
HEISGEIR UPDATE IN THE TIME OF 
CORONAVIRUS  - SECOND YEAR 

We write to you again during a time of easing 
restrictions but varying levels of lockdown still in 
place across Scotland and the world. Uist has 
fared well along with many rural areas with low 
population density and community connectedness 
(if that is not a contradiction!). 

PRE-WORK INSPECTION VISIT  5 June 

A group consisting of Ronald John, Pàdruig, Dana 
and CJ went to inspect and take note of any urgent 
maintenance issues, along with Jean, Neil and 
Ruth. We travelled with Uist Sea Tours for the first 
time this year, with David Steele picking us up at 
Poll nan Crann, before making quick work of the 
crossing to Heisgeir. Additional navigational 
support was provided by John Shepherd, who 
helped us land in Port Roidh and avoid the creels 
between Uist and Ceann Ear - well, apart from one 
of his own!  

The toilet block doors needed maintenance, 
especially the east facing door which had come off 
completely but was swiftly rehung.  

The schoolhouse doesn’t require any urgent work, 
but some guttering and the rainwater tank-stand 
will need repaired in a trip planned for later this 
year. Dana oversaw a clearing up of the kitchen, 
and before leaving, CJ took charge of what was the 
most successful part of the trip - to make sure all 
came home with a good supply of Heisgeir 
rhubarb!  

REMEMBERING PROFESSOR RICHARD 
WEST – our dear friend and benefactor. 

Richard was one of the botanists along with 
Franklyn Perring and Michael Locke who 
purchased the Schoolhouse in 1952 and enabled 
the Trust for Heisgeir, located in Grimsay, to 
become the custodians of the building in 2004. 
Richard was a gentleman and a friend who 
generously shared his knowledge whilst respected 
the knowledge of those who had lived and fished in 
and around Heisgeir. 

We are fortunate to now be in contact with 
Richard’s son, Steve, who has kindly given to us 
some of his father’s documents, which will enhance 
the archive. Steve has also shared his father’s 
obituary which provides a fascinating insight into 
Richard’s life. 

We plan to compile a journal of writings by people 
with an interest in geology and natural history about 
Heisgeir and for this newsletter we include a few 
lines from each contributor. 

IN MEMORY OF RICHARD WEST 
BY HIS SON STEVE WEST: 

Professor Richard West, a highly influential figure in 
British Quaternary geology, died on 30 December 
2020, aged 94. From 1952 to 2004 he was co-
owner of the Schoolhouse on Heisgeir, and as a 
frequent visitor to the Hebrides had a deep 
affection and respect for both the landscape and 
people of the Outer Isles. This love of landscape, 
the joy of being immersed in the elements, his 
deep-seated passion for natural history, together 
with his respect for tradition and community – and 
the warm welcome he always received - meant that 
it could not have been otherwise.  

EXTRACT BY JOHN LOVE 

When the lighthouse was closed down in 1942 the 
last crofts on Ceann Ear (occupied by the two 
Macdonald brothers and their families) were 
abandoned. The last entry in the school logbooks 
was in June 1942 […] Angus ‘Moy’ MacDonald 
aged 14 was one of the last pupils. His family 
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settled on Moy Farm near Fort William, while the 
other brother Seumas Ailig went to Islay. The 
building again functioned as a school when the 
Morrison family resettled Heisgeir from Grimsay in 
1945. Aged 55, it was Peter Morrison’s vision to see 
the island inhabited again and his 12 year old son 
Archie was taught by his 18 year old sister Anne 
which was sanct ioned by the Educat ion 
Department of Inverness County Council […] 
The Education Authority put the schoolhouse up for 
sale in 1952. It was bought for £50 (equivalent to 
about £1500 in today’s money) by three Cambridge 
University students - Richard West aged 28, 
Franklyn Perring aged 26 and Michael Locke aged 
23. They were keen that it continued to be open to 
the Grimsay fishermen when they were working 
lobster pots around the Monachs. But it was also 
used as a base by a succession of researchers 
from various institutions studying the islands’s 
wildlife, rocks and history. […] 
He went on to become a lecturer at Cambridge and 
by 1977 was the Professor of the Botany 
Department there. He maintained his interest in 
Quaternary Science throughout his career until his 
retirement in 1991. His pioneering terminology of 
Hoxnian, Ipwichian and Cromerian stages of the 
Pleistocene remains in use today. As well as 
inspiring three generations of research students, he 
published numerous reviews, over 120 papers and 
9 books.  
On their early visits to the Monachs the botanists 
became firm friends with Lachie Morrison, being of 
similar age. The Morrisons, and other Grimsay 
fishermen, continued to use the schoolhouse while 
Perring and West would return north regularly to 
stay with them in Grimsay (where I was privileged 
to meet them for the first time - see photo). The 
Monach Isles became a National Nature Reserve in 
1966 under a Nature Reserve Agreement with the 
owners, North Uist Estate (Lord Granville having 
purchased North Uist five years earlier). The island 
of Shillay with its lighthouse built in 1865 was 
however the property of the Northern Lighthouse 
Board…  

 

GEOLOGICAL RAMBLES by Jean Archer 
Two Edinburgh geologists lodged with the Shillay 
Lighthouse keeper whilst they carried out their only 
geological explorat ion of Heisgeir. Their 
observations are in a paper published in the 1929 
Transactions of the Royal Society of Edinburgh. 
Jehu and Craig confirmed earlier map records of 
Heisgeir’s rocks as gneiss (pronounced ‘nice’) and 
pidgeon-holed them as Lewisan Gneiss – the 
oldest rock formation in the British Isles.  They also 
recorded a couple of wall-like bodies of younger 
rocks which result from seepage of magma into 
cracks in the Lewisian Gneiss during the opening 
of the North Atlantic Ocean some 60 million, or so, 
years ago.  But, they missed the most conspicuous 
of these Tertiary geological dykes – the terracotta 
dyke which streaks along the foreshore below the 
monument to the unfortunate German submariner.   
I looked out for the dykes when I first set foot on 
Heisgeir, but had no thoughts of following in Jehu 
and Craig’s footsteps.  Retired geologist I may be 
but I am no hard rock geologist, or specialist in the 
structural complexities of repeatedly transformed 
rocks from the depths of geological time. 
Then, some interesting geological features caught 
my eye, with similarities with and differences to the 
Lewisian rocks of North Uist, where I have lived for 
a dozen years, or so. I consulted Dr Douglas Fettes 
of the British Geological Survey (BGS). Then, with 
his encouragement, I began my own, episodic 
exploration of Ceann Ear’s rocks –  all but a century 
after the only previous geological exploration of 
Heisgeir and a world apart from Jehu and Craig 
when it comes to geological understanding of the 
complexities of the Lewisian Gneiss.  
What I have come up with is something a little more 
than repetition of Uist Lewisian rocks, the 
chronology and structural complexities of which 
were worked out, through painstaking field study, 
half a century ago.  Ceann Ear’s rocks include 
some coastal rocks which demonstrably have been 
mega-transformed only once by the heat and 
pressure of high-grade metamorphism whereas 
most Uist rocks have had a double such whammy 
more than a billion years ago.  In this respect these 
southern Ceann Ear rocks have few Uist 
counterparts apart from at Ardivacher and Udal.  
My own photographic record documents erosion 
along Cean Ear’s only cliff face. For a geologist this 
site, or should I say sight, provides a real frisson of 
excitement as geology in action in an exceptionally 
dynamic coastal environment. I am very grateful  to 
Mary Norton, Dana McPhee, Nick Ingledew, 
Matthew Topsfield, Angus McNab and the late 
Duncan McInnes and Douglas Fettes. 

Young Pàdruig Morrison, Dr Franklyn Perring, 
Lachie Morrison, Prof. Richard West (photo J Love)
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