
Wasbister School 
Hot chocolate  
   I got two teachers at different times during my years at 
Wester school – Miss Matheson and Miss Sutherland – as 
well as a third, who taught us when one of the main 

teachers was off.   
  Pupils would walk to school from 
their various Wester homes in all 
weathers. During the winter months 
we would relish the privilege of 
warming ourselves by the old black 
stove before lessons began. During 
these months also, most bairns 
brought tubs of cocoa to school, 
along with a supply of sugar and 

milk. At lunchtime, the teacher would boil the kettle on the 
stove, then fill our mugs with hot water to make a 
delicious mug of cocoa. Boy did I enjoy that hot drink, 
especially on cold wintry days!  

 
School Lunch 
   Come the summertime, my friends and I would sit 
outside at lunchtime, under the school dyke, eating our 
‘pieces’, which often included a pancake and butter, or 
bread and jam. Everything tasted good when you were 
young and hungry! The food 
would be washed down with milk 
from a small bottle, also taken 
from home each day. Bairns who 
lived near the school usually went 
home for lunch. Along with one or 



two others, I often accompanied Renie to her home at 
nearby Maybank during lunch-hour. Renie’s parents, Eleen 
and Mackie, would be sitting eating dinner at the table by 
the open fire. I could never understand how they put up 
with a band of chattering, giggling girls storming into their 
home each lunchtime, but they did! 

 
Pin-Prick 
   During winter-time, 
my class used to sit in a 
semi-circle round the 
big school stove for 
lessons. One day at 
dinner-time, when the 
teacher was through in 
the adjoining school-
house, we bairns sat 

sipping our cocoa and eating our ‘pieces’ around the fire. 
All at once, and for no particular reason, I jumped from my 
seat and went over to Elsbeth, several years older than 
myself, and stuck a pin into her backside. Before I had a 
chance to pull it out again, Elsbeth jumped up in pain and 
darted off across the room, the pin still securely attached to 
her derriere! I can’t recall if I ever apologised for my 
unwitting action (I think not!), but thankfully it proved to 
have no long-term adverse effect on my friendship with 
Elsbeth.  

 
Clean Slate 
   Wester bairns didn’t have jotters in those days, though 
we did use paper copy-books to learn to write. For 
everything else we used slate-pencils and slate-boards set 



in a wooden frame (only the teacher used chalk for her 
blackboard). The slate-stick screeched horribly every time 
you wrote with it.  
   Arithmetic, or sums as it was then called, I sometimes 
found particularly difficult. One day when engaged in this 
exercise, I turned round in my seat and noticed that the 
boy sitting behind me, George 
o’Sketquoy, a couple of years 
younger than myself, had 
completed all the sums the 
class was given to do. His slate 
was full, while mine was bare – 
I simply didn't know the 
answers. In a fit of 
spontaneous jealousy, I 
grabbed the bottle of water on 
George's desk - provided for 
each pupil along with a cloth so they could wipe their slate 
clean after each use - and poured it over George’s slate, 
instantly wiping the answers off his board. 
   George was horrified, as was the teacher, who I always 
felt didn't really like me anyway (she had her favourites). 
By way of punishment, she gave me nine pages of 
geography from the school-book to learn before the 
following morning. This was an awful lot for a young girl 
to memorise, and I knew I wouldn't be able to. Sure 
enough, next morning I was unable to answer the teacher's 
questions. For this failure, I was given the belt, the only 
time I was ever meted this form of punishment during all 
my years at school. 
   I ever after felt that the teacher got it wrong. Yes, I 
deserved the belt, but not for being unable to memorise 
nine pages of geography, which was a bit much for any 



seven-year-old. What I should have been punished for, I 
felt, was my initial crime – pouring water over smart-alec 
George's slate. In truth I liked George, and we never fell 
out over the incident.  

 
Memorising the Bible 
   Even as a young boy, my brother, Donald, worked hard 
at Innister – for example he regularly fed the kye before 
setting off for school each morning. He was regarded as a 

bright pupil – in particular 
he had a great memory. 
The bairns got a Bible 
story at school every day. 
As Jean, Donald and I 
walked to school each 
morning (in the summer 
months Donald walked 
barefoot), my brother 

would remind me of the previous day's Bible story, in case 
I got asked a question on it. Donald was so good to me, 
and I was so thankful for my brother’s retentive memory! I 
rarely remembered the Bible story – but then I was 
younger than Donald. I always felt I had a memory like a 
sieve – both as a youngster and in later life (even though I 
can mind childhood stories like these as weel as can be). 

 

 

 

 



 
Sunday School 
  There was no church in Wester at the time, but a Sunday 
School was held every Sabbath in the school. My mother 
encouraged as many of her 
offspring to attend as 
possible. I was one who 
went. The service was taken 
by Jeemy Low, a really fine, 
pious man, well-advanced 
in years, and bent forward 
with a bad back, the effects 
of rheumatism after years of hard toiling in the massive 
garden at Westness House on the island’s Westside, where 
he served as gardener. But he was nevertheless so 
committed to teaching Bible truths that he walked all the 
way from his Westness home to lead the meetings in 
Wester every Sunday. Afterwards, of course, he would 
have to trek all the way home, often in the dark.  
   Jeemy used to organise a Sunday School picnic at Westness 
House, Wester pupils being transported there on the back of 
a cart – a great novelty in itself. The picnics were well-
attended, not least because monetary prizes awarded for 
the races were greater than the prizes given for the local 
school picnic! Following the races and games, tea and 
goodies were served. After this, Jeemy would give his 
pupils a tour of Westness House gardens. This was sheer 
delight to all the bairns, for the gardens were enormous 
and beautifully maintained. The main attraction, however, 
was the innumerable trees that towered above pupils on 
every side. Rousay, like much of Orkney, was largely 
treeless, and so most bairns had never seen a real tree 
before, let alone what seemed like a near-forest! To top it 



all, this dream garden was even home to a large peacock, 
which proudly spread its multi-coloured wings for all the 
ecstatic bairns to gaze at in wonder.  

 
Four Dolls 
  One of my school teachers had younger 
twin sisters. These siblings owned lots of 
celluloid dolls – an early form of plastic. 
I remember her bringing four dolls to 
school for the bairns to play with (the 
twins were grown up by this time), 
along with whole boxes of dolls’ clothes.  

How my friends and I enjoyed dressing these dolls – all the 
more so because we didn't have anything of the kind at 
home. I always thought it was so good of the teacher to 
donate them to the school for our pleasure.  

 
‘S’t’chr’! 
   One of my teachers had a habit of 
nipping in to the school-house, 
where she lived, during class-time. 
Naturally, we bairns would get up 
to all sorts of mischief while she was 
away. Invariably, someone would 
cry out, 'Here's teacher!' - usually in 
shortened form, ‘S’t’chr!’ – even 
when, half the time, this wasn’t the case. It wasn't in fact 
difficult to know when the teacher really was on her way 
back to the classroom – for she had to pass several 
windows in order to do so. Everyone saw her coming, and 
we made sure we were seated nicely at our desks with our 
heads down when she came in. 



Knitting 
   I did knitting at school and excelled at 
this activity. Once, when my regular 
knitting was finished (I was always the 
first to do so), the teacher asked me to 
knit a pair of booties for her recently-
born nephew, Edgar. I was only five or 
six years old at the time, but I agreed to 
knit the booties (I had little choice!). I 
was given the wool at school on the 

Friday and began knitting them that same evening. My 
mother helped with knitting the heels. I beavered away, 
and remarkably, had the socks finished by Monday 
morning. I remember the teacher looking the socks over 
and complimenting me on my achievement, saying ‘Isn’t 
she just fifty’ (meaning, isn’t she really clever – a phrase I 
never heard again in my life). The socks were duly 
forwarded to Edgar’s parents, who particularly 
appreciated the surprise gift from a schoolgirl so tender in 
years. 

 
Pass the Baby!    
   Edgar’s parents in fact 
received the booties that same 
Monday, as they happened to 
be staying on holiday with the 
teacher in the school-house. It 
was decided to give the kids a 
treat by allowing us to see the 
wee baby. So his mother 
passed him in to the teacher 
through the class-room 



window, to save her from walking right round the school 
building to the main entrance. The window was held open 
by a large chalk-board duster, acting as a makeshift 
window-jam. I couldn’t help thinking what a disaster it 
might be if the duster got knocked out of place while the 
baby was being passed in or out of the room! Thankfully, 
that outcome never occurred, and we were charmed by the 
cuteness of baby Edgar as he sat proudly on teacher’s knee 
for adoring pupils to view.1 

 
School Walks 
   I recall at least twice going on a school walk from Wester 
school. We didn't go too far – just down to Saviskaill beach. 
Here we would have a picnic – paid for, most generously, 
out of the teacher’s own pocket, for there were no school 
funds to provide for such activities. A woman who lived in 
the vicinity used to meet the school party at the shore, and 
spend time with them, mainly for the purpose of having a 
good blether with the teacher. She would sit down on a 
rock by the shore as she chatted, and I mind some of the 
boys having a good giggle on discovering that, with her 
legs spread apart, they could easily see her pink bloomers! 

                                                            
1 Edgar (Gary) Gibson went on to be Head teacher of Art at Kirkwall 
Grammar School, also becoming well-known as a prominent local 
artist.  



   My brother, Robert recalled one school walk to the beach, 
where the teacher used to select large round stones and 
make the pupils carry one each all the way back to the 
school-house. This was to decorate the teacher’s garden! I 
never had to do this, but clearly remember my class having 
to weed the teacher's garden during school hours on a 
Friday afternoon. For this service, however, we were 
awarded a square of chocolate and a ha’penny each, a most 
generous payment - if only we owned just one other 
ha’penny to rub against it!  
   Our teacher was good to us in other ways too. Still a 
single woman, she sometimes held social gatherings in the 
school-house on a Saturday night. Once there was some 
trifle left over, so she gave each of us some on a saucer on 
the Monday. Any distraction from lessons was welcome, 
but getting trifle at school we likened to manna from 
heaven! 

 
Tasty Snack 
   As we wended our way home from school, my friend 
Evelyn (later my sister-in-law, for she married my brother, 



Roderick) and myself often used to pinch a neep from 
Innister's field. We hadn’t eaten since lunchtime, so would 
now be quite peckish. We weren’t stupid, and chose a spot 
near the bottom of Innister’s road, just where there’s a dip 
in the field. In this way we knew that Innister’s folk 
couldn’t see us. We would pull the neep from the ground, 
then break off 
the root using a 
sharp stone on 
the dyke by the 
roadside. Then 
we would sit 
under the dyke 
and peel the 
swede with our 
teeth and eat the flesh inside, scraping it out. We would 
choose a small neep, so that we could eat it all, and so not 
waste it. It was surprisingly juicy and tasty, and we found 
it an irresistible treat - a snack we could eat between meals 
without ruining our appetite!  
    I even remember the course of conversation between 
Evelyn and I on one such occasion while snacking in the 
neep-field. Trying to act grown-up, one of us would say, 
‘Damn it, I don’t swear!’ The other would reply likewise, 
‘Damn it, I don’t swear ‘ither!’ What fun we enjoyed together 
– little kids, acting big.   

 
Prize Giving  
   I was only very rarely absent from school during my 
childhood, so when the minister came to award prizes on 
Prize Giving Day each November, I was one of those 
commended for good attendance. The Rev. Davidson 



would give a presentation first – one year he brought along 
a collection of exotic items from Africa’s Gold Coast - 
photographs, native hand-carved wooden stools & combs, 
woven blankets or cloaks and a huge snakeskin. How he 
got hold of them all I have no idea, but we were fascinated 
by these rare exhibits from half a world away. The minister 
told us of the vegetation, and the insect and animal life in 
that distant land. He spoke of the work done by the 
missionaries, both educational and religious, and pointed 
out the advantages that we children in Rousay possessed 
compared with those in more primitive nations.  
  It was also during the winter of each year that the 
minister made a point of visiting all the homes in Wester – 
dropping in for an evening to each home. Families were 
given advance notice - for this was one of the most 
significant visits of the year, and everyone wanted to 
ensure their house was well cleaned and dusted before the 
minister’s arrival. At Innister, the Reverend was ushered 
into the sitting room at the ben-end and offered freshly 
brewed tea poured into my mother’s finest china tea-set. 
The Marwicks all liked the man, and didn’t at all mind 
sitting round the peat-fire yarning away with him in polite 
conversation.  

      
Further Education 
   Towards the close of their various times at Wester school, 
the teacher encouraged my mother to send one or two of 
her more studious children for several years’ further study 
at Kirkwall Grammar School. This was a major decision for 
my mother to make because the commitment in each case 
would be for three or four years’ duration, the tuition fees 
were high and she could ill afford it. It was said that at the 



very most only every second or third child could go, for 
the other siblings had to stay home and work to pay for 
him or her to be there. Indeed, only a very small 
percentage of children from the isles went to Kirkwall 
Grammar School in those days. But my mother wanted the 
very best for her bairns, and if they were capable of 
furthering their education with the view to obtaining 
better careers, then she intended to do everything in her 
power to make it happen.  
   So over the course of many years, my three brothers, 
Sydney, David and Robert (and much later, my sister, 
Nettie) were each sent to study in Kirkwall.2 There was no 
school hostel in Kirkwall in those early years, so my 
mother found private accommodation for her boys with a 
Mainland family in Victoria Street. Sydney and David’s 
secondary schooling overlapped to a degree, so they 
stayed together in the same digs for a year or two.  
   I mind my mother having to rise as early as 3 o’clock 
every Monday morning, and doing a huge baking – 
enough to last whatever son was in Kirkwall at that time 
for the entire week. For she knew her sons had big 
appetites! The food would be packed neatly into boxes, 
which one of my other brothers would take by horse-and-
cart to the Rousay pier, in time for the six o’clock sailing. 
Arriving on the mainland, the food-boxes would then get 
transported to Kirkwall, where the recipient Marwick 
scholar would gratefully collect them and take them back 
to his digs.  

                                                            
2 It was intended that Anna go on to the Grammar School too, but my 
mother took ill with heart problems while Anna was staying at 
Swartifield, and she was called back to help at home. 



   Soon after Nettie moved to the Grammar school at the 
age of fourteen, she was one of thirty-six girls granted the 
privilege of staying in the newly-opened schoolgirls’ hostel 
on Old Scapa Road. For some time, facilities were very 
basic, with meals being meagre in quantity and often 
unappetizing. Matters weren’t helped by the austere 
regulations under which the hostel was managed. There 
were rules for everything, and they were strictly enforced. 
Each pupil was also given a long list of clothes and other 
items they were required to obtain before moving to the 
hostel. In all, my mother spent an additional £15 on clothes 
for her daughter (extra to all she had already provided for 
her, and which she had considered more than adequate).3  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
3  See also ‘Regulations Must be Observed!: Life in a 1950s School 
Hostel’, by Berth M. Fiddler, Kirkwall 2013.  



 

 

 

Up in the Peat-Hill 
Hard Day’s Work 
   Almost every home on Rousay used peats as a source of 
home-fuel – it was, after all free energy. But it was only 
free in one sense. The amount of work involved was 
colossal. This included at varying stages, ‘flaying’ the banks 
(cutting off the heathery turf); digging the peats with a 
‘tusker’ (a long wooden-handled tool with a sharp angled 
blade); spreading them flat on the ground to dry and 
stiffen; setting them upright in threes or fours to dry fully 
(for up to several weeks); grouping them in larger ‘roos’ at 
the edge of the bank for uplifting; stacking them onto a 
cart, carting them home, and building them carefully into a 
peat-stack. From start to finish the whole process could last 
several months.  

       



    The Marwicks cut their peats high up in the Wester hills, 
on the western slopes of Keirfea, well beyond White 
Meadows. You got there by turning right at Langskaill, and 
following a long, narrow dirt track along the face of the 
hillside. I used to regularly walk the long distance from 
Innister up to the peat hill, sometimes with one of my 
sisters but often on my own, and do a good day’s labour, 
before trudging all the way back home again to prepare 
dinner for the family (I often made soup, followed by salt 
herring, chicken or stew). After clearing the dishes, I 
would then have to go out and milk the kye and perform 
other farm duties. It made for a long, hard day’s work.  
   All the men from the various farmsteads would come 
together to help with each family's peats. Langskaill, 
Sketquoy, and many other farmsteads cut their peats in the 
same hill, though some had their peat-banks nearer to 
home, eg in the peaty area above Everybist. As we passed 
by White Meadows on the way to the peatbanks, Lizzie 
would always be out to greet us. Living so far removed 
from any other Rousay dwelling, she had fewer 
opportunities of socialising with other Wester folk. So on 
the rare occasion of someone passing their house, she was 
keen to come out for a blether.  

 
Pear Juice 
   Some days, when Innister's men were at work in the 
peats, Anna would drive the farm’s horse-and-cart up to 
the banks, laden with dinner for all the men. This included 
soup, a meat course and a pudding! My mother believed 
her boys deserved hearty nourishment when they were 
working so hard. The cooked dinners were carefully 



packed with a thick cushion of hay from the haystack to 

keep them warm.  
   On one occasion when I accompanied Anna to the hill, 
desert consisted of custard, served with pears from a large 
tin bought from the grocer-van. This was a rare treat in 
Rousay in those days. Jim was in charge of dishing out the 
dinner to each worker. After the first two courses had been 
consumed, I handed Jim the huge tin of pears. He opened 
it, and served out helpings of fruit and custard to all the 
men present. But, lovingly, he kept back some juice in the 
tin, which he handed back to me, for my own 
consumption. I had never tasted pear juice before, and boy 
did I enjoy that delicious drink, especially on that warm 
summer's day. What a treat! Jim was so good to me. 

 
Brewing Ale 
   But it wasn’t only food that 
my mother provided for her 
peat-cutting family. A great 
many homes in Rousay 
brewed in those days. Though 



not a drinker herself, my mother brewed once a year – 
always at the time of the annual peat-cutting season. A 
good dozen or more bottles of ale would be packed in 
straw and taken up to the peat-hill for the men. A much 
anticipated reward for the genuinely hard work they put 
into the peat-cutting process.  
   Yet, much as the Marwicks loved their hard-earned ale, I 
virtually never mind any of my brothers drinking at home. 
Alcohol was only consumed on significant social 
occasions; for example at a wedding, or a dance in Sourin 
hall (for which event a half-bottle of whisky might even 
occasionally be purchased). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

The War 
   I was twelve when the Second World War broke out. The 
conflict seemed to go on forever, continuing through most 
of my teenage years. Because farming was regarded as an 
essential service, most young men engaged in that 
occupation - at least on larger farms – were exempt from 
National Service. Thus, most of my brothers, who worked 
either at Innister or on other farms, were not called into the 
Forces.  There were three exceptions in the Marwick 
household - Sydney, David and Robert. None of these 
were engaged in reserved occupations when the war broke 
out, and so all three were conscripted into service.  
   David was called into the Royal Air Force, where he 
served as an instructor of bomber wireless operators based 
in Dreghorn Barracks, Edinburgh.4 Sydney served in the 
Royal Artillery as a sergeant instructor for most of the war, 
also on mainland Scotland. Meanwhile, Robert was the 
youngest Marwick son to be called into the Forces, joining 
the army at the age of eighteen and spending most of the 
war years half a world away. Accorded the impersonal 

                                                            
4 My first cousins, Hugh & John Yorston (sons of my aunt Bella) both 
also served in the Royal Air Force, as pilots. Hugh’s achievement 
during the war period was remarkable – totalling a noteworthy 400 
flying hours in Tiger-Moths, Harvards, Hurricanes and, his favourite, 
Spitfires (in sorties variably performed in South Africa, India and 
Burma). Johnnie served as a rear gunner in both Lancasters and 
Wellingtons and was later awarded the Africa Star and Clasp. (See 
also ‘Hugh Yorston: Diaries of a Fighter Pilot’, edited by Brian Halcro & 
privately distributed).  



‘name’ 2389442, or 442 for short, he served as a radio-
engineer in the Royal Corps of Signals for four-and-a-half 
years, three of which were spent in India. 

 
Rationing 
   The war years were 
extremely difficult times in 
many ways, but the 
hardships we faced in 
Rousay were infinitesimal 
compared to what so many 
folk suffered elsewhere. 
Everyone was affected 
during these years by strict 
rationing of food and other 
household items. The amount of sugar we could buy was 
restricted to 8oz per adult per week (for all purposes). As a 
conscientious young girl living at Swartifield at the time, I 
felt guilty about taking sugar in my tea. So I decided one 
day I should do without it, and I’ve never taken any sugar 
in my tea since that day. Flour was also rationed, and for 
most of the war years we never saw white flour. Instead 
we were offered flour of a lower quality, grey-brown in 

colour. Sweets were also rationed, 
though my mother always ensured 
that Nettie got her meagre weekly 
portion, bless her.  
   Everyone received a clothes-ration 
book, containing 24 coupons, which 
was to last for at least six or seven 
months. An overcoat used up around 

18 coupons, a jacket 13, a nightie 6, a petticoat 3, stockings 



3 and a pair of pants 3. It was the same for civilian women 
everywhere in the country. I kept hold of my clothes-ration 
book as a memento for many a day after the war finally 
ended.     

 
Mock Raid 
   My mother felt an especial attachment to the war effort 
owing to the fact that three of her sons served in the Forces 
during World War II. So concerned was my mother in 
regards to her sons’ welfare and to the war effort in 
general that she would sit by the radio every evening at six 
and listen intently to the latest war news as it was 
broadcast across the airwaves. 
   Then one day my mother’s connection with the war was 
brought much nearer to home. The British Army decided 
to engage in a mock raid on Rousay. A unit of twenty-one 
soldiers was posted on the island. As part of their mission 
they came over to Wasbister, and the men trooped up 
Innister's road, quite a sight to behold on the hinder-side of 
a quiet Orkney island. The soldiers stopped on the green in 
front of the auld farm house, and my mother went out to 
speak with them.  



   With three sons serving in the war, 5 so proud was she of 
the Forces that despite being slightly overwhelmed at the 
thought of feeding so many men, she was quick to offer 
them refreshments. They eagerly accepted her offer. 
Oatcakes, pancakes, scones, bere-bannocks (a delightful 
novelty to them) – all home-baked of course - were all 
offered to the squad of hungry soldiers. And boy were 
they hungry. They scoffed everything, clearing my mother 
of every item of baking in the house. But she didn't grudge 
it for a moment – being keen to help out in any way she 
could. 

 
Rousay Casualties 
  All homes had to buy special 
black-out curtains, to stop houses 
being spotted by enemy aircraft. My 
mother was very particular about 
ensuring that no lamp was lit unless 
we were sure the windows were 
thoroughly covered, and that no 
light could escape.  
   I remember the distinctive drone 
of German airplanes flying over 
Rousay at night-time during the war – a sound I never 

                                                            
5 There was very nearly a fourth Marwick recruit to the war effort. Born 
in 1924, Donald was only 15 when the war broke out. Working as a 
farm servant in South Ronaldsay at the time, he nobly decided he 
wanted to join the Forces, just as three of his older brothers had done. 
He even crossed over to Caithness in an attempt to sign up. Marching 
orders came, however, not from an army officer on mainland Scotland, 
but from his own mother back home! Hearing of his laudable 
intentions, but knowing he was too young to sign up, she ordered him 
back home with immediate effect! 



forgot. They would wake me up when I was in bed at 
night, and I was scared to go back to sleep. My friend, 
Evelyn remembered seeing them high in the sky even 
during daytime at school – usually three at a time; their 
engines making a pronounced thud that was easily 
recognisable, and quite scary.  
   The dangers of war were particularly brought home to 
Wester school bairns when the first bombing raid took 
place over Orkney, which led to the first civilian casualty 
of the war on British soil. This victim turned out to be our 
teacher’s brother in law, and the tragedy made Rousay 
pupils very aware of the sober realities of combat.  

 
Plane Crash 
   One Sunday morning during the war a British plane with 
two men on board was flying south over the north isles 
when it ran into difficulty. Approaching the north coast of 
Rousay, the pilot was forced to attempt a crash landing. He 
thought he wasn’t going to reach dry ground before his 
aircraft failed completely. Remarkably, he had as little as 
six foot to spare when the wheels of his plane touched the 
ground by the cliffs at the back of Sketquoy in Wester. 
Although the ground was extremely uneven, the pilot 
somehow managed to bring the plane to a stop without 
serious injury to either men.  
   The crash-landing created a most unearthly sound, 



however, which resonated for a good distance around. I 
mind it as weel as can be. Roderick and Jim immediately 
stopped their work and ran across the Brings towards the 
plane. As they approached they saw the pilot and co-pilot 
standing on top of the dyke and shouting, ‘We're alright! 
We're alright!' Although no one was hurt, the incident 
created a great stir in the Wester community for quite a 
while.  
   Being wartime, fuel was being strictly rationed. This was 
unwelcome restriction for the increasing number of young 
motor-bike owners on the island, who were unable to 
obtain petrol for their bikes. It wasn’t long before word got 
round that someone had made their way to the scene of 
the impromptu landing in the night-time and syphoned off 
the remaining fuel from the plane for their own use. Such 
illegal action immediately prompted the authorities to post 
an armed guard to the scene to hinder further interference 
until such time as the plane could be removed.  
  On another war-time occasion a Hurricane airplane ran 
into difficulties while flying northwards over Sourin. It 
crashed into the hillside near Blossan, whereupon the 
engine broke off and tumbled menacingly headlong down 
the braes, finally stopping on level ground by Swartifield. 
My aunt Jessie got an awful fright, poor dear. Locals 
rushed to the scene of the crash, and finding the pilot 
unconscious, carried him to Digro on a makeshift stretcher 
- an old wooden door.  He was kept under medical 
assistance at Digro for three weeks, before being 
transferred to Kirkwall Balfour Hospital. Here he made a 
good recovery other than suffering from marked memory 
loss. 
   They say accidents occur in threes. Remarkably for such 
a small island, yet another significant accident involving a 



Royal Air Force plane in Rousay occurred towards the end 
of the war, again in Sourin. Tragically, this one had more 
serious consequences, killing both men on board.6  

 
War Hut 
   I weel mind several Wester men being employed during 
the war to keep watch over the Bay o’Saviskaill, an easy 
entry point onto the island for anyone with ill intent and a 
boat.7 A small wooden hut 
(around twelve foot 
square) was specially 
erected at the top of the 
cliffs at the Head 
o’Saviskaill, and local men 
like Sandy Donaldson 
o’Vacquoy, his next-door-neighbour, Sandy Pearson, and 
Peemo Feolquoy used to take turns, on a rota basis, at 
keeping watch from this lonely location. I used to see 
Sandy Donaldson making his way to the observation post 
around six o’clock each evening (he cycled part-way, then 
had to walk the rest). After a long shift, someone else 
would take over. The hut soon became a gathering point 
for the men-folk of the parish. I mind my brother, Jim, 
along with Freddie o’Quoyostray and others, congregating 
there, and whiling away the long dark nights with a 
blether and a laugh - and a cup of tea to wash it all down.  

 

                                                            
6 See www.rousayremembered/sourin-part-3 for more details.  
7 A similar hut was positioned at the Head o’Farraclett. After the war it 
was relocated to the farm of Bigland, where it usefully served as a 
large garden shed right up to the 1980s.  



Serving in France 
   Families of those serving in 
the war always looked 
forward to receiving letters 
from their loved ones on 
active duty in various parts of 
the world. Jock Gibson from 
Hullion was one who had 
been called into the army. 
After a long stint in Africa, he 

was now serving in northern France. Whenever a letter 
from him arrived on Rousay, word spread quickly, for 
everyone was keen to hear news of his well-being. In one 
letter Jock wrote of his delight at bumping into Roy 
Russell, another Rousay lad serving in France. It was a 
great comfort to both to meet up, given that both were 
naturally feeling rather homesick so far away from 
Orkney. Jock wrote of how he and Roy managed to obtain 
flour one day, and their decision to attempt to bake 
pancakes in the army field kitchen, just as they had seen 
their mothers do in Rousay when they were bairns. They 
did their best with the ingredients available, but the 
shortage of sugar meant they had to bake without this 
essential ingredient. ‘Sugar or no sugar’, Jock wrote in his 
letter back home, ‘believe you me, those pancakes were right 
damn good!’  
   They were the last pancakes Jock was ever to eat, let 
alone bake. I’ll never forget the day towards the end of the 
war when Roderick came into Innister with the news that 
Jock o’Hullion had been killed in action in Le Havre. He 
was just twenty-five. It was a terribly sad day for Rousay, 
and although I didn’t know Jock, I knew his family, and 
the incident etched deeply in my youthful mind.  



 
Welcome Home Dinner 
   Thankfully, all but two of the twenty or so Rousay men 
and women (for there were one or two females, too) who 
served in the Forces did come back home after their years 
of service, able now to make a welcome return to civilian 
life. Rousay was proud of its wartime heroes, and to show 
its gratitude, a reception was given for them in the Sourin 
hall. Robert, freshly home from his three years’ stint in 
India, was still a single man, and he chose me as his 
partner. It was a grand affair – a full sit-down meal for 
service-men and their partners; some speeches, and then a 
dance, which was open to all on the island. And a great 
many came – indeed it proved to be one of the biggest do’s 
in Rousay in many years.  
   This showed the community’s gratitude to the significant 
contribution made by service personnel from just one 
small island to a war that broke out so far away from its 
own quiet shores. The only taint to the evening’s 
merriment was the absence of men like Jock Gibson and 
Tommy Walls8 – young men who had bravely given their 
lives that the rest of us might enjoy peace and freedom. We 
dutifully honoured them by observing a minute’s silence 
and offering a prayer.  

 

                                                            
8 Tommy was a son of the former Rousay Co-op manager. He was 
taken prisoner at the fall of Singapore in February 1942, and under 
Japanese rule was forced to work on the Burma-Siam railway under 
conditions of sheer slavery. He died just a month before Japan’s 
surrender.   

 



Peedie Black Things 
   On a much lighter note, I well recall an occasion towards 
the end of the war, when a neighbour, Agnes, was visiting 
my mother at Innister. While many food products during 
the war years had only been available in strictly rationed 
amounts, many others hadn’t been available at all. Now 
some of these food items were on offer again. It was a 
Tuesday and the grocer-van had just been around the 
houses of Wester. My mother commented that she had 
bought some currants from the van, which hadn’t been 
available for some time. She asked Agnes if she, too, had 
bought some. ‘Currants?’ asked Agnes, innocently. ‘My 
gosh, was that them peedie black things?” Because of the 
rationing, she had apparently forgotten what currants 
were. Many’s the time while doing a baking in later years, 
I would refer to currants as ‘them peedie black things’.  

 

 
 


