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THE GREEN ISLE FERRY BOAT COMMITTEE 
 

[Quotations are in bold type] 
 
 The substance of this talk is contained in a small notebook and a bunch of attendant 
correspondence that have been held in the Mingarry presbytery for over seventy years, escaping 
destruction in house removals and clear-outs alike. I have tried to put the story that they tell in 
sequence, quoting as far as possible from the original texts, and, although it filled only a brief 
period of time, I think that it gives one of those vivid flashes of detail that help to bring the past 
alive for us.   
 
The first letter is from Miss Katherine Macvicar of Invermoidart. She was the sister of Dr 
Symers Macvicar, who had married the widow of the last of the Robertson Macdonalds in 1887. 
It is addressed to the priest of Moidart and is dated 5 March 1932. I quote: 
  Dear Father Macdonald,  
I am sending you these papers which will be of great interest to you in connection with the 
“Green Isle”. 
My brother was always very keen to have it all well cared for, and you mentioned 
something about it one day lately….” 
Dr McVicar had died shortly before this and she was evidently clearing up his effects.  
 
The contents of the book date from 1897 and the heading is Minute Book: The Green Isle 
Ferry Boat Committee. [I perhaps should give a minor apology for originally inserting  
“Burial” in the title but it has become fixed in my mind and in any case it indicates the proposed 
natureof the enterprise more clearly.] 
This purpose is clearly stated as follows: 
 
A meeting is convened on the [date left blank here but it was 19th January] the object of which 
is to form a committee comprising members from the different Townships in the districts of 
Moidart and Ardnamurchan, with the view to raise funds for the purchasing of a suitable 
ferry boat for the public’s convenience, to land at the Green Isle burying ground, and any 
other competent business in connection with same. 
 
The Committee’s Secretary, John MacIntyre, then gives a list of members: 
Rev. D MacIntosh, Chairman, Allan Corbet, Donald Macdonald (Ban), Hugh Kennedy, Allan 
Macvarish, Thom. Mackenzie, Duncan MacArthur, Ronald Macdonald, Dr Symers Macvicar, 
Treasurer, John MacIntyre Secretary and lastly Mr Angus McIntosh. 
 
A further list is given of Collectors, together with their districts as follows: Donald MacIsaac- 
Roshven, John Macpherson- Smirisary, Alexander Macdonald- Islandshona, Captain A 
MacDonald- Dorlin, Mr A. Stewart, the inn-keeper, Shielbridge, Mr I [or J]  McLellan- 
Mingarry, Mr John MacDonald- Kinloch and Mr Alex. Macnaughton- Kentra  
 
Action was to be brisk: 
A sub-committee was appointed – Mr John Maclellan, Mingarry 
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Mr John Macdonald. Kenloch, Mr Alexander Macdonald, Dorlin, Mr Alexander Macdonald 
[perhaps the same man] Island Shona and Mr Allan McVarish, Glenuig.  
A boat, owned by John MacArthur of Canna, was to be inspected by these men at Dorlin on 
Thursday 21st January to assess its suitability and, if found satisfactory, they were empowered to 
purchase it for £8.   Subscription books were to be issued to each collector, the heading stating 
that heads of families were expected to contribute at least 2/-. It was also unanimously decided 
that the following Subscription Circular was to be “ forwarded to private addresses in and out 
of the district”: 
 
“It has for a long time been felt that there is much need for a boat between the burying 
ground of Lochshiel and the Mainland. A Committee has been formed for the purpose of 
raising funds to buy a boat and other accessories. Subscriptions will be thankfully received 
by the Treasurer, Dr S Macvicar of Invermoidart. Yours sincerely, John McIntyre, 
Secretary.   
 
This circular was to be issued as a public announcement in the Oban Times, where it duly 
appeared on 30th January. Copies had already been sent to nine local worthies: Col. Mackenzie of 
Glenalladale, Mr R. Stewart (in Edinburgh) the owner of the Kinlochmoidart Estate, Mr T. Shaw 
of Dalilea House, the factors of Glenborrodale and Strontian, and, most significantly, to the 
Right Honourable the Lord Howard of Glossop the proprietor of the Loch Shiel Estate. 
 
All was moved, seconded and carried unanimously and the next meeting set for Tuesday 2nd of 
February at 2,00 p.m. 
 
This meeting duly took place and it is evident that matters had been proceeding apace. 
£23 13/- had been collected or subscribed – there is a letter dated 29th January from Mr Robert 
Stewart of Kinlochmoidart to Dr MacVicar containing £2 10/-.  
 
The only hitch seems to have been with the absent Mr MacNaughton of Arevegaig, the Kentra 
collector, “a collection book in place of Subscription Sheet” was to be sent to him “and his 
collecting district defined therein.” Poor Mr MacNaughton seems to have been rather a broken 
reed – he wrote to the Committee:  
 
Dear Sir, I herewith send you all I got presently towards the subscription for the ferry-boat 
of Lochshiel burying ground – and as I am still confined with my illness I could not do so 
good as otherwise I would like to have done in collecting funds. Also I was not informed of 
the bounds of the area entrusted to me  [there has obviously been trouble here!] or whether 
the subscription was limited to a nominal figure. As you  [are] aware the greatest number 
of this people are burying their dead at Aharacle Churchyard hence that section of the 
community has no interest in the undertaking. I have not got outside the bounds of 
Arevegaig as yet.* 
 
A panicky notification of absence had also been received from Donald McIsaac, the Roshven 
collector, dated 26th January. After his apologies he went on to say, without time to waste on 
many commas: 
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.about the collecting Book, I handed it to Mr Blackburn and before they will give any help 
they should like to know all the particulars about the Boat who is to be responsible for the 
Keeping of it or is the Boat to be everybody’s boat and yet nobodys, so you had better let 
me know before the meeting all about the Boat, and Mr Blackburn will give his help then”  
Mr McIsaac must then have steadied himself and could not resist adding I hope you are not 
going to Buy an old Boat and in the need of another next year. 
                                                                                                                                                             
 There is no word of what happened at the inspection of the Dorlin boat but the Committee 
agreed to ask Angus Campbell of Arisaig for a quote. A letter, also dated 2nd February, came 
from William Allan McVarish forwarding an offer from Angus Campbell: 
Dear Sir, 
I hereby give you an offer for building a Boat 16 feet keel by 7 feet broad/ depth about 2 
feet 7 inches/ with Square Stem/, keels fore and aft / stems of oak or elm / gunwale of elm 
planking / ribs etc of larch/ copper & galv’d fastenings/ seats round fore and aft/,  fore and 
aft platforms with moveable bottom boards and square oars of white pine/  eight iron thole 
pins/  fore and aft ring bolts/  iron keel band /for the sum of £16.    P.S. I can give you a 
set of galvanised rowlocks and four round pine oars for the same price if you [would] 
rather have them.  
 
Copies of the Circular were to be sent to two spirit merchants, perhaps best not to ask why, one 
in Greenock, the other in Glasgow –and another copy to Mr Cameron of Carnoch, Lochsunart.  
 
Rather confusingly, by the end of the meeting, the cash received had increased to £31 18/-. 
The next meeting was to be a “quorum meeting” to discuss the outcome of the boat-buying 
negotiations, no date given. However a note was sent, presumably to the Secretary, on 8th 
February. It was from Father Donald MacIntosh, the Chairman: 
Dear Sir, Please call a meeting of ferry boat Committee for Friday 12th Inst at Shielbridge 
at 2 p.m. & put the word “urgent” or “important” on  the notice to each member.” 
 
Presumably most members were in attendance, though Thomas McKenzie of Roshven sent an 
apology for absence, at the same time urging  I trust however that you will express to the 
meeting on my behalf the extreme desirability of any work which may be undertaken by 
the committee being performed in a thoroughly workmanlike and substantial manner.  
 People just don’t send apologies like that that nowadays.    
 
Mr McKenzie .was to miss an unexpectedly dramatic meeting. After the minutes had been read 
and approved and the Treasurer had announced that the total cash in hand was now £33 18/-, a 
letter from Lord Howard was read out by the Treasurer 
 
Dear Dr Macvicar, I beg to lay before you as Treasurer of the Lochshiel Burying Ground 
Ferry Boat Committee that no such boat will be allowed to be used, and I am quite put out 
that any such course should have been started without my leave being obtained. The tenant 
of Dalilea is obliged to supply a boat to convey bodies over to the Green Island. It has 
always been so arranged for very many years and will be continued. So I will see that the 
Tenant finds a good and proper Boat for the purpose, but I am extremely put out that such 
a Committee should have been formed.” 
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Struck by this thunderbolt the Committee did not lose its dignity. The Treasurer moved that a 
copy of this letter be sent to absent members and he further moved – and it was agreed by the 
casting vote of the Chairman- that a copy of the following should be sent to Lord Howard:  
 
That the Committee are pleased to hear that Lord Howard has stated to the Treasurer that 
he will see a good and proper boat is provided for the conveyance of bodies to the Green 
Island. But finding on enquiry that nothing was so arranged previously (as obviously was 
Lord Howard’s belief) the Committee rely on Lord Howard’s intention to carry out his 
offer, so as to ensure the public conveyance and safety. 
But the Committee unanimously regret that Lord Howard has not seen his way to meet 
them in their manner of providing a ferry boat. 
And in this they represent the entire feeling of the inhabitants of Moidart and surrounding 
districts concerned.  John MacIntyre, Secretary.  
 
Times were beginning to change. Some of the Committee and the collectors were men of a 
certain standing locally: Captain Macdonald of Dorlin. Mr McArthur a merchant, Mr Stewart an 
innkeeper, the well-connected Dr McVicar – and the energetic Secretary himself who was 
evidently not just a poor village tailor, employing as he did another tailor and an apprentice and 
also being able to afford notepaper with a printed business letterhead. Mr McIntyre and several 
of the others were not Lord Howard’s tenants and they could afford to let him have their opinion 
in a way that might have been unthought of earlier in the century.  However the noble Lord was 
the owner of the Island and would ultimately have his way over the boat, so on 13th February a 
meeting was held at Old Kinlochmoidart House, by instruction of Dr MacVicar, and the 
collected money was returned to the various collectors, Mr Thomas MacKenzie presiding, 
presumably in a thoroughly workmanlike and substantial manner 
 
In a letter dated 19th February, John McIntyre, the Secretary, gave Dr McVicar “the Minute 
Book and all other documents in my possession belonging to the Green Island Ferry Boat 
Committee which as per minute of motion carried out at last meeting of said committee are 
to be permanently entrusted to your keeping” 
 
Some Interesting information on the background to events comes from a letter written by Ada 
Julia Littledale Macdonald Macvicar, the widow of the last Robertson Macdonald to own 
Kinlochmoidart, who made strenuous efforts to calm the waters and bring about a compromise – 
one imagines that Dr McVicar, her second husband, had refused to have anything more to do 
with negotiating with Lord Howard and so she had taken up her pen not only to write a long 
letter to Lord Howard but also to copy it out and send it on to Mr Robert Stewart: 
 
 
 
 
 
“Invermoidart 
Salen  - Sunart 
Feb 4th ’97  
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 Copy 
Dear Ld. Howard 
  I think perhaps a few lines explaining the origin of the Committee for the 
purchase of a new boat for E. Finnan may be of interest to you. 
 
In the first place had the people been aware you were to provide “a good & suitable boat 
for the purpose” there would have been no committee formed. Also you would have been 
informed duly of the wishes of the people when the matter was first mooted – only that they 
were aware that you has sickness in your house & were unwilling to trouble you at that 
time- 
 
The first cause of the people wishing for another arrangement for the Eilean Finnan ferry- 
was that the funeral held at E. Finnan last Jan. was held at risk of life crossing to the burial 
Island. The boat then used was obtained fr. Dalilea  & it took six men with four oars – two 
hours to come to Port-an-Eilean fr. Dalilea- & then the boat could only take on board, in 
addition to the coffin, barely enough men to carry it to its last resting place – the rest could 
not be taken over. This boat was obtained from Dalilea, because – the Loch was too rough 
to allow the boat. to cross fr. the other side. Any arrangement made with yr. tenant to 
provide a boat is I think not known – at any rate as far as my knowledge goes it is generally 
the shepherds boat fr. the other side that has been employed of late years – 
 
Shortly after your father came to this country – he kindly placed a large boat at the 
disposal of the people- a boon - & one they fully appreciated – hitherto their custom was to 
use any boat obtainable and they have been brought over fr. Loch Moidart on occasions – 
the Loch Sunart & Ardnamurchan estates providing their own boats. 
 
The boat provided by yr. father was employed for other purposes and was not always 
available & it got broken up by being left unprotected on the shore having been taken away 
for other uses. These were the reasons that led the people to form their boat Committee, 
they felt that one had been provided for them but had been destroyed through no fault of 
theirs – and they did not like to ask you to provide another for their use, & also to provide 
a boathouse, or some shelter, which they felt imperative to prevent a repetition of the last 
disaster, so they thought if they could subscribe among themselves enough to get a boat 
they would be in a position to meet you, with regard to the keeping of it in a suitable 
position & providing shelter for it – this idea occupied the minds of the people on all the 
neighbouring estates – who bury on Eilean Finnan as well as ?on your own -   I believe the 
subject was spoken of in your Church on Sunday & a meeting followed.  My husband was 
elected a member – wh. was the first we heard of it – he attended the next meeting called & 
was appointed treasurer, but said you must be communicated with, [& ?from the sec.ty.]  
[so a ] demand for a subscription –was the first you heard of it – we thought it was a good 
principle to encourage the people to help themselves, an idea evidently participated in by 
others – as the proprietors have all helped their people most generously – so that there is 
more than enough to satisfy their ideas of what they required – it being believed from 
inquiries made – that a broad shallow boat to draw about 9in. so as to be available in the 
lowest flats of Loch Shiel – with platform for coffin - & seats - about 16ft. keel could be 
obtained for 19£ or perhaps rather more – they also wish other things – shovels & picks 
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these being generally borrowed en route – also chain & padlock to prevent its being used 
for other purposes – these things being obtainable  - you were to be communicated with, & 
they all hoped you would co-operate with them in regard to the keeping of it - & providing 
shelter & the placing of the boat –  
 
I think I have now made this explicit to you – I hope I have succeeded in showing you that 
nothing was further fr. the people’s thoughts than to cause you annoyance – in fact they felt 
that you had done so much for them they hesitated to ask you for all their wants  - in fact 
so many of them had no connection with your estate, that they had no right to expect you to 
?[concede to] in all their wishes. 
 
Will you mind my writing to you as a friend, and ask you not to disappoint the people but 
to meet them halfway as they had counted on yr. doing – and it would be a most graceful 
action on your part – if you could see yr. way to saying – that the people had forestalled you 
in yr. intention of providing a suitable boat but that you could help them by providing a 
place to keep the boat etc - & yr. tenant at Dalilea might if you so arranged it – help the 
people by taking charge of the boat – it would be used for nothing else “but purposes 
connected with the burying island “ – I do not imply that I wish to  ?interfere between you 
& yr. tenants but I feel I am expressing the wishes of the whole people in the district 
interested in the matter. 
 
I have lived among them the greater part of my life- & with those that were acquainted 
with them for longer still – It must be my excuse for writing as I have done – and I assure 
you there will only be regret among them – that you should be vexed about it – only a 
strong feeling on their part, that they would like more suitable facilities for the burial of 
their dead – wh. always occupies a prominent part in the minds of even the poorest 
Highlanders – all householders have subscribed even the poorest ?ones and there would be 
almost a feeling of disappointment among them even if you as you generously ?said shld. 
provide a suitable boat. 
 
Everyone was much distressed to hear about Mr Middleton being so ill. I trust he is 
recovering. 
With kind regards 
[?] 
Ada S Macdonald Macvicar.” 
 
 
 
There are two letters to Mrs McVicar from Robert Stewart of Kinlochmoidart, to whom she had 
evidently appealed for intervention They show that she received some further communication 
from Lord Howard but, infuriatingly, there is nothing of the sort in this collection: 
 
Robert Stewart to Dr, McVicar 
Private 
4 Moray Place 
Edinburgh 
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Feb 9 /97 
Dear Mrs McVicar 
  I only received your favour of the 4th instant with copies of Lord Howard’s 
letter to you and your reply. On the whole I am inclined to think that it would have been 
better that the Boat Committee should have seen Lord Howard and if possible got his 
approval at the early start of the movement and this could have been better done when he 
is at Dorlin in autumn; Could the whole question not be delayed till summer when I think 
everything might be arranged more easily?  
 
Personally I like the idea of the People having their own boat, with a standing Committee 
of themselves to take charge of it. I like to see them interesting themselves in all matters of 
this kind and I almost think Lord Howard would take  the same view if the whole business 
was put before him & explained. From your letter, however, I fancy his Lordship may act 
at once which I think would be a pity. 
 
Undoubtedly it is very good of him to take so much expense on his own shoulders and 
responsibility as well. The latter however I am of the opinion he would be much better 
without. I enclose the copy of your letter to Lord Howard in case you may not have 
another. 
  and with kind regards 
   I am yours kindly 
   Robert Stewart 
 
Mrs McDonald McVicar 
of Invermoidart. 
 
 
 
“Feb 27th 1897 
Dear Mrs McVicar, Your favour of 20th I have to reply to. You can well understand the 
difficulty of advising you about matters such as this without having been present at any of 
the meetings of the Committee. From what you tell me, Lord Howard seems to have been 
too precipitate in dealing with the business. By far the best way in such arrangements is to 
see him personally. I have always found his Lordship quite anxious to act rightly when he 
understood the exact position & knew what was really wanted.  
The motion of the Committee copy of which you have sent me will do, although like you I 
don’t like giving in this way.  The £30 in hand can soon be used in building a boat house. I 
think the Committee should ask Lord Howard for liberty to do so at the place most 
convenient for the use of the boat when required, could this request not be made in the 
motion about the boat? I think that this would be a compromise which might satisfy both 
parties. I certainly think that the Committee should have charge of the boat and keep the 
key of the boathouse but I don’t think it would alter the position much that Lord Howard 
should also have a key and it might satisfy him. 
As I said before I would like to see you & Dr McVicar and then Lord Howard when I really 
think everything could be satisfactorily adjusted…” 
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Perhaps it was but so far evidence makes it unlikely. A final meeting was held on 13th November 
1897 at Old Kinlochmoidart House winding up the Committee and giving the Minute Book, 
receipts and so on to Dr MacVicar to retain as “a permanent resident of Moidart”. Included are 
papers dated November 13th:  
A sheet of the Secretary’s itemised and dated expenses of 10/- which was paid in full. 
There are also three stamped receipts signed Alec Macdonald, Donald MacIntosh and Alex 
Macdonald, each stating:  
The Green Isle Subscription 
Received from Dr Symers MacVicar as full amount of my Subscription Book, the sum of: 
one pound sixteen shillings and sixpence, two pounds and nine shillings and one pound and 
fourteen shillings respectively. 
 
After the curtain falls on the tragi-comedy of the Green Isle Ferry Boat Committee a sad little 
afterpiece  comes in the form of  the following letter, presumably pushed into the envelope 
containing all the earlier material by the recipient: 
 
[Printed Letterhead] 
Estate Office 
Dorlin 
Acharacle S.O. 
Argyllshire 
10/6/37 
Rev. P. Macdonald 
 
Dear Sir, 
  With reference to your application for a permit to have a pilgrimage to St. 
Finnan’s Isle, on Loch Shiel, I regret to inform you that the proprietors of this Estate 
cannot see their way to grant the necessary permit, for reasons which I need not 
enumerate. Permission to have a pilgrimage to the Isle was refused by the previous owner 
of this Estate and the present owners intend to abide by his decision. 
Yours faithfully 
R. ? Edgar. Factor.    
 
 
 
 
 The Loch Shiel Estate, to which the Green Isle was attached by the 19th Century, had been sold, 
probably for the first time, in 1855.  James Hope Scott built Dorlin House, the Catholic school 
and the Church at Mingarry and carried out other improvements. Nearing the end of his life in 
1872 he sold the Estate to a kinsman and fellow Catholic Lord Howard of Glossop, by all 
accounts a good and improving landlord. It was his son, the second Lord Howard of Glossop, 
who inherited the estate on his father’s death in 1891 and who is the hero or anti-hero of this 
episode. Again, despite appearances, he was supportive of some local institutions – a 
twice-annual payment of £15 was made to the priest of the Moidart Mission for himself and for 
the school, for instance. All of the landlords named above either owned estates or had substantial 
sources of income from elsewhere so could afford to be generous with their Moidart tenants.  
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When the third Lord Howard, inherited Moidart in 1924, the family wealth seems to have 
diminished and he sold the Estate, selling English estates some four years later. The Loch Shiel 
Estate was re-sold within a few years and the new owners evidently had little sympathy with 
some of the customs surrounding the burial isle, which were spirit-filled in more ways than one 
 
I was strongly tempted to call this talk “Lord Howard is Put Out”. He writes like a man furious 
not only with the suggestion of a boat but with the mere existence of the Committee. The 
members had certainly taken a false step by not consulting him in advance, even if his man of 
affairs, Mr Middleton, was ill and his Lordship presumably absent. The island was part of his 
estate and today we might have been just as indignant if someone had tried to put a mobile phone 
mast in our gardens without asking us first.  Did he remain obdurate? It seems likely from Mr 
Stewart’s replies to Mrs McVicar and from the returning of the subscriptions.  There certainly is 
a decent boathouse at Dalilea and the remains of a sort of boat shelter at the ferry point opposite 
the northern shore of the Green Isle but I do not know when either of them were built or who 
paid for them. Unless further information comes from other sources the story remains half-told.    
 
 
 
 
 


