


The following map shows the location of the homes for many of the Heisgeir families, 
marked alphabetically; each group of ruins in the village outside is identified by the 
corresponding letter of the alphabet.  However, it is now difficult to be sure which build-
ing of a group was inhabited; often, a house became a byre, or the stone was taken to 
use in another building or wall.  Please note that we have included only the first and last 
occupants of each house, for reasons of space.
 
Not many photos exist of the people themselves as cameras were not common in the 
Uists until some were brought back from Germany after the ‘Hitler War’.  Other photo-
graphs were taken by visitors.  

Genealogical information was extracted from three main sources (Alick MacAulay’s 
manuscript, Bill Lawson’s Draft Croft History of Heisgeir, an interview with Angus ‘Moy’ 
MacDonald), and with the help of many others.

It is obviously impossible that all information from a wide range of historical sources 
corresponds exactly, so please accept apologies in advance. 

Heisgeir is a rich and fertile place - at one time supporting more than 100 people and possibly as many as 1000 head of livestock.  Storms have caused 
major loss of soil and land area at various times, and social changes made life elsewhere more attractive.  In 1898 four Heisgeir families left for crofts 
in the newly-formed township of Sollas, North Uist, and emigration to Canada and New Zealand drew others.  The remaining two families left when 
the Lighthouse closed in 1942.  An attempted resettlement by Grimsay families marked the end of year-round habitation in 1949.



Original map in black: Ordnance Survey Map of 1876 Colour overlay: Brathay Expedition Survey of 1969



A - THE SCHOOLHOUSE
The Schoolhouse was built in 1880 by Inverness County 
Council, and the last entry in the official school log book 
was made in June, 1942.  It had a brief period of re-use 
as a school during the Morrison family’s residence 
1945-49.
 
B - CROFT 8
‘MacCuish House’ or ‘Taigh Dhòmhnaill Ruaidh’ 
(This building does not appear on the OS Map surveyed 
in 1876 but is shown in the 1901 revision) 
First: Malcolm MacCuish 1865-1949 
Calum mac Alasdair Chaluim 
Last: Ewan MacDonald Eoghann mac Ailein Free Church 
of Scotland Missionary m. Ann MacDonald was Eoghann 
mac Ailean’s second wife.  They had a family of five and 
left in the 1930s for Cairinis in North Uist.

C Taigh Mhic an Tòisich
(This building does not appear on the OS Map 
surveyed in 1878 but is shown in the 1901 revision)
First: Alexander MacIntosh 1806-92 mac Iain Bhàin ‘ic 
Iain, Paiblesgarry m. Ann MacAulay 1818-1901 ni’n 
Nèill ‘ic Iain, Balmartin
Last: Donald MacIntosh 1856-1935 mac Alasdair ‘ic Iain 
Bhàin m. Ann MacLellan 1869-1931 ni’n Aonghais ‘ic 
Dhòmhnaill ‘ic Aonghais.  They left in 1922 and moved 
to Peighinn Mhoire then to Balemore North Uist.  The 
building was then used by Ewan MacDonald, the 
Missionary, as a joinery workshop.

D - THE MISSION HALL
Originally shown as the site of the United Free Church 
Mission Hall in the 1901 OS Map Revision.  The 
valuation rolls show that the Hall became 
‘uninhabitable’ in 1944; it ceases to be listed in the 
County records in 1961. 

E - CROFT 12
‘Taigh Mhacaidh’ / ‘Lochside house’
First: Donald MacKay 1782-1863 mac Iain m. Rachel 
Matheson 1787- c.1853
Last a:  Archibald Morrison 1839-1920 Gilleasbuig 
mac Aongais ‘ic Ghilleasbuig m. Marion MacAulay 
1847-1923 ni’n Aonghais ‘ic Iain
Last b: The MacKay Family
Gilleasbuig Alasdair ‘ic Dhòmhnaill ‘ic Iain 1875 – 
m. Ann MacDonald n’in Aonghais ‘ic Ghilleasbuig. 
According to Angus ‘Moy’ MacDonald, this large family 
moved into the house from Ceann Iar, but left in between 
the wars. Family members still live in Balemore, North 
Uist. 

F - CROFT 4
Taigh Mòr Nic’ Leoid
First: Roderick MacAulay 1827-1888 mac Iain ‘ic 
Aonghais ‘ic Nèill m. Effie MacDonald 1824-1905 ni’n 
Ghilleasbuig Chaluim Oig 
Last: Archibald MacAulay 1851-1903 mac Ruairidh Iain 
Aonghais m. Mary MacDonald 1858-1924 ni’n 
Ghilleasbuig Alasdair Oig. This house held the stone 
‘Eternity Oh Eternity’ carved by Angus Allan MacAulay 
(1867/68 – 1886/87) who drowned in the Sìbhinis ford.  
The stone was removed from Heisgeir and placed in the 
wall at the Free Church of Scotland at Paible North Uist.

G - CROFT 5
First: John MacAulay 1780-1833 mac Aonghais ‘ic Nèill
m. Cairistiona MacDonald 1788-1867  ni’n Ruairidh 
‘ic Alasdair
Last: John MacAulay 1865 – mac Aonghais Ghilleasbuig
Moved to Knock, Isle of Lewis. 

H  - CROFT 7
First: Murdo MacAulay 1811 – 1868 mac Eoghainn
m. Marion Matheson 1791 – 1872 ni’n Nèill
Last: Donald MacAulay 1843 – mac Aonghais Iain
m. Lexy MacDonald 1853 – ni’n Alasdair Chaluim

I - CROFT 6
‘Taigh Mhurchaidh Mhòr’ ‘Taigh Alasdair Sheumais’, 
‘Lachie’s House’
First: Angus MacAulay 1808-1885  mac Iain Aonghais
m. Kate MacDonald 1820-59 ni’n Dhòmhnaill Chaluim
Last a: Alexander MacDonald 1894/95- mac Sheumais 
Uilleim m. Margaret Laing 1896- ni’n Alasdair ‘ic 
Anndra. They had four children and left Heisgeir in 1943.
Last b: Peter Morrison 1889-1978 Pàdruig 
mac Ghilleasbuig ‘ic Phàdruig ‘ic Iain m. Flora 
MacCorquodale 1894-1972  ni’n Lachlainn Iain 
Lachlainn
This family with their four children were the ‘last 
inhabitants of Heisgeir’. They moved to Ceann Ear and 
stayed from 1945-49, but then returned to Grimsay.

Alasdair Sheumais (MacDonald) and Family

Last a refers to the last of the original family          Last b indicates re-occupation by another family



J - CROFT 10
‘Taigh Sheonaidh Sheumais’
First: William MacDonald 1828-1920 mac Sheumais ‘ic 
Uilleim Bhuidhe ‘ic Aonghais Ghlais ‘ic Alasdair ‘ic Iain
m. Ann MacCuish 1831-1913 ni’n Chaluim Nèill
Last: John MacDonald 1893-1963 Seonaidh Sheumais 
Uilleim m. Flora MacIntosh1896-1976 Floraidh 
Dhòmhnaill ‘ic Alasdair Iain Bhàin. This family left 
Heisgeir in 1942, for Moy Farm, near fort William.

K - CROFT 1
’Taigh Anndra’, ‘Laing’s House’
First a: MacDougall 1765-1845
First b: Alexander MacDonald 1761-1853 Alasdair Og 
mac Iain ‘ic Cholla m. Peigi MacDonald 1779-1867 
(his second wife)
Last: Andrew Laing 1899-1969 mac Alasdair Anndra
Kirsty Anne Laing (sister)

L - CROFT 3
’Taigh Dhomhnaill Iain mac Iain’, ‘Old School’ 
This building is shown on the OS Map survey of 1876 as 
the ‘School (Boys & Girls)’
First: John MacDonald 1834-1917 mac Alasdair Oig 
m. Catherine MacDonald 1833-1919 ni’n Mhurchaidh 
Thormoid Chubair
Last: This long, divided house had 3 families in it at 
the end: 
a) Donald John MacDonald 1871/72 – 1941 mac Iain 
Alasdair Oig m. Kirsty MacAulay 1881-1965 ni’n 
Bheisdein Ruairidh. The family moved to Knockintorran, 
North Uist c.1930/31.
b) Donald Alex MacDonald 1878-1906 mac Iain 
Alasdair Oig m. Kirsty MacLeod 1875-1950; child 
Catherine 1905-1980. After her husband’s death, widow 
Kirsty stayed on in the house, but remarried later to Don-
ald MacAulay of Grimsay. She was the Schoolteacher on 
Ceann Ear from 1897 – 1900. 
c) Donald MacDonald and family lived here from 
1932-34; he worked as a farm labourer.

Uilleam Sheumais & Annag Chaluim Nèill, (MacDonald)

Ciorstaidh Bheisdean (MacDonald) & son, w/Mary Laing & Ceit Chiobair

Alasdair Anndra Raoghnaill & Catriona Uilleim Sheumais (Laing)

M  
‘Taigh An t-Saor Bhig’
Norman Murray 1842- mac Dhomhnaill ‘ic Aonghais 
‘ic Ruairidh Ghobha m. Effie MacQueen 1843-1908 
ni’n N`eill. Known as ‘An Saor Beag’, Norman Murray 
was originally from Ness on the Isle of Lewis and worked 
as a carpenter on Heisgeir; he built boats as well.

N - CROFT 11
‘Taigh na h-Iorachdaig’ ‘House under the Hill’
First: Roderick MacDonald 1820-1906 mac Ghilleasbuig 
Chaluim m. Flora MacLellan 1810-1906 ni’n Aonghais 
Dhòmhnaill Ruaidh
Last: Widow Marion MacAulay (nèe MacDonald) 
1852-1939 with Margaret MacDonald 1856-1934, 
her unmarried sister.

P - HERDSMAN’S HOUSE
‘Bothag Mhic an Tòisich’, ‘Herdsman’s House’
Donald MacIntosh 1856-1935 mac Alasdair Iain Bhain
Moved to House C
 



survival  tighinn beò            

LAND
The main occupation was the backbreaking but rewar-
ding work of agriculture,carried out on the three islands 
of Ceann lar, Sìbhinis and Ceann Ear.  People kept cattle, 
sheep, horses and poultry, so there were plenty of dairy 
products and meat.  Although in theory a crofting system, 
the land was actually managed communally, with group 
decisions being taken each year as to the areas to be plan-
ted or grazed.  They grew small oats, barley and rye, as 
well as potatoes and garden vegetables, and employed a 
herdsman. 

and mallard also made good eating.  The shag (sgarbh in 
Gaelic) was much appreciated as soup with barley and 
onions, and is still longed for on Grimsay.  People were 
careful not to take wildlife in breeding or nesting time, 
although the eggs were welcome.

TRANSPORT
The Heisgeir islands are frequently cut off by days or 
weeks of bad weather, and small boats were their life-
line, bringing both luxuries and necessities, and exporting 
‘cash crops’ such as rabbit and seal pelts, and cattle.
IMPORTS: flour (boll = 140 Ibs), salt, sugar, tea, tobacco, 
paraffin (for lamps), ammunition (for guns); peat/coal; fine 
cloth, thread, petrol 
EXPORTS: cattle, sheep, rabbits (skins & meat), winkles, 
seal oil 

ON THE TIDE
As Heisgeir takes the full force of the Atlantic, many useful 
things wash up on the shore.  The house at J was floored 
with hatchcovers, and one of the Morrison’s boats was a 
lifeboat from the Lusitania, purchased from the Receiver
of Wrecks.  Other valuables from the sea included to-
bacco and whisky, bringing the occasional attention of 
the Excisemen.  The sea also brought war and its costs to 
Heisgeir: two seamen - a German submariner, and a Royal 
Naval Reserve officer - were found washed up on the 
shores and buried by the islanders. Their graves are 
marked on the map.

DIFFICULTIES
In spite of the richness of the land, both fuel and water 
are scarce.  There is no peat on Heisgeir, so islanders 
had to use a peat bank on North Uist.  Later, since coal 
was being delivered to the Lighthouse on Shillay, people 
bought it from the puffer.  Water was always a problem 
in summer, with the wells drying up or getting brackish.  
Work was never-ending, and the men now realise how 
hard women’s lives were: 
“(Now) I think women had an atrocious time of it.  They 
were at their husband’s tail all day, tying the corn or 
digging tatties, and then they would come home and he 
would lie on the bench and have a smoke and she would 
start baking...” (AM) 

Seumas Uilleim Sheumais (MacDonald) In Port Roidh c. 1900

SEA
Heisgeir people were not usually involved in commercial 
fishing, leaving it to the Grimsay men and others.  But 
even a boy could collect shellfish on the shore, and seine 
or line for fish for dinner.  Flounders were especially good 
in the Stocaigh shallows. 

WILDLIFE
People remember rabbit for dinner, day after day after day.  
Seabirds were plentiful, with barnacle geese on the table 
in winter, and shag/cormorant in summer; eider duck-



Many things bound the islanders together - shared schooling, shared worship, shared hardships, shared enjoyment.

SCHOOL
According to the Ordnance Survey of 1876, the original school was the ruin at L; it 
became a home when the present Schoolhouse was built in 1880.  The school log books 
1883 – 1942 detail the daily routine of the classroom, with as many as 60 children 
in attendance.  The earliest entry is dated 30 October, 1883.  School days were often 
interrupted by the more immediate demands of crofting:

but in general, the 
Inspector’s reports 
were favourable:

The last entry was written by Miss Maggie Bell MacDonald 
on 10 June, 1942:  “Obliged to close school today owing 
to continued illness a few days before time due”.  The last 
pupil was Gilleasbuig Phàdruig (Archie) Morrison during 
the family’s stay on Heisgeir (see Timeline).  Each morning, 
he walked across the machair to the school, to be taught 
by his sister Anne.

Since the 1950s, the school has continued as a place 
of learning: for nature study and research, and now for 
vocational skills being passed on during the work parties’ 
repair of the building.

The Last ‘Class’ 1945-49 Anne Morrison (with her mother) who taught her 
brother Archie

society  comann is conaltradh           

1/9/1922

28/8/1896



WORSHIP
The Mission Hall as it stands today is the last building used 
for formal worship on Heisgeir, although oral tradition 
speaks of Early Christian monks and nuns on all four main 
islands.  The 1901 revision of the Ordnance Survey shows 
a ‘United Free Church Mission Hall’ located to the west 
of the existing building.  From oral accounts, the ‘new’ 
Mission Hall was built around the same time as the pier 
in the late 1920s, and from 1938 until 1944 it appears 
in the records of the Glasgow and West Coast Mission 
Society.  Records show three missionaries living on Ceann 
Ear, Archibald MacAulay, Alan MacAulay, and Ewen Mac-
Donald.  There were two services on Sundays, and in the 
summertime they were held according to the tides so that 
the fishermen could attend:

“..when the fishermen were up from the West, the place 
would be packed. You would think the roof was coming off 
with the singing. I was only wee then, wasn’t old enough 
to come to the Mission Hall. My Granny used to keep me 
over at the house, and when the psalms were being sung, 
she would come to the side of the house and we would 
listen – I can still hear that, picture it in my mind.” (AM)

The Mission Hall had a small raised pulpit at the south 
end, and wooden pews ran from the windows on the west 
towards the east-facing entrance.  The building was lit by 
paraffin lamps “enough for people to read the Bible”, and 
the windows were clear glass.  After the last Missionary 
left, services were led by local elders.

HARDSHIPS
One of the most difficult aspects of living on Heisgeir was 
the lack of any professional medical care.  An emergen-
cy required a boat trip for either patient or doctor/nurse 
across five miles of open water – weather permitting.  A 
late example (c.1940) was when the daughter of the Light-
house Keeper had appendicitis and was airlifted by a small 
plane from Sollas which landed on the machair.  Illnesses 
recorded by the teachers in the school log book included 
scarlet fever, influenza, mumps, whooping cough, ring-
worm, rheumatic fever, common colds, measles and 
typhoid.  Although oral tradition recounts burial places 
on Heisgeir, latterly the deceased were taken for burial at 
Kilmuir on North Uist. 

ENJOYMENT
In spite of all the hard work and difficulties, most people 
still remember Heisgeir as full of neighbourliness and 
enjoyment. From the piping of fisherman Ailig Thearlaich 
to storytelling and the wireless, to the month-long visit of 
the Council’s Dancing Master in the late 1800’s, people 
remember being well entertained.  This verse of a poem, 
written by Ceit (later MacKinnon), daughter of school-
teacher Kirsty MacDonald (L, croft 3), gives a sense of the 
life that was Heisgeir:

Ann an àm a’ gheamhraidh dhùraiginn bhi ann 
Cluinntinn nuallan stuadh a’ bualadh air Rudh’ Fhaing 
Gunna caol ga ghleusadh, ’s sireadh sgarbh na dheann 
‘S ann an àm a’ chèilidh ’s iomadh sgeul bhiodh ann.

In winter time, I would wish to be there
And hear the waves beating on Rubh’ Fhaing
Narrow gun at the ready, seeking the agile sgarbh;
And at ceilidh time, so many stories.

Today on Heisgeir, one needs a leap of imagination back 
to a time when the buildings were roofed with smoke 
rising from chimneys and the noise of people going about 
their daily routines could be heard among the drystone 
walls and enclosures. Of those people who once called 
Heisgeir their home, many have wished to return and 
make a life again on the island:

“You don’t seem to be on your own. I don’t know whether 
it’s me or the island. If somebody dropped me here, I’d 
be quite happy to stay. I wouldn’t care if I had a boat or 
whether I didn’t have a boat. I’d be quite happy to stay 
here.” (AM)

The Schoolhouse with Mission Hall and MacCuish House c.1930



the last families       
MACDONALDS
The MacDonald brothers Seonaidh (in J) and Alasdair (in 
I) Sheumais, and their families were the last of the original 
residents to leave Heisgeir in 1942.  Surviving members 
include Seumas Ailig (the last baby born on the island) 
and Angus ‘Moy’ who attended school and worked the 
land on Ceann Ear until he was 14.  The brothers were the 
owners of the ‘Pacaid’ which, restored as Morning Star, 
has become a symbol of Heisgeir’s past and present.

THE MACDONALDS AT WORK:

Seonaidh Sheumais



THE MORRISONS AT WORK: At Loch nam Buadh Loading cattle at Port Roidh

MORRISONS
In 1945, Peter Morrison - dreamer, singer, and practical 
man - formed a scheme with two other families to reset-
tle Heisgeir.  His family (wife Flora, sons Lachlainn and 
Archie, daughters Mary Flora and Anne) lived on Ceann 
Ear (at I) from 1945 - 49, but had to leave when the other 
families decided not to join them.  Lachlainn Phàdruig 
remembers how beautiful and how hard it was, and 
believes that if they had been able to hold on just a little 
longer, others would have come, and they would still be 
there today. 

The Morrison Family on Ceann Ear c. 1947 – Lachlainn, Mary Flora, Archie, Flora, Pàdruig Ghilleasbuig (not in photo: Anne)

Pàdruig Ghilleasbuig



Fishermen from Grimsay (an island between North Uist 
and Benbecula) have been lobster fishing at Heisgeir for 
more than 100 years.  They first made the tricky journey 
through the North Ford in sailing boats built by the Stewarts 
of Ceannairidh on Grimsay or others such as the Saor Beag 
who lived here on Ceann Ear in the late 1800s.

Due to the distances involved, the Grimsay men would 
spend a week or more at a time on Heisgeir during 
the summer months.  They built bothies beside Port Roidh 
and on Ceann lar and Shillay, or stayed on their boats.  
It took a number of trips through the ford to bring all their 
supplies and bedding for the season, plus creels - from 5 or 
6 dozen in the 1940s to more than 400 today.  They were 
an important addition to the island community, bringing 
fresh faces and entertainment to lighthouse keepers and 
local families.  Here on Ceann Ear, their summer arrival 
was eagerly awaited: they visited, attended church, played 
the pipes, and got milk for their tea from the islanders.

In order to get their perishable catch to market, at first they 
had to sail (or row!) the 22 miles to the steamer at Loch-
maddy, which began the journey to Billingsgate Market in 
London where lobsters were often dead on arrival.

After World War II, with better engines, bigger boats, 
and improved transport systems, the fishing boomed.  By 
this time. the local families had all left Heisgeir, and the 
Grimsay men began to camp in the schoolhouse. In the 
1970s, it was “full up” with 5 or 6 crews sharing the 
rooms, although there are fewer today.  Fishermen still 
remember those years as a golden time.

Ailig Thèarlaich (Stewart), Tèarlach Eoghainn (MacKinnon), Iain Raoghnaill (MacDonald), Uilleam Dhodaidh (Stewart), Uilleam Ruairidh (MacInnes), 1957

Uilleam Ruairidh, Uilleam Thèarlaich (Stewart), Gilleasbuig Phàdruig (Morrison), Eoghann and Ruairidh-Uilleam Thèarlaich and Tèarlach Eoghainn 
(MacKinnon), Lachlainn Phàdruig (Morrison), Tèarlach Dhodaidh (Stewart), 1963

fishing  an iasgach            



Bothies at Port Roidh c.1930

Ocean Pride w/ Uilleam Ruairidh, Iain Raoghnaill, 
Tèarlach Eoghainn, Ailig Thèarlaich

Golden Harvest w/ Seonaidh Eachainn

Zinnia and the Morrisons

Azalea and June Rose at Kallin

Bedroom in the Schoolhouse, 1983



Monach Isles Lighthouse. Newspaper Clipping from Daily Express, Nov.1938

There is a long history of visiting tradesmen who stayed for weeks or generations, from 
blacksmith to shepherd to stonemason.  North Uist bard Dòmhnall Ruadh Chorùna, (who 
was working on the pier in Port Roidh and may also have built the Mission Hall) is reputed 
to have been sitting in the MacDonald’s house (J) when he composed the well-known 
poem on the joys and rigors of the journey in the “Pacaid” to North Uist. 

Socialising in Ceann Ear, c. 1930: (back) Dòmhnall Iain mac Iain (MacDonald), resident at L; Tèarlach Mór 
(Stewart), fisherman; Andrew Matthewson, Keeper, Monach Light; Lachlann Nèill (MacLeod), fisherman; (front) 
Eardsaidh Dhòmhnaill Iain, resident; Ailig Thèarlaich (Stewart); Seonaidh Bhalaglas (MacDonald) fisherman

People have come to Heisgeir for many other reasons, for short or longer stays:

After 1864 when the Lighthouse opened, the Keepers depended on the islanders 
for mail and some supplies; they sent their children to the school on Ceann Ear, 
passed on reading material and visited.  Local keepers stayed in the house at Croic 
on Ceann Iar.  Due to the danger of the fords, tragedies sometimes occurred. 

other occupations  obraichean eile            



Heisgeir has long been a paradise for naturalists, and in 1952 
three Cambridge scholars (Perring, West and Locke) bought the 
Schoolhouse, thus saving it from being stripped for salvage.  Many 
scientific papers on the flora and fauna were researched here. 
       

Naturalists: Brathay Expedition at Port Roidh, 1969

Research Base in the Schoolhouse, 1971

Don a’ Mhullaich (MacDonald) and son Alasdair, 2005

Loading Sheep, 1998

Herding Sheep to the Boat, Port Roidh, 2000

From the 1950s, the grazings has been let to families from North Uist, who stay in the Schoolhouse for several days 
at a time during lambing or dipping or shearing.



Orchid and buttercups

wildlife of heisgeir  flùraichean is fiadh-bheatha                                
MACHAIR
As deposits of crushed seashells washed ashore over the 
ages and were blown inland, beautiful white sand-dunes 
developed.  Behind has formed the flat, fertile, grassy 
plain rich in calcium known as machair.

PLANTLIFE
Marram grass, or muran in Gaelic, is specially adapted to 
wind and sand, and is vitally important in stabilising the 
dunes, allowing other plants to establish inland.  The long 
stiff weather-resistant stems of the marram also provided 
the islanders with thatch for cottages.

Gales occur in some 50 days of the year, so plants have 
to contend with wind and salt-spray.  These extreme condi-
tions have resulted in Heisgeir being one of the best exam-
ples of exposed, salt-adapted machair vegetation in Britain.

Around 200 species of flowering plants, ferns and grasses 
are to be found on the islands, together with an assort-
ment of lichens, mosses and fungi.  Especially from late 
May to mid July, the machair becomes a colourful spec-
tacle in bloom.

Some plants associated with cultivation, such as corn 
marigolds and corn spurrey, have died out since the 
people left, along with birds such as corn buntings and 
corncrakes.  But the permanent pasture – grazed by sheep 
and rabbits and, in winter, flocks of barnacle geese – has 
allowed other species such as orchids to flourish.



Ceann Iar Ceann Ear dunes looking west towards St. Kilda Oyster plant



Seal beach

ANIMAL LIFE
Surprisingly, nearly 200 beetles have been recorded on 
Heisgeir, but much remains to be found out about insects 
and other tiny creatures.  Some butterflies and moths may 
be resident or turn up on migration.  Bumblebees, includ-
ing the rare great yellow, are strong enough to reach the 
islands and avoid being blown away.

The lack of ground predators such as foxes, stoats, cats 
and rats make Heisgeir a safe haven for breeding sea-
birds and waders.  The islands support one of the largest 
concentrations of black guillemots in Scotland around 
half of which are on Shillay.

Fulmars nest abundantly among the sand dunes and 
ruined walls, but be careful – they spit a smelly oil if you 
stray too close.

Arctic terns and gulls also nest in abundance, and visi-
tors should avoid the colonies during the nesting season 
– terns may dive bomb people near their nests.

In contrast to the black and white drakes, eider ducks are 
well camouflaged, so can sit tight on their nests until the 
last moment.  If a visitor flushes one, the eggs should be 
carefully covered with down and bits of grass to hide them 
from predatory gulls until she returns.

GREY SEALS
The marine life of the tidal shores and shallow waters 
around Heisgeir are rich and varied.  Grey seals – adults 
and pups – were once hunted for their skins and meat 
while the oil was prized for its medicinal properties.  The 
seals first gained legal protection in 1914.

Since the people left, the colony has now grown to 
become the largest in Britain, and indeed the second 
largest in the world.  Grey seals, however, remain quite a 
rare animal in Europe.  Aerial counts are undertaken every 
autumn when some 9000 pups are born each year; num-
bers appear to have stabilised in recent years.  The rest of 
the year all but a thousand or two disperse throughout the 
North Atlantic.

Grey seal cow and silkie Eider duck on nest



Otter 

Fulmar pair Arctic tern pair 

OTHER MAMMALS
The only other native mammals found on Heisgeir are 
pygmy shrews, field mice and otters.  Rabbits were brought 
in during the First World War as a convenient source 
of food.  They soon became a nuisance to crops and graz-
ing and opened up areas to wind erosion, so the disease 
of myxomatosis was introduced to Heisgeir in 1952/3 to 
eradicate them.

The islanders also kept cats to help keep the rabbits down, 
but the pets went wild and took to hunting nesting birds 
also.  Fortunately feral cats have now died out, allowing 
the birds to recover – and also the rabbits.  Since myxo-
matosis is cyclical, dead or dying rabbits may be seen at 
any time. 

Mink, rats and hedgehogs are other potential arrivals 
that could have devastating effects on the native wildlife.  
Visitors bringing pets ashore should keep them under 
control to avoid disturbance to livestock particularly 
during the lambing season and when the birds and seals 
are breeding.

Heisgeir or the Monach Isles are a National Nature 
Reserve through agreements between Scottish Natural
Heritage and the owners, North Uist Estates and the 
Northern Lighthouse Board (Shillay) and is managed with 
the cooperation of the graziers, fishermen and local com-
munities on North Uist and Grimsay.  The Islands have 
been a Reserve since 1966.



The Quernstone Quarry at Port Roidh

LAND AND SEA
The bedrock of Heisgeir is called gneiss (pronounced 
‘nice’), a grey, banded rock typical of the Outer Hebrides.  
It is one of the most ancient rocks known, nearly 3 billion 
years old, and was itself formed by the melting of even 
older rocks.  Gneiss also occurs in Greenland and is a 
reminder that, before the Atlantic Ocean opened up some 
60 million years ago, the Hebrides lay close to North 
America.  Changes in sea level since the Ice age ended 
10 thousand years ago, together with erosion by Atlantic 
storms, have created the islands we know today.

PREHISTORY
People have lived in the Western Isles for nearly 9,000 
years.  When our early hunter-gatherer ancestors arrived, 
Heisgeir would have been part of a much larger island 
stretching from South Uist to Lewis, covered in woodland, 
providing resources of nuts, wild fruit and grazing for the 
red deer which they may have brought with them.
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Example of Gneiss

About 6,000 years ago, people started to cultivate crops 
of wheat and barley, and to herd cattle and sheep, in addi-
tion to the wild resources they continued to use.  This was 
probably when they first settled in permanent villages and 
farms, and also when religious monuments were first built, 
such as burial cairns and standing stones. 3,500 years ago, 
knowledge of metal working spread to the islands, but 
there was little access to bronze and gold, so these were 
reserved for weapons and jewellery, whilst stone was still 
used for tools.  The same happened when iron working 
became possible, about 2,800 years ago; buildings, pot-
tery and social organisation changed, but little metal is 
found on sites of the period.  Heisgeir has no known sites 
of these periods, but that is because there has been no 
archaeological research here; people certainly lived here 
in prehistory.

People who live in the Uists today are the descendants of 
all those who have moved here and lived here for 9,000 
years - their history is in the physical remains visible in 
the landscape.

VIKINGS
The Western Isles were under Norse occupation for nearly 
500 years, causing much linguistic and genetic intermix-
ing. Place names may be in Norse, Gaelic, English, An-
glicised Gaelic, Gaelicised Norse or any combination of 
these!  An explanation of the name Heisgeir comes from 
the 19th century folklorist Alexander Carmichael: “The 
isthmus was called Aoi, as similar places are still called…
(which) gave way to fords, and the fords broadened into 
a strait 4 1/2 miles wide and four fathoms deep. Tradition 
still mentions the names of those who crossed these fords 
last... The name Aoi became attached to the penninsula 
beyond it, now an island.” 

EROSION
There are too many hints (in the historical record and in 
folk memory) of a ‘land bridge’ or walkable ford between 
Heisgeir and North Uist to discount entirely.  A major 
storm about 1697 – just after Martin Martin’s visit – seems 
to have caused the sand blow which obliterated Udal, and 
could have severed Heisgeir’s land link to Uist as well.  
More recent erosion events are better documented.
H - aoi - sgeir = The Isthmus Skerry
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