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A guidebook with a difference 

‘In the summer of 2013 I was visiting 
the local archive centre with my father 
looking at references to my grandfather 
in old Portree High School logbooks. We 
were drawn into conversation with two 
other visitors as they enthusiastically 
looked through a set of photographic 
images from the 1960s and 1970s. The  
pleasure and excitement they expressed 
in recalling the people and places 
captured was infectious. This sowed 
the seed of an idea for a project. Having 
already started conversations with artist  
Nicky Bird about a potential project  
and knowing her interest in archival  
images I approached her to explore  
the idea further. I am delighted that 
this chance encounter has since turned 
into an extended collaborative project 
that insightfully brings Joan Wilcock’s 
images to life again and tells the stories 
of the people and place of Kyleakin 
moving from past to present.’  

Emma Nicolson, 
Director ATLAS
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Travelling the Archive shares the 1960s heritage of the close community of 
Kyleakin in the Isle of Skye. A unique collection of Kodachrome 35mm 
slides taken during this period, now known as the Joan Wilcock Collection, 
forms a portrait of this community before the bridge to the mainland was 
built and the famous Skye ferry ceased to operate, changing the geography 
and the way of life in Kyleakin. 

Miss Joan Wilcock (1895-1994) was a frequent visitor to Kyleakin. The earliest  
photographs of her in the village date from the 1940s, and possibly earlier. 
Her colour slides cover the period of 1959-1973. A collection of over 400 
slides was gifted to the Highland Archive Service in 2008. There are many 
portraits of Kyleakin people, and perhaps most strikingly, children. 
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Even though she was a travelling tourist, it became apparent that Miss  
Wilcock knew the people she photographed. In 2010, when the Kyleakin  
Local History Society was formed, Kyleakin people saw the images for the 
first time. Caroline Clouston, Margaret Macrae and Anna Belle Robertson 
know almost everyone in the pictures. 

People either travel to archives literally or virtually, rather than archives 
physically coming to them. In this project, the collection was taken from 
the Skye and Lochalsh Archive Centre in Portree to Kyleakin so as many 
people as possible could see the entire collection. This included a slide show: 
the way Miss Wilcock would have viewed them herself.

Twenty-two of her images have been selected for this guidebook. Join us 
now for a memory walk around Kyleakin, and meet some of the people 
Miss Wilcock photographed, and others who have special connections to 
the people and places in her images.  
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Kyleakin: travelling west to east, present to past 

From the mainland, we arrive in the Isle of Skye following the A87 road 
onto the Skye Bridge. Many travellers will continue onto Broadford and 
beyond but we turn left down Kyle House Brae, passing the Mackinnon 
Hotel. Now the Kyle, the bridge and the Eilean Bàn island are to the left, and 
the village of Kyleakin to the right. Continuing down Kyleside, passing the 
Corran and Saucy Mary’s Lodge, note the tip of a war memorial among the 
trees. Kyleakin’s pretty harbour and distinct landmark, the ruin of Castle 
Moil, is now in view. The road narrows, with houses across the Obbe on 
the right and harbour railings on the left. Continuing past the houses and 
businesses on the pier we reach the Brightwater Visitor Centre, and finally 
the slipway that was once the ferry terminal. 

Take a closer look at the pier and the slipway. This was once ‘the doorstep of 
Skye’ until ferry crossings were replaced by the Skye Bridge in 1995. 
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Kyleakin: travelling east to west, past to present 

Picture the scene before the bridge, when ‘Kyleakin was a queue!’, where 
everything goes through the village. Imagine the traffic as cars, lorries, and 
coaches wait for the ferries. In the 1950s geese roam freely among the queue, 
fed by waiting passengers, yet feared by local children. The geese belong 
to Caroline’s grandfather Charlie Cameron, whose petrol pump and busy 
shop are next to the ferry office: everything revolves around the ferry. Ferry 
models change over the years, from four cars to ten cars, and finally twenty 
cars or more; from turntables, cars reversing off the ferry with on-side load, 
and lastly to the roll on/roll off. The ferry slipway is changed and expanded 
with each new ferry. Kyleakin children play on the ferries, jumping on and 
off them as they cross from Kyleakin to Kyle of Lochalsh and back again. 

Some of the boys grow up to work on the ferries. Twenty years after the last 
ferry sailed, and fifty years after Miss Wilcock took pictures while waiting 
for the ferry, they can tell you the time of day the image was taken, through 
their knowledge of the sailing times of the Mallaig-Stornoway ferry Loch 
Seaforth, captured in the distance. 

Another detail reveals what day and time period the photograph belongs to: 
ferries tied up in the harbour means a Sunday. Until 1965, ferries did not 
run on Sundays. At this time, the Sabbath is strictly religiously observed: no 
ferries, no washing and no ball games. Some people refuse to buy Sunday 
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newspapers, which are brought to Skye via rowing boat from Kyle.

At weekends, scores of fishing boats are tied up at the Fishery Pier. These 
are from the east coast of Scotland as well as those belonging to Kyleakin 
families. The scale of the fishing industry is best comprehended from a 
climb up to the war memorial, on ‘the lump’ as it is locally known. Look 
across the harbour to Castle Moil, and imagine so many fishing boats 
moored alongside each other that you could almost step across the Obbe. 

In the 1960s herring fishing is at its zenith: Evander Macrae, a fisherman in 
partnership with his brother, owns three ring net fishing boats. They employ 
about twenty people on these beautifully varnished boats: the Misty Isle, the 
Acorn, and the Fortitude, which is the pride of the fleet. One fisherman’s 
daughter, Margaret Macrae, thinks of the boats as her three sisters. There 
are another three local boats – the Castle Moil, the Sweet Home and the 
Venture. The Castle Moil and the Misty Isle are the two original ring net 
boats in Kyleakin. The Castle Moil is owned by Reid and Finlayson cousins, 
and the crews include members of the Grant, Robertson and Nicolson 
families. The boats go out in pairs together. The names of fishing boats are as 
important as the name of a person, bringing with them family connections 
and histories. Margaret tells us the fishermen were almost always related in 
some way, and most of them had been seamen in the Second World War: 
they were good fishermen.

17 18



14

19

20



15

Coming down from the lump, and back onto the pier, let’s retrace our steps 
to a small shop. Today it is Kyleakin’s part-time Post Office. In the 1950s, the 
shop is called ‘Lochcarron Handloom Weavers.’ Miss Wilcock photographs 
a number of Kyleakin women and children in the doorway, including the 
postie Isabel Nicolson. In 1966, Charlie Cameron’s stylish granddaughter, 
Caroline, returns from her apprenticeship in Jenners, Edinburgh’s famous 
department store. At seventeen she opens the shop as ‘The Deerstalker’ 
selling tweeds and woollens. Miss Wilcock buys her Kodachrome slide 
film here. While Caroline does not remember being photographed, Miss 
Wilcock is a memorable, flamboyant figure, an English eccentric dressed in 
a tartan cape. She is jovial and friendly; her visits coincide with ‘Skye Week’ 
for many years. Miss Wilcock stays at the Heathmount Hotel, now Saucy 
Mary’s Lodge that we passed earlier. Her playful performance of the poem 
‘The Poodle and the Pug’ at the village concert is a highlight for Kyleakin 
children, more familiar with Gaelic songs:

And every Sunday afternoon after three 
A strange procession you might see
My dear Pappa, Mamma and Me
The poodle and the pug

Her comedic turns are remembered 
even now by those who saw 
her. Miss Wilcock is friendly 
with Caroline’s mother and that 
generation of Kyleakin women. She 
is invited to the Scottish Women’s 
Rural Institute afternoon tea 
garden parties. The women wear 
their tweed or tartan ‘costumes’, 
with coordinated handbags, gloves, 
and shoes: no trousers for women 
in those days. Miss Wilcock sends 
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Caroline’s family, and several other 
Kyleakin families, a Christmas card  
every year.

From the shop, turn right and head  
towards the Corran. You will notice  
that even at pre-school age, Kyleakin  
childhood is spent outdoors, with a 
network of brothers, sisters, cousins,  
second cousins and so on. Some are 
seen to grow up in Miss Wilcock’s 
pictures. The older children are not 
photographed, most likely because 
they are working or see Miss 
Wilcock coming. In the 1960s, 
Kyleakin’s young people may be 
found working in the two hotels, 
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the Marine (now a block of flats) and the Heathmount (now Saucy Mary’s) 
to accommodate the village’s burgeoning tourist trade. Both are owned by 
Ian Macrae, an entrepreneurial hotelier, remembered as always the first to 
have the latest mod cons in his hotels. Local boys are drawn to his cars. He 
is also remembered for once sending home his waitresses for skirts that 
were too short. 

Walking up through the Corran, we come to the school, schoolhouse, and the 
church. Miss Flora Reid is the headmistress with her nephews visiting her, 
at the time Miss Wilcock has her camera in hand. Another nephew of Flora 
Reid, living in Inverness, spends his school holidays with his grandparents in 
the schoolhouse. The artist Will Maclean will tell us his story later.

The Corran is an outdoor area much used by Kyleakin children and the 
school. It takes the Kyleakin eye to look beyond the football team to spot 
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the ring nets on the grass behind the boys. This is in the spring, when the 
herring aren’t ready for catching, and the fishermen have come ashore. They 
have laid out their huge ring nets round on the edge of the Corran, and sit 
on their fish boxes mending the nets. When the children are in school, and 
it is break-time, ‘you were out there among the fishermen, which were our 
own folks anyway. And they were keeping their eye on us!’

It’s time to leave the Corran for the last part of our memory walk. Let’s turn 
left at the church and head down King Street and Strath Street towards the 
Obbe. Miss Wilcock would follow this route to call on the Reid family. We, 
however, follow in the footsteps of Kyleakin’s children and, tide permitting, 
walk along the Obbe back to the South Obbe Road bridge. Herons feed and 
nest here. As we come up to the bridge, remember this is the back of the 
Marine Hotel where its staff feed the gulls and children play in and around 
the waters whatever the weather. 
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Continuing along the South Obbe Road, there are the homes of other 
Kyleakin women Miss Wilcock regularly visits. We continue our walk in 
the direction of the fishery pier and stop at the last house. 

Today it is a holiday home. For our walk, picture it as the home of the 
Macrae family. We have already heard about the fishermen, brothers in 
partnerships, and boats such as the Fortitude. On the other side of the 
Obbe, we climbed the lump for a view of the harbour looking south. 

Let’s now look north from this side. In 1966, the fishery pier is new. The 
east coast fishing boats are moored alongside the local boats. The east 
coast men have gone home by road or rail and will be back for Monday 
morning. Fishermen go out to sea every Monday, and don’t come home 
until Saturday. Saturday morning, they go to market (Mallaig, Stornoway, 
Uig or the smaller port of Kyle). Whatever fish is left on Saturday is laid on 
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Kyleakin pier where the people from the village can pick up as much fresh 
fish as they like.

There is a great affinity in the fishing community around Scotland, as they 
almost all know each other. Since the Macrae house is next to the fishery 
pier, it is a busy place and Helen (Nellie) Macrae, Margaret’s mother, is a 
busy woman: fishermen calling in to use the phone or for a cup of tea. 

Miss Wilcock is also calling in on Helen Macrae for tea. Looking at the 
portrait over fifty years later, Margaret has the feeling that her mother is 
expecting Miss Wilcock to come and take her picture, as she is smartly 
dressed. The skirt she is wearing is probably half of her costume. The picture 
is taken around 1960 at the latest, and Margaret’s first thought is that it is 
Sunday. Someone points out the washing, and there would be none out on 
a Sunday. Margaret notices that among the washing are long johns and her 

father didn’t wear these, adding, 
‘my mother was always the one in 
the family looking after my father’s 
old aunties and uncles’.

From here, you can continue on to 
Castle Moil and look at the views of 
Kyleakin, its waters and bridge in 
the distance. In the 1960s, some of 
the Kyleakin children row around 
this part of the coastline. You might  
have bought a tourist guide of the 
time from Caroline’s shop, which 
refers to the legend of how ‘a 
Norwegian princess extracted toll 
from passing ships by stretching a 
chain across the narrow Kyle’. Local 
people recall the controversial tolls 
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on the Skye Bridge from 1995-2004,  
and watching the tourist coaches 
turn away. The Kyleakin Local 
History Society tells us how the 
village has gradually recovered, 
with a different life now. 

These more recent times are long 
after Miss Wilcock’s period as a 
Skye visitor. Yet, as we come to the 
end of the memory walk, the value 
of the Joan Wilcock Collection is 
its connection to living memory. 
Travelling the Archive is a project 
where art, archive and a local history 
society come together to help tell 
the stories of Kyleakin people, past 
and present. As Ruth Macdougall 
reminds us, this is because ‘we are 
social history’.

Nicky Bird

In conversation with;
Sandi Beaston
Caroline Clouston 
Margaret Macrae
Anne MacDonald
Ruth Macdougall
Ian Montgomery
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Kyleakin to the Ruins of Pompeii: An artist’s memory

‘My parents moved from Kyleakin in 1944 when my father became the 
Harbour Master in Inverness. Fortunately, my school-free childhood was spent 
in Kyleakin with my grandparents. Often on wet summer afternoons I would 
call in at the home of Miss Rebecca Matheson, known to the Reid family as 
Aunt Becca.
 
Born in Skye in 1883 Aunt Becca was descended from the great Raasay piping 
family of John Mackay, piper to Queen Victoria. From 1912 until 1929, with 
the exception of the Great War years, as Governess to the McGowan family, she 
accompanied them on The Grand Tours to Europe and North Africa.  

Her house was a treasure trove to a child in the days before television. A visit 
would include examining her ‘cabinet of curiosities’ such as a bronze Roman 
figurine, or a look at the green Chromo–litho. photograph albums. Sometimes 
she opened a leather suitcase full of postcards and would talk of the pyramids of 
Egypt, the gardens of Tivoli, the decorated houses of Volendam and most exotic 
of all, the ruined city of Pompeii.

Many years later I realised that she gave me my first introduction to art and 
artefacts and to the history of European architecture and archaeology. In 1968 
a travel scholarship took me on a journey following in her footsteps: to the great 
museums of Germany and Italy, to Greece and the Acropolis and at last, to the 
ruined city of Pompeii.’

Will Maclean 
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Travelling the Archive
Credits

Front Cover: Travelling the Archive
2015. Composite photograph by 
Nicky Bird

All photographs of Kyleakin are 
by Nicky Bird, 2015, unless stated 
otherwise

All images from the Joan Wilcock 
Collection used courtesy of the 
Skye and Lochalsh Archive Centre:

 5 Children in front of church 
Kyleakin, June 1961
Back L–R: Finlay Finlayson,  
Ian Montgomery (Monty), 
Richard Robertson, Donald 
MacLeod (Do Do), Donald John 
Morrison (Breastie). Middle: 
Morag Branson, Barbara Macrae, 
Elizabeth Graham, Jo Finlayson. 
Front L: Charles Reid. Front 
R:John Robertson
(SL/D110/8/9)

 7 Kyleakin filling station 
Undated [196?]
L–R: Iain Graham, Angus Graham 
(brothers)
(SL/D110/5/9)

 9 Ladies taking tea on bench with 
‘Please pay here 2/-‘ sign 
Kyleakin, Undated [196?]
L–R: Agnes Soper, Bella MacColl 
and Annie MacInnes.
(SL/D110/8/34)

 12 Ferry tied up at Kyleakin another 
approaching and the Loch 
Seaforth heading up the loch. 
Two parked buses on the slipway, 
one bound for Portree 
October 1964
(SL/D110/14/19)

 14 Children in Kyleakin 
Undated [196?]
L–R: Neil MacInnes, Mairi 
MacInnes, Michael Taylor, David 
Taylor, Neil Taylor
(SL/D110/18/2)

 16 Willie MacKay and Simon 
Maclean unloading Sunday 
newspapers from rowing boat 
Kyleakin October 1964 
(SL/D110/1/20)

 18 Boys in rowing boat 
June 1961
L–R: Colin Branson, Alistair 
Maclean, Kenneth Graham
(SL/D110/15/8)
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 20 Fishing boats at Kyleakin 
Acorn, Sweet Home, Misty Isle. 
June 1961
(SL/D110/5/15)

 21 L–R: William Macrae, Charles 
Reid, Calum Macaskill, Kyleakin 
June 1961
(SL/D110/2/29) 

 23 Caroline Clouston in front of 
tweed shop with targe, a Scottish 
shield on wall 
Kyleakin. Undated [196?]
(SL/D110/14/6)

 25 Barbara Macrae
Kyleakin c.1968
(SL/D110/15/12)

 27 L–R: Christopher Macrae and 
Iain Maclean beside van
Kyleakin, October 1968
(SL/D110/13/1)

 29 The Reid brothers, nephews of 
teacher Miss Flora Reid
Kyleakin, June 1971
L–R: Mitchell Reid, Ronald Reid, 
Charles Reid and John Reid
(SL/D110/17/19)

 31  Staff of Heathmount Hotel 
Kyeakin, Early 1960s 
Back, L-R: Margaret Budge, Morag 
Robertson, unidentified woman, 
Margaret Nicolson, Mary Watson
Front, L–R: Morag Macinnes, 
unidentified woman 
(SL/D110/4/28) 

 33 Boys with football on the Corran, 
Kyleakin. Herring net behind laid 
out for mending 
1961
Back, L–R: Donald John Morrison, 
Angus Morrison, Mitchell Reid 
Front, L–R: Ian Montgomery, 
Charles Reid, Finlay Finlayson, 
Neilie MacLeod, Donnie Paterson
(SL/D110/2/5)

 34 L–R: Neil Taylor; Marie 
MacInnes; Neilie MacInnes; 
Sandra Macrae; David Taylor, 
Michael Taylor 
Kyleakin, Undated [196?]
(SL/D110/15/5)

 36 Morag Macdonald (from Harris) 
feeding sea gulls, Kyleakin. 
Employed by Ian Macrae at 
Marine Hotel 
Undated [197?]
(SL/D110/15/15)
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 40 Helen (Nellie) Macrae, standing 
outside Moyle Cottage 
Kyleakin. 1960 
(SL/D110/18/17)

 44 The Reid family working in the 
garden
Kyleakin, Undated [196?]
L–R: Flora Reid, Mabel Maclean, 
William Reid, Cathy Reid, Mitchell 
Reid (SL/D110/2/14)

 49 Three girls at door of house 
June 1966
L–R: Margaret Robertson, 
Margaret MacKay, Fiona Mackay
(SL/D110/1/15)

 51 Four children on bench 
Kyleakin, Undated [196?]
L–R: Neil Taylor, Marie MacInnes, 
Neilie MacInnes, David Taylor
(SL/D110/17/9)

Back Cover:  
Tana (Catriona) Finlayson 
holding tartan rug inside shop 
Kyleakin, October 1964 
(SL/D110/8/12)

All other images are used with 
courtesy of individuals:

2, 4, 41, 42 Joan Wilcock 
Reproduced with permission

 6 Photograph of Skye Bridge under 
construction 
1994 by John Finlayson
Courtesy of Caroline Clouston

 45 Rebecca Matheson in her garden 
at ‘Collie Bhurich’ 
Kyleakin c.1950
Courtesy of Will Maclean

 46 Chromolithograph postcard 
of Pompeii from the album of 
Rebecca Matheson 
Courtesy of Will Maclean

 48 Travelling the Archive
2015. Composite photograph by 
Nicky Bird

‘The Poodle and the Pug’ by A.P. 
Herbert c.1931

All rights reserved. Every attempt 
has been made to contact the 
people in these photographs or 
their relatives to gain permission 
to reproduce them in this booklet. 
In some cases this has not been 
possible. 
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