered. None the less they 
were taking a risk but it was a source of amusement to the whole family and I enjoyed it. 
Invariably Vina was a passenger and John Bain would be standing on the step of the Post 
office observing. 
 
Ma Bain ran the post office and John Bain had a small bus that he used to go up to Gairloch in 
and collect the mail and return to the Erradale post office with. This bus also provided a 
service to and from Gairloch but I do not know how good John Bain was at collecting the 
fares. My memory is that he was quite lax about it. Latterly Christine drove this bus. 
 
They also had a petrol pump from which they supplied their own buses, lorries and cars and 
people in the village and round about came for their petrol also. A large tanker lorry came 
from Dingwall which created a bit of interest and we always watched it as it disgorged its 
load of fuel into the tank. Another point of interest this vehicle caused was the regularity with 
which it went off the road. The roads were very narrow and as they we not tarred were 
inclined to subside a little under the weight of the vehicle and the driver often lost control and 
went into the ditch. Usually this necessitated a break down vehicle all the way from MacKay's 
Garage in Dingwall to come to the rescue; a three hour drive in those days. 
 
I am not aware that the petrol tank in which the petrol was stored has ever been removed but 
it may have been done unknown to me. 
 
John Bain had a work shop and I was allowed into it to observe him working. He was 
extremely talented with his hands especially with wood. Sometimes I would be barred from 
entering the workshop but soon tumbled to the reason for this, as after however long it might 
have been, it varied from a week to several weeks sometimes, John Bain would emerge with a 
toy he had made for me. He constructed cars, lorries, boats and planes some of which he 
contrived to motorise. No need for me to want any Dinky's when he was around. He was a big 
quiet man and extremely kind to me. 
 
I would walk alongside him emulating the way he walked with his splay feet. He always wore 
big black tackety boots. My copying him was always a source of amusement to him. 
 
I regularly had my hair cut by John Bain and later by Iain. Occasionally I would go across to 
where John's brother Jimmy stayed and he would do my hair. I enjoyed these trips and the 
social banter of them enjoying being teased and spoken to. 
 



I remember when John Bain took ill and went to hospital only to be sent home as no more 
could be done for him. He was in bed all the time and required attention so my mother who 
was a trained nurse helped out a lot with this. This would have been in the 1950's. I often 
accompanied my mother to the house but was never allowed through to the room where John 
Bain lay. However one evening when I was sitting in the living room Christine came through 
for something, could have been a drink or basin of water to wash him, I do not remember, but 
as she was returning she asked me, " Would you like to see John Bain." I certainly did but 
was apprehensive of going through but she must have sensed my nervousness so she smiled 
one of her smiles at me, took my hand and led me through. John Bain was lying in bed 
propped up on pillows and despite his weak condition made a real welcome of me. I sat 
beside him for a few minutes and then took my leave. As I was leaving the room he shouted 
rather weakly, for me not to go out in the cold but to sit at the fire until my mother was ready. 
That was the last time I saw and spoke to John Bain. Although that memory is fading a little I 
have always appreciated Christine's thoughtfulness. 
 
At one time everyone in the village had at least one cow, usually more and Vina and I 
regularly went to collect them in the evenings to bring them home for the milking. It wasn't a 
difficult task as cows are extremely intelligent and would probably have come home on their 
own anyway and it was always interesting to see that each animal or animals when coming to 
the road end leading to their own home just peeled off and walked home to the byre. We were 
frequently present during the milking could have been at the Bain's, Willie No 10 or at No13,  
and were normally treated to a glass of warm milk straight from the cow as payment for our 
duties. I loved that drink of milk. 
 
We later acquired a goat so we had our own milk. We did not look for a goat but one came 
and found us. Iain's brother Alick was renowned for acquiring animals and or items and 
taking them home. This time he bought or was given a goat which when he took home he did 
not want to take up to his house as Mary Bheag would not have been too pleased for various 
reasons, one being that the milking duty would have fallen to her and she was already 
attending to two or three cows. So Alick just allowed the goat out of his car, yes car, and let it 
roam. It found its way to our back door and there it stayed. We called her Lucy and she 
became an excellent milker. I used to have a glass of warm goats milk every morning before 
going to school. 
 
Unfortunately I took to teasing Lucy which was fine when she was still young but she grew to 
adulthood quicker than I and soon got the upper hand in these teasing session and many a 
whack I got from her sharp horns. Whenever strangers came near the house she would rear up 
on her hind legs (also a result of my teasing her) and people who did not know her were quite 
frightened of her. We eventually had to keep her tethered.  
 
It became my duty to clean her shed every Saturday morning, followed by cleaning the 
henhouse, a job I hated. Then I had to wash the car, that latter job became a habit which I 
have retained and still do each week. My father did it, and then when I was very young got 
me to do it, and it has stuck with me ever since. 
 
Another chore that I had to perform was to make sure there was coal in for the fire and that 
there was enough kindling cut for it. I was sent out one day to get kindling, having neglected 
my duty but was instructed not to use the big axe, just the small one. However I ignored the 
instruction, as usual. I was attempting to break a stubborn piece of wood, hitting it with the 
blunt end of the axe to no avail. So to get more purchase decided to give it a good wallop and 
raised the axe above my head to do so. Unfortunately due to it being very heavy and my not 
having the strength to stop the motion of lifting and get the axe back down again,  resulted in 
it continuing up and over with the sharp end coming down rapidly on top of my head. Very 
sore. Although near to tears I could not cry as that would have given the game away about my 
disobedience so I continued  with my task and when finished  went in to the house and did not 



day a word. However the blood on my face, which I was oblivious to, gave the game away 
and my mother deduced what had happened. Her concern for my head rapidly overcame any 
ire she may have harboured about my disobeying her and she quickly and efficiently 
administered first aid.  Something she was very good at. Many a cut and scratch she had to 
tend to and I remember her TLC very well. 
 
Electricity came to Erradale around 1950. Prior to that it was paraffin lamps, tillies and calor 
gas, the latter we used for the lighting. The Bain's were a step ahead as they had a generator in 
the garage so had their own electricity in the house and garage. Even after electricity came to 
the village their generator was still used as there were frequent cuts especially in the winter 
time when it was stormy. 
 
There was only one wedding in Erradale in my time and that was when Willie at No 10 got 
married to Lena. There was great excitement and anticipation in the village before the 
wedding and on the day we all got up very early, and went to the wedding in Iain Bain's bus 
which ended up full.  It was a great day. 
       
Lena coming to Erradale added another dimension to Erradale life and everyone took to her 
quickly and she to them. Being a teacher I regularly went to her for help with my homework. 
 
Little Duncan, whom I have mentioned already was our Postman. He would collect the mail 
at the Post office and then walk round the village every evening between 5pm and 6pm 
summer and winter. He had a good blether in every house that he went to and as young 
children we looked forward to his call as he was always nice to us. 
 
He also was a representative for the Pearl Insurance and he would come round for the what I 
assume were the monthly payments. He not only sold insurance in Erradale but throughout 
the Gairloch district.  
 
Every so often Inspectors from the Pearl Office in Dingwall would come up to the area for a 
week and go round all their customers with Duncan. These inspectors, Willie Forsyth (this is 
the man whose trouser leg Bob caught) and Frankie McLennan, lodged for a week in our 
home every time they came up. This went on for many years and they became family friends 
and indeed excellent company in the dark winter nights playing draughts, ludo or snakes and 
ladders. They alternated their visits to the area. 
 
Frankie had a car but Willie did not so he usually came in the school car in the morning which 
Duncan was driving and after all the children were dropped off the two of them would spend 
the day going round the area and return to collect us when school came out. Quite a 
comfortable arrangement. Both these Inspectors seemed to get on very well with Duncan and 
I think he enjoyed their company also, and did not look upon it as an interference or over 
bearing nuisance. 
 
Duncan either gave up the posting or there was an enforced change made as the Postman from 
Sand took over his round. His name was Murdo, a tall thin man who did not have the same 
personality as Duncan but none the less quite a nice man. He came over from Sand every 
evening, summer and winter on his bike, which he would park at the road end to the post 
office, collect the mail and deliver on foot around the village.  
 
When Murdo took his holiday Ma Bain would engage Vina and myself, taking it in turns, to 
deliver the mail. This was most enjoyable making us feel important and even more significant 
was well paid. Just how much I cannot recall, but it seemed a goodly amount to us at the time. 
If the mail was late in arriving we always got extra. 
 



Delivering telegrams was another paid duty that Ma Bain gave us although it was not too 
frequent an occurrence. 
 
In the early fifties the Ordinance Survey came to the area to carry out a survey. This went on 
for quite a long time, well over a year, perhaps two I do not remember exactly. When they 
arrived first of all there was a team of four, all their names I do not recall, but they lodged 
with us initially. They went away after a few weeks returning later  but the team was reduced 
to three. The foreman, was a Bill Goodbody, an Englishman but a very nice man who 
accepted the way of life in our house and village. He respected the fact that my father took 
worship morning and night and said Grace before and after meals. The other two although 
nice guys did not have quite the same respect, and even at my young age was able to pick this 
up. However they were good footballers, one of them played for a Highland League team. He 
came from Nairn so it could have been the Nairn team. I know I pestered them every evening, 
as it was summer, to come out to play with my ball, and they usually agreed. 
 
Bill Goodbody eventually continued on his own, for quite a while after the other two moved 
away elsewhere. Bill had a shiny green Raleigh pedal cycle with gears, and when he 
eventually went away he left it in our garage. He corresponded with my mother as he had 
become a family friend and in one of his letters told my mother that he would not be coming 
back for his bike and to give it to me. I was absolutely thrilled and played on it for hours. 
 
There were three times in the year when the village, or nearly all the village got together to 
help one another. This of course is the ethos of the crofting community. 
The first gathering together would be in the spring when the ploughing had to be done. This 
was done by horse and plough,. Murdo Frank from Peterburn would come with his horse, 
Tom, and plough all the fields that were to be done. Tom was a grey stallion and inclined to 
be grumpy. We were always warned not to walk in front of him as he was prone to having a 
bite. However this did not deter me from requesting and being granted a ride on his back 
which was frequently afforded to me even when he was ploughing.  
 
Although I have no recollection of witnessing this my father always said that at the ploughing 
time there was a bottle at either end of the field, with water, oatmeal and a wee drop of 
whisky, and every time the ploughman turned the plough he had a swig from the bottle, to 
quench his thirst and regain some energy. 
 
The next occasion was when the clipping was required to be done and all the men would 
gather at the fank, including men from Altgreshan, and Sand to clip the sheep. I can still hear 
in my head all the bleating,(there was a lot of sheep in those days) and the snip snip of the 
hand shears along with the banter of the workers. The men from the other villages would 
receive the same mutual aid when they required it.  
      
The Sand community had a fank on the top of the Bealach, and also one in the hill near the 
foot of Meall a Mhor.  
 
Again at harvest time everybody helped one another cutting hay and corn and then when dry 
and ready taking it in and stooking it. The corn harvest came around after the school holidays 
so our involvement was confined to after school hours but I still remember the excitement and 
hurry to get home to go and help taking the corn in. I seem to remember the biggest corn 
harvester was Willie  and Vina and I would help him gather the corn until it got dark. 
 
One of the highlights of this was at the end when the final loads of hay or corn were being 
lifted that the dogs would gather round  waiting for the last lift in order to catch the rodents 
that were underneath. The Bain's had a wee collie bitch, Judy, who was really very good at 
this being nimble and quick. Kenny had terriers who were keen on it also. 
 



The main highlight of these events was always when Mary Bheag, or Joe No 10. or who ever, 
would come along with the tea and freshly baked scones and pancakes. They were absolutely 
delicious and mouth watering, and eating them in the warm open air made them even more 
delectable. 
 
Sadly a great change took place in our lives when it was time to go to Dingwall Academy for 
Secondary education. Mrs. Ross addressed the whole classroom one day, (there were mixed 
years in the one classroom then) either on the year that I was going or the previous year when 
Vina went telling what was expected of us in Dingwall and just giving a preparatory talk on it 
to waylay any fears. She did say one thing that upset me and has stuck with me ever since, 
and it was words to the effect, "You will never be back" We understood she meant that our 
lives would change and we would move on away from Gairloch and sadly for 90+% of the 
audience that day that proved to be true. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


