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THEMLESS HOUSE AT‘S BHEG,
COUNTRY HOUSES ARDNAMURCHAN,

IN THE

WESTERN HIGHLANDS.
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OR vyears past, at every opportunity, and especially by the novel idea of reverting to the old native building methods.
in my books, I have not ceased to deplore the ever- Without his skill, enterprise and unfailing resource, the work
increasing examples of bad manners in building that would never have been carried through successtully, for at every
are disfiguring the length and breadth of the Highlands. step of the proceedings difficulties arose that would have
Red-tiled villas of red brick, which would look entirely completely baffled a Lowlander.

in harmony with many an English countryside, shriek at the The blasting of the foundations began in mid-September,
passengers on the boats sailing through the Kyles of Bute. 1926, and the building and its accompaniments (power house,
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VIEW SHOWING THE SETTING OF THE HOUSE, WITH ISLE OF RUM ON THE
LEET AND EIGG ON THE RIGEHT,

By these and the abominations in equally alien material, crowned  pipe lines, dams and roadway) were not finished till November
too often by corrugated iron, which are now so common in once in the following year. Difficulties of transport were among
picturesque crofting townships, the glories of the Highlands  those of many encountered. lhe local port is seven miles
are steadily being dimmed. These new houses, moreover, distant on the south coast, and the public road stopped half
have not any compensating merit in their interior arrangement, a mile short of the house. Even when a way practicable for
for they have no sort of sanitation, much less water laid on, a motor lorry was made across to the house, flooding on occasion
and everyone admits that they are not nearly so cosy and warm  stopped all such passage. It is only possible to get a boat
as the old cottages of drystone and thatch. into this dangerous shore at suitable tides between June and

When, therefore, I became able to undertake building a September, and as the ° puffer”™ that initially brought the
house for myself in my own country, I determined to put my  bulk of the timber, pipes, etc., just missed the sprifig tide, there
preaching into practice, thereby to show what could be done was great difficulty in landing the material. As the lighter,

by reverting to native methods of building in native materials. instead of being left stranded on the sands of the bay, was left
I was attracted to a township afloat at sea, fourteem men had
ideally situated on the northern to Wade ot to her 1n water
coast of the wild and beautiful R waist-high to unload her before
peninsula of Ardnamurchan in [-~rody L I— the tide came 1n again.

Argyll, and there 1 obtained a
feu through the acquiescence of
the crofters, without whose unani- i
mous consent the Scottish Land
Court would not have granted
me the site. Now, my object was

All the men employed on
the building were Gaelic-speaking
Highlanders, mostly from Mull,
and the unskilled labour was
supplied by the local crofters.

The local stone turned out
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to prove that “‘ every modern CARACE | = to be a beautiful blue granite, of

convenience '’ (many of which, H o ano | W a quality entirely unsuspected

however, are constant nqisances) ‘wﬂw 4 1 ‘,:ESE*‘H H and not surpassed anywhere 1in

could be combined with the d =T the kingdom. This granite was
N/ CII— sz

= — . - blasted with gelignite, holes for
Lok the charges being made by a cold
chisel, hand turned, and ham-
mered.

picturesque appearance and con-
struction of the old houses, using
the stone from the hillside behind
and heather for thatching ifrom
an adjacent glen. In drystone masonry, of

I was more than fortunate course, stones of all shapes and
in securing the co-operation of a | sizes are fitted in, any necessary
young Highland builder from THE PLAN. dressing in the course of building
Tobermory, who was attracted V. T. Hodgson, L.R.I.B.A., F.I. Scots Architects. being most skilfully done with
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of course, the natural rounded surface
inside. Then on to the flat upper surfaces
of the logs the sarking was nailed and,
after creosoting, covered with felt. On
this the thatch was laid, secured first
by lines of copper wire stretched taut
from end to end, and then by staples
driven over the wire at regular short
intervals. o

Of the local materials used for
thatching — heather, bracken, rushes,
marram grass and straw—I had to
abandon my first choice of bracken
because none sufficiently long for the
purpose could be found near enough.
There was the same trouble regarding
heather, which, for thatching, must
be of a fine, straight growth and at
least 2ft. long. For this we searched
the countryside and only succeeded in
securing enough, after great efforts, to
i e A A T St i i s S iseat (3 on Ao 2 W T A A A e thatch the long line of the front. The
N e e e S S A R R ey heather for thatching is pulled up by
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' circumference had to be carried dis-
FRONT VIEW OF HOUSE. - tances varying from half a mile to

two miles to the roadside, and thence
the hammer. But where a stone of any particular size and transported in carts from three to seven miles. For the back
shape was required—as, for instance, for lintels—the cutting quarters of the house, straw had to be used as a temporary
was done at the hillside quarry by means of ** feathers.” These  thatch, and, of course, the top of the heather thatching was
are what may be described as split drills, driven in a line at ridged with straw. In order to perpetuate native fashions
regular intervals into the stone, then plugged with wedges
to be hammered home. As all these, as well as every other .
operation on the job, were done, of necessity, on the
simplest lines, so, too, was the transport of material.
When horses—or rather, a horse—was available, he was
attached to a stout wooden sled on to which a stone
was levered. More frequently, however, men with hand-
barrows carried the stone down from the hillside to the
building below.

One of the most indispensable of the skilled workmen
on the job, and the only other besides the foreman mason
who was on it from start to finish, was the blacksmith. b |
Not only was this young fellow always in demand for R 11 o
putting new edges on the blunted chisels and picks, but v |
he would fashion most skilfully at his forge anything in 1 T
iron, from hooks and staples to firegrates and bolts and
other fastenings for the gates.

As the walls of the house were only 8ft. high, no
scaffolding was required, but only a low staging to complete
the upper courses. Planks, stretched from wall to wall,
enabled the masons to build the chimneystacks, and,
lacking either winch or crane of any sort, the stones were
carried up sloping boards on hand-barrows to the masons.

The problem of the thatching of the root was one
upon which a great deal of thought was bestowed. In
the Western Highlands the old custom was to cover the
simple rafters—green tree trunks, peeled and tied to the
main tree running the length of the roof—with divots ot

turf, cut with a heart-shaped spade and made to overlap
like fish scales. On to this turf the thatching was pegged ~ THATCHING IN PROGRESS, THE WRITER (THIRD FROM

down with wooden pins. This method, however, we LEFT)] ASSISTING:

discarded as impracticable, for obvious reasons. _ |
While preserving the characteristic features of the old-style  throughout, we knocked the bottoms out of zinc pails for our

roof, both within and without, we adopted certain unessential  chimney tops, and each ot the four gates in JFhe wall enclos_ing the
modifications—as follows: After the principals were reared, feu exhibits a native type, one of very ingenious construction.

logs transversely sawn and peeled were nailed to them, presenting, When the thatching (in which I myself took part) was
finished, 1t was covered with wire

netting and weighted down by stones
on both sides, the stones being sus-
pended from coir ropes thrown over
the ridge of the root all the way round
the house.

On a hill top, 3o0oft. above the
house, was a small loch from which the
water power for our electric supply
was to be derived, and between this
loch and the power house 1,400ft. of
4in. piping were required. So rough
and steep was the way up the broken
hillside that it was impossible to employ
even the solitary horse available, so
all the steel pipes, as well as bags of
cement and gravel for concrete, and
all else required, had to be carfied up
by the men.

The first difficulty encountered was
in finding a foundation for the building
of a dam across the end of the loch.
Nowhere could a 6ft. rod find any bottom.
It was decided, therefore, to build the
dam on a foundation of great slabs ot
stone that were to be seen on the floor
of the loch and on 1its shores. Then,
REAR VIEW OF HOUSE: in order to get a sufficient depth of water

Front block thatched with heather: back block thatched with straw. for the bell mouth, a wooden frame, 6ft.







