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Preface

Storm clouds regularly gather over the story of the Highland Clearances
and show no sign of dispersing. After more than a century the historical
dispute about the eviction of the Highlanders from the glens continues
unabated and unresolved.

Debating the Highland Clearances introduces the Clearances as a
classic historical problem: it focuses on the ways historians and others
have approached the question and it concentrates on the methods and
sources employed by the combatants. Half the book is devoted to a
selection of documents which represent their main types of source
material. Most of the book is about the perceptions, mentalities, politics
and interpretations that dominate the noisy and continuing public
debate about the Highland Clearances.

The great evictions were documented by eyewitnesses and were also
recalled in many reminiscences. These descriptions, and the responses
they often provoked, provide the first step in the process of historical
under standing. Just as important were the contexts in which the
Clearances were implemented. History is a perspective-seeking activity
and without context it cannot yield historical explanation. One par -
ticular Highland context is inescapable: the controversy is entangled
with political implications that influence all the issues. For more than
two centuries (and now more than ever) the central question looming
over the debate has been: who should possess and control the land in the
Highlands? 

I must thank Dr Robert Fitzsimons for every variety of assistance and
advice with the preparation of the documents; and also Dr Malcolm
Bangor-Jones for many references. I have received much help from the
National Archives of Scotland, the National Library of Scotland and
the Flinders University Library. Dr Ewen Cameron and Edinburgh
University Press provided excellent editorial advice. I am grateful also to
the Adelaide Club and the School of Scottish History at the University
of Edinburgh who gave a lively but un-stormy hearing to my prelimin -
ary thoughts on the current state of the debate about the Clearances.
The Faculty of Social Sciences at Flinders University provided a timely
research grant towards the preparation of this volume.

Eric Richards
Brighton, South Australia
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How to Use this Book

Why have there been such storms over the Highlands? We start off
with the big picture – the scope and passion of the debate about the
Clearances which has been a very long argument stretching from 1750
through to the present. Some essential definitions follow and then we
look at the most prominent contributions to the debate over its long
history. This establishes the central questions about the evidence on
which so much passion is based. At each point in the book there
are cross-references to typical evidence employed at each stage in the
debate.

Next we need a benchmark by which to evaluate what happened
in the Clearances. So we need to know about the situation before
the Clearances. What did the Highlands look like before the sheep
descended on the glens and straths? And how can we know about such
a distant time? And were the Highlands entirely different from other
parts of Scotland and the British Isles? 

Then we need to get a measure of the timing, extent and variety of
the actual Clearances – the chronology and geography of the spread of
sheep and deer and the context in which this occurred. And we have
plenty of description of the events in the texts. 

A big question in the Clearances is about how the Highlanders
reacted to this experience – whether they resisted or were compliant,
whether they fled or stayed. Here we have some good descriptions and
arguments in the sources. At the end we look at the big questions again
and about the fate of the Highlands after the Clearances – and who was
to blame? And how we might clarify the issues.

At the end we should have some idea about why there is so much heat
and how we find light. The documents are not the ultimate truth but
merely examples of a vastly larger body of evidence. Each document
needs to be examined for bias and relevance and balance. So it is useful
to move back and forth between the text and the documents, and also

xii
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refer to the key questions which are asked later on. The documents can
also be read and then placed in their wider context by returning to the
text. The important thing is to bring a sceptical attitude to all the claims
and examine critically all the evidence adduced. In the end, all his-
torical controversies are always about persuasion and the balance of
probabilities. 

Many of the people mentioned in this book, e.g. Malthus and
Cockburn, have entries in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,
which is a good starting point for further research.

How to Use this Book xiii
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CHAPTER 1

Debating the Clearances

1. Leaving the Highlands

The Highland Clearances caused the displacement and dispersion of
many thousands of common people from the glens and straths of the
Highlands and Islands in the north of Scotland. Mainly these events
took place in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and
mostly they affected small occupiers, the peasantry of the region. The
Clearances were also connected with the parallel decline of Gaelic
culture and with an enduring sense of loss, grievance and desolation.
This experience is widely regarded as great historical ‘tragedy’ and it has
generated a long debate about who or what was to be blamed. These
questions still matter greatly to Scots at home and abroad. This book is
a critical guide to the arguments that swirl and recirculate within the
debate, and it is also about the essential historical documentation upon
which it all eventually depends.

The Clearances created a permanent sense of injustice against the
Highland landlords and their managers. [73] Some of the Clearances
were executed with ruthless disregard for the people and some were
associated with injury and panic. The reputation of the lairds was
stained and has hardly yet recovered. The exact circumstances of the
Clearances continue to arouse the deepest passions in Scotland and
wherever Scots are to be found. Consequently much of the historical
literature is filled with indignation and rhetoric, plenty enough to fuel
the continuing debate.

But people have been leaving the Highlands and Islands for centuries.
Often there was some degree of expulsive pressure. A few concrete
examples will conjure up the variety of paths that led out of the glens
and islands. Thus, even as early as the 1730s, groups of Highlanders led
by their gentry were persuaded to settle in colonial Georgia to defend
the frontier against the Spanish. In 1773 a poor shopkeeper, John
Harrower, left Lerwick in the Shetland Islands for the south, desperate

3
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to support his family, but soon, ‘friendless and forsaken’, he indentured
himself to Virginia where he became a teacher on a plantation but died
suddenly before he could bring his wife and children to America. In the
same decade substantial farmers from the northern Highlands rebelled
against their landlords and emigrated, sometimes in large communal
groupings. [5] They were levered out by competition from tenants
prepared to pay higher rents, but also by the enticement of cheaper land
available across the Atlantic. Sometimes the anger of these people was
palpable, as in the case of large groups who left Glengarry between 1785
and 1802 (McLean 1991). [24]

The great set-piece Clearances – such as those in Strathnaver in 1814,
in Gruids in 1821, Skye in 1853, Knoydart and Greenyards in 1855 –
were unambiguous exercises in landlord power pitted against the wishes
of the people coercively removed. Throughout, however, there were
many other varieties of mobility that affected every stratum of the
Highlands. Substantial tacksmen (leaseholders) sold up their holdings
when times worsened and left. Thus Donald Macleod of Talisker in Skye

4 Debating the Highland Clearances

Figure 1. Thomas Faed (1826–1900), Last of the Clan. A romantic and tragic evocation
of the nineteenth-century Highlands, the influence of which remains undiminished.

The image links emigration with exile in an inescapably melancholic scene.
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took his entire family and entourage to Van Diemen’s Land in 1821 and
became a great grazier, rough in his treatment of the convict labour
force. Some lairds also got out: in 1839 the heir of Glengarry, fifty years
after his kinsfolk had left for Canada, sold the remains of his ancestral
lands and emigrated to New South Wales where land was cheap. He also
took his capital and wide family, arriving in the colony in great style.
Within five years he was a ruined man, returning home to die early in
penury and humiliation. In 1853 one-third of the population of St Kilda
snapped up the opportunity to emigrate to Port Phillip (Melbourne);
they were accompanied as far as the Broomielaw in Glasgow by their
distraught landlord who pleaded with them to stay, and wept tears on
their departure.

Even among the families of the newcomers to the Highlands
there was a high propensity to leave. The sons of factors – the cadre of
estate managers – found their own careers mainly beyond the region.
Among the sheepfarmers themselves, the men who replaced so many
of the original population, even their offspring had little future in
the Highlands. Patrick Sellar, the most notorious and successful of the
evictors, had seven sons, only one of whom followed in his footsteps,
and no Sellar dynasty survived in the Highlands. Ironically Sellar’s own
emigrant sons faced the ire of displaced Highlanders, in London, the
United States and Australia.

Despite so much leaving of the Highlands there was an abiding
paradox. Many of the displaced Highlanders resettled within the region.
Moreover, the population of the Highlands continued to rise through -
out the classic years of the Clearances until 1851 [83]. Even the few
examples already cited show the different forces at work, including the
effects of poverty, expulsion, lack of local opportunities and better
options beyond, as well as the common wanderlust of Highland youth. 

This chapter samples some of the contributions to the debate about
the Highland Clearances and traces the lineage of the central arguments
down to the present. The controversy possesses all the hallmarks of a
classic historical argument with typical problems regarding perspective,
context and the provenance and selection of documents. It is also a
perfect example of a debate driven by political and ideological questions
with implications for current issues relating to the future of the region.
In other words, the past lies heavily on the present, and equally the
present imposes itself on the past. It is an ideal subject for historians on
which to cut their teeth. 

Debating the Clearances 5
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2. Definitions

At the centre of the debate is the question about the necessity of the
evictions and the responsibility and scope of the landlords in causing
the decline and dispersion of the people of the Highlands. The debate
rings the changes in three main forms. 

The first entails direct contemporary documentation of the
Clearances and their context: for example, first-hand descriptions,
records of the events, price data, census records, accounts of conditions,
migration and resistance, all laid down at the time. Typically these are
journalists’ reports, estate records, travellers’ accounts, emigrant letters
[58, 76], the physical evidence of the landscape as well as demographic,
social and economic data collected contemporaneously. 

The second broad category consists of contemporary interpretations
of the events. These include commentaries on the events by, for
instance, parliamentary enquiries, landlords, political economists,
ministers of the church, travellers, pamphleteers and poets. Some of the
story was registered within the region, especially in the oral tradition
which derived from the communities directly affected by the events;
but there was much more opinion generated outside the region by
observers who claimed to speak on behalf of the community. 

The third category in the debate is the accumulation of retrospective
interpretation of the Highland Clearances by historians and others.
Most of this history has been written since 1880 and in sheer scale it is
probably now larger than the original documentation of the Clearances.
The historiography of the Clearances, and the way it has been
‘constructed’, has become a subject with its own fascination, notably
for historians of ‘the public memory’ with a post-modernist bent
(see below, Section 5).

Definitions are part of the controversy. In essence, the Highland
Clearances entailed the radical transformation of the economic and
social foundations of the region during which a large proportion of the
population was displaced, usually to make way for very large sheep
farms in which they had no function or place. Eventually the total
population of the Highlands began to fall and large tracts became
deserted. The old Highland society – a distinctive and, to foreign eyes, a
rather exotic and remarkable culture – went into decline, some of it into
exile. The entire experience seems dismal and tragic, and a gloomy
melancholy seemed to settle over the region. All this happened at a
time when the rest of mainland Britain exulted in the most dynamic
expansion ever seen in world economic history. The fate of the

6 Debating the Highland Clearances
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Highlands was profoundly perplexing and disturbing in every sense.
The word ‘clearance’ was a latecomer to the story and was not much

used until the mid-nineteenth century. It had greater emotional force
than its earlier synonym, ‘eviction’, and a stronger connotation than
the landlords’ word, ‘removal’, which was the standard usage in the
Highlands until the 1840s (British Parliamentary Papers 1826–7: 316).
By 1840, the word ‘clearance’ had emerged as the general and derogatory
term to denote the methods of Highland (and, equally, the Irish) land -
lords (Miller 1843; The Times 1845). Nowadays it often connotes the
ejection of entire communities of large numbers of people at one fell
swoop; but it has become an omnibus term to include any kind of
displacement of occupiers (even of sheep) by Highland landlords: it
does not discriminate between small and large evictions, voluntary
and forced removals, or between outright expulsion of tenants and
resettlement plans. [20]

The debate about the Clearances, over time, has extended far beyond
the simple impact of sheep farming on the Highland economy. The
‘Clearances’ became a proxy for a much wider question about the fate
of the Highlands in general, of the entire Gaelic culture and language
which seemed to go into steep decline at the time of the evictions.
[16] The debate indeed became focused on the clash of cultures, even
civilisations in the Highland context. This sometimes entails the
confrontation of ‘traditional’ with ‘modern’ society; or between the
values of ‘Celtic civilisation’ and the Anglo-Saxon ‘race’ of the south;
or between Highland and Lowland; or between the forces of the
‘Enlightenment’ and those of a pre-industrial community; or most
broadly between the power of ‘capitalism’ and the resistance of a
romanticised agrarian oral culture on the fringes of an industrialising
world. The Clearances stand for much more than a sheep invasion: they
become emblematic of landlords versus the people, of aristocratic
power versus the rights of the community and, in extreme versions, of
one civilisation against another. On the outer limits there is a suggestion
of genocide and ethnic cleansing, the elimination of a ‘race’ at the hands
of a ruthless enemy. This is, of course, a long way from the steady march
of the Cheviot sheep.

3. The Original Controversy

The debate began before the sheep Clearances. The demand to change
the Highlands was invested with immense urgency at the time of
Culloden in 1746: the Jacobite Revolt not only symbolised the

Debating the Clearances 7
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unassimilated condition of the Highlands, but also the actual danger
that it posed to the peace of the entire Hanoverian British realm. In
1750 the Highlands was regarded as the outer edge of civilisation –
remote, uncouth and dangerously anarchic. Consequently the govern -
ment ordered the transformation and assimilation of the region to drag
the Highlands into line with the more ‘civilised’ south. It entailed the
comprehensive pacification of the Highlands: and brutal means were
employed to achieve this purpose. They were, however, also associated
with positive schemes to develop the resources of the region. [1]

Most of the public debate in the period 1750 to 1800 related to the
diagnosis of Highland poverty and the appropriate prescriptions for the
future. On one side, even by the 1770s, there was considerable disquiet
at the accelerated pace of change and the consequences for the people
and the character of the Highlands. It was expressed most starkly in the
inflation of land rents, in common with the rest of the country. On the
other side, there was a rising tide of gratuitous advice (mostly from
outsiders) to force further change upon the region. Already some
observers were declaring their progress was too slow, that too many
landlords were indolent and selfish. They were urged to eliminate
the intermediary class of tacksmen and make all tenants directly
responsible to the landlord [7, 17, 41]; they were urged also to introduce
new methods and shift the people out of their old habitations; they were
urged to introduce new crops and livestock. [14] It all seemed designed
to overturn the old system and bring capitalistic values (and new
industries) to the Highlands. Critics of these changes were quick to
decry the apparent overthrow of clan sentiment and loyalties in the
pursuit of profit. In the background there was an irresistible pressure
of competition for the land, sustained for fifty years after 1760. The
increase of rents clearly caused some of the tacksman class to throw in
the towel and depart, some of them in large groups to North America.
The contemporary debate comprised a polarisation between the
improvers’ mentality and the chorus of protest against the pain and
rigour of the changes imposed on the Highlands. This remained the
essential tension throughout the story, and was greatly sharpened with
the onset of the sheep Clearances, which were mainly contained in the
period 1780–1855 and caused much more dislocation than ever before. 

The Commissioners of the Forfeited Estates were required to
supervise eleven estates in thirty parishes over different parts of the
Highlands until the 1780s. It was a careful and sustained experiment in
planning. The Commissioners introduced new tenants in some parts,
built schools, promoted the English language, imposed new rotations

8 Debating the Highland Clearances

01 pages 001-104 part 1:01 pages 001-090 part 1  20/6/07  14:47  Page 8



and rearranged lands, developed the herring fisheries and improved
roads and communications (Richards 1982a: 126–7). [3] It was a con -
certed effort to introduce new ways to the Highlands, especially the idea
of ‘villages’ designed as nodes of improvement. The results were very
patchy and symbolised the problems facing innovators ever thereafter.

Soon after Culloden the Highlands also attracted the attention of the
curious and the political scientists of the day as well as entrepreneurs,
who began to identify new commercial opportunities. In the following
half century an unending succession of military and government
apparatchiks, agriculturists and improvers, ‘missionaries’, adminis -
trators, ‘improvers’ and southern travellers, processions of tourists,
geologists, economists and sportsmen toured the Highlands. [5, 12, 39,
40] Each had preconceptions and biases, and reading them requires an
appreciation of their standpoints. Much of the reportage was wide-eyed
and exaggerated. As Sir Walter Scott later recollected, the rest of Britain
was astonished to discover that they lived next door to people who had
more in common with Afghan tribes than the people of the plains of
England (Richards 1982a: 74). 

The most illustrious of the travellers were Johnson and Boswell
in 1773. [11] Their brilliant accounts celebrated the exoticism of the
Highlands, their ‘otherness’, their mystery. For the subsequent debates
they were wonderfully insightful, but also decidedly ambivalent in
their efforts to appraise the great changes already in train before the
Clearances. The reorganisation of estates was already creating turmoil
in the lives of the common people. Johnson described a society in a state
of degeneration and demoralisation, ‘crushed by the heavy hand of a
vindictive conqueror’ after Culloden. He stated that ‘there was perhaps
never any change of national manners so quick, so great and so general,
as that which operated in the Highlands, by the last conquest, and the
subsequent laws’. Johnson concluded, in a passage which recurs through
many later accounts, that ‘of what they [the Highlanders] had before
the late conquest of their country, there remain only their language
and their poverty’ – and now even their language itself was under
attack from the State. He believed, though not without some doubt,
that poverty had worsened (Richards 1985: 8–14).

Johnson established that, even before the new sheep breeds had
crossed the Highland line, the lairds had changed their stripes – many
had become entirely commercial. Rents were rising rapidly and the
landlords had become unpaternal and mercenary towards their
dependent people. He delivered sober judgements on the erosion of
Highland culture, the disloyalty of landlords and tacksmen, and the

Debating the Clearances 9
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mania for emigration (Richards 1985: 10). But his account was full of
contradiction and paradox. Thus, in the same breath he denounced
slovenly landlords and welcomed the signs of improvement he wit -
nessed in several parts. He condemned the change yet welcomed the
signs of improvement. Moreover, Johnson had no appreciation of the
emerging population trends of the time – indeed his greatest warning
was the fear of depopulation of the regions at a time when the popu -
lation was actually growing faster than ever known. In this Johnson was
no different from all his pre-census contemporaries. 

Johnson’s jaunt through the Highlands coincided with the first flush
of ‘Improvement’ in the region. Adam Smith had little direct knowledge
of the Highlands yet exerted a profound influence on thinking which
penetrated into the furthest reaches of the region. [13] For Smith the
Highlands was a perfect example of the poverty of nations tied by
antiquated restrictions and organisation. It was a victim of the poor
division of labour, a backwater of feudalism that had been deprived of
the benefits of trade too long. It was, he said, best compared with other
backward and hermetic societies seen among, for instance, the Arabs
and the Tahitians (Richards 1985: 15). The laborious production of the
people was consumed absurdly ‘in rustic hospitality at home’ and in the
corruption of their leaders – instead of being traded for the benefits
of the division of labour. The Highlands epitomised all the poverty,
corruption and misery of a society dominated by parasitic groups. It
was a society requiring liberation in order to enjoy the benefits of a
proper division of labour – which, in real terms, meant ‘Improvement’,
for which Smith provided the inspiration and the intellectual rationale.

The ‘Improvers’ included some native landowners, some new men
with capital from industry and empire, and a cadre of advisers and
ideologues imbued with ideas to galvanise the region with new methods
and tenurial arrangements. They possessed astonishing optimism. In
the 1780s, for example, George Dempster believed that much higher
yields and rents could be reaped, and that Caithness could be ‘Kentified’
and eastern Sutherland converted into an industrial centre on a par
with Lancashire and Lanarkshire (Richards 1985: 19–25). Such High -
land enthusiasts were riding the wave of high prices for Highland
commodities after 1770 (including cattle, kelp, fish, meat and wool).
These propagandists encouraged the extraordinary injection of capital
which the region reported in these years by men such as Knox and
Anderson, Sir John Sinclair, James Watt and many of the landlords
themselves. [5] In this time of swelling confidence, based on inflating
rents and commodity prices, capital flowed into the region, some by
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landlords who had made money in the Empire, for example Captain
Lockhart Ross of Balnagowan. Some of the investment went into capital
works (such as fishing villages, harbours and roads) and some into
ostentatious consumption and extravagant house-building.

A new psychology was at work, colonising in its character: the
improvers believed that radical change would be beneficial to the entire
society. It was a direct attack on ‘feudalism’ and an attempt to replace
one system by another (Richards 1982a: 129). None of the early debate
assumed that the people would be required to leave the region.
Improvement was designed to retain the entire population and render
them more productive and self-sufficient.

4. Contemporary Reactions

Many, but not all, Highland estates had instituted reorganisation and
extracted rent increases before sheep farming was introduced after
about 1780. Dislocation and apprehension were mounting in intensity
by 1800. Opinion in the Highlands, even among the educated ranks,
remained divided between the traditionalists and the improvers. Amid
the discord came attempts to enquire into the state of the Highlands
on a systematic, even scientific, basis – which Enlightenment thinking
itself promoted. Travellers toured the north of Scotland, and reported
conditions to the nation at large. Much more ambitious were the grand
efforts orchestrated by Sir John Sinclair, the eccentric but extra -
ordinarily energetic Caithness landowner. He sponsored and organised
his first great investigation at the turn of the nineteenth century – The
Statistical Account of Scotland (Old Statistical Account) – which mobil -
ised the efforts of church ministers in all parishes across the country
and was published in twenty-one volumes in the years 1791–9. [18]

The OSA was a sort of Domesday Book undertaken conveniently at
the moment just ahead of the onset of major clearances in most of the
Highlands and Islands, and this makes it an especially valuable bench -
mark of local conditions. Parish ministers registered the initial spread
of sheep farming and improvement. But they also recorded the anxieties
and turbulence set off in many Highland parishes while also providing
schematic descriptions of living standards, poverty, education, un -
employment and, especially, the incidence of famine conditions in
many parts. The ministers were often surprisingly candid and critical of
landlords and the large farmers, despite the fact that the landlords
possessed the power to remove them from their parishes. [20]

Sinclair became better informed than anyone about the agricultural
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conditions in the Highlands in these crucial decades. He was himself a
full-blooded improver, the arch enemy of the old ways and dedicated to
that eradication of feudalism which he believed was the true source
of poverty and squalor in the north. His favourite toast was ‘May a
common become an uncommon spectacle in Caithness’ – an example
of his plodding humour (Richards 1985: 26). Yet even Sinclair acknowl -
edged the inescapable problem of reconciling the imperatives of
economic transformation with the severe dislocation that inevitably
accompanied such changes. A recurring theme among the improvers of
all sorts was their contention (self-serving though it often was) that they
could cushion the impact of change that, soon, would redound to the
benefit of all ranks in the Highlands. The assumption, at least of the
optimistic years before about 1815, was that sheep and people could
coexist. Sinclair said that sheep farming could be introduced (in his own
county) and would at least double the rental value of properties and,
emphatically, ‘without diminishing the number of the people’ (Richards
1985: 27). 

But there were other voices in the Highlands. Another influential
landlord figure, from the south of Scotland, was the earl of Selkirk
(1771–1820) who advocated and organised large-scale emigration from
the Highlands to Prince Edward Island and also to the Red River Valley
in the Canadas. [26] Selkirk was an Improvement figure on both sides
of the Atlantic; but he brought a severely negative approach to the
diagnosis of the Highland situation. Though he was unquestionably
sympathetic towards the Highlanders, he asserted that their traditional
way of life was doomed: the Highlands simply could not cope with the
impact of ‘Improvement’ or population increase. He dismissed as
optimistic nonsense the idea that the Highlanders could be retained in
the region by the creation of new employment in, for example, fishing,
kelp manufacture or public works. [27] His bleak realism asserted that
the modernisation of the economy required the ejection of the people:
‘Retaining population in the Highlands would reduce a noble and
ancient people to patriotic servitude’. Selkirk argued that emigration
was the obvious solution – the Highlander could be successfully trans -
planted to British North America (this would also counteract the
influence of the United States and keep Canada British) (Murdoch
2003: 86). He was a practical ‘emigrationist’ and his opinions were
attacked from all sides, including fellow landowners who would
concede no need to lose their people by emigration.

Arguments between landlords were less vociferous than the rising
chorus of condemnation from other quarters in the north (and
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increasingly in the south). Thus, for instance, David Lawrie had already
condemned in 1808 the sheep system as a crime against Highland
society, which had spread across ten counties (Richards 1985: 34). Much
of the condemnation was a generalised protest at the inflation of rents
(common across the British Isles) which was inevitably pushing out the
least competitive elements in parts of the Highlands. [6, 10. 20] Rack-
renting was simply one dimension of sheep farming. Dr Johnson had
already registered this broad sense of discord. The generalised dis -
satisfaction became much more focused when the sheep system was
associated with sudden large-scale evictions. From 1790 onwards news -
papers as varied as the Bee and the Scotsman were reporting sporadic
explosive incidents in the Highlands. Between 1814 and 1820 a London-
based newspaper the Military Register (directed at men who had served
in the regiments) mounted a concerted campaign against the landlord
class in the Highlands, alleging atrocities that effectively incited public
opinion and drew attention to the region. Landlords feared that the
press might ferment popular resistance and also attract parliamentary
scrutiny and, worst of all, intervention in their affairs.

Wartime conditions (1793–1815) and the continuing opposition to
emigration had already caused important political reactions. The great
engineer, Thomas Telford, was called upon to survey the coasts of the
Highlands and his Report in 1802 roundly blamed the landowners
for the ‘Evil of emigration’. This was important external opinion in the
debate: such views did nothing to impede the landowners but they
paved the way for legislative intervention to deter emigration and, also,
for the construction of the great Caledonian Canal. [25, 27]

The landlords organised their own apologias and also sent petitions
to government pleading for assistance to relieve the growing poverty
among their estate populations. [37] Recurring famine conditions and
falling prices (after 1813) created a new sense of crisis in the Highlands.
On the great Sutherland estates the management contended that not
only did they possess the capital but also the solutions to the problem of
Highland poverty and backwardness – their Commissioner, James Loch
(an Edinburgh-trained intellectual), published an elaborate manifesto
of the improvement system (in 1816 and 1820). He argued that the
Sutherland policies catered for all aspects of the problems associated
with the changes, including the resettlement of all the people removed
for the needs of sheep farming from the interior to the coasts. Ironically
this defence of the Clearances eventually provided further fuel to the
critics who insisted that the entire system was flawed, impractical and
immoral. [41]
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Through the subsequent decades of the Clearances (1815–55) much
of the debate was confined to intellectuals, with very little published
contribution from communities within the Highlands. Political
economists and political commentators were, however, vocal though
their knowledge was almost entirely theoretical. These armchair experts
included men such as Horner, Southey and McCulloch. [40] Looming
in the background, however, was one theorist whose influence was
profound, even though he said virtually nothing directly about the
Highlands. Robert Malthus was more interested in Ireland, and in
the general relationship between poverty and reproduction. But his
diagnosis of the emerging question of overpopulation was fully
absorbed in the Highlands. Malthus argued that poverty was primarily
the consequence of unrestrained reproduction; emigration had no
benefit if the vacuum it created was immediately refilled. When it came
to the removal of allegedly redundant populations from rural districts,
Malthus believed that such evictions could only be effective if the
houses of the departing were literally demolished, otherwise they would
simply be reoccupied by newly reproducing paupers. The people should
be cleared; their houses should be destroyed.

Foreign observers provided an important strand in the continuing
debate on the Clearances. [16, 72] Simonde de Sismondi was an émigré
Swiss-French political economist whose visits to Britain left him aghast
at the social consequences of industrialisation which he witnessed at
first hand in the depressed post-Napoleonic War period. Sismondi
(though a Smithian at heart) was arguably the first serious critic of
industrialisation and of the negative consequences of unfettered laissez-
faire. He was also genuinely perplexed by the complexities and apparent
contradictions of this new industrial world. His critique, however,
extended to the rural context and he was much activated by the
Sutherland case. He produced a sustained disquisition on the Highlands
in which he condemned the landlords for their appropriation of
traditional lands from the peasantry which thereby reduced them to
penury and degradation. [46]

Sismondi had direct influence on two other crucial contributors
to the evolving paper chase regarding the Clearances. One was the
fascinating figure of Hugh Miller, the self-educated stonemason from
the lowland fringe of the Highlands who became the most important
voice to speak on behalf of the people of the Clearances. [71] Miller
eventually emerged as a fiery Disruptionist and a leading Presbyterian
journalist (editor of The Witness), which gave him the perfect platform
from which to berate the landlords in general, and the countess and
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dukes of Sutherland in particular. He regarded the Clearances as a
dreadful experiment conducted on the innocent peasantry of the
Highlands. He saw the growing transformation of the region as a clash
of civilisations with a racial element causing the destruction of the Celts
by southerners. His was a stinging attack, full of rhetoric and metaphor
and rarely matched in the subsequent debate. 

Karl Marx, also influenced by Sismondi, made the Clearances the
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Figure 2. Elizabeth, duchess-countess of Sutherland (1765–1839), the driving force
behind the great Sutherland clearances.
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centrepiece in his account of the ways in which capitalist agriculture
recklessly displaced feudalism in the inexorable march of history. [59]
Marx regarded the old system in the Highlands as an anachronistic
survival from the feudal world. In the nineteenth century the shift from
feudalism to the capitalist mode of production was attended with the
usurpation of ancient communal property rights, the embezzlement of
land and the cruel eviction of the people from their houses. It was
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Figure 3. Hugh Miller (1802–56), the stonemason, geologist, evangelical journalist
and writer who fulminated against the clearing landlords.
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agrarian capitalism, red in tooth and claw: ‘a mass of free proletarians
was hurled on the labour market by the breaking up of the bonds of
feudal retainers’ and was associated with ‘thefts, outrages and popular
misery … [when it] accompanied the forcible expropriation of the
people’. Marx had never set foot in the Highlands and wrote mainly
from a numbered seat in the British Museum. Indeed he himself was
digesting the journalism of Robert Somers and especially Sismondi, his
reliance upon whom was close to plagiarism.

More immediate than the ruminations of the distant theorists were
the reports of journalists. William Cobbett was an outsider who made a
brief excursion to southern Scotland in 1830 and brought the Highland
situation to a wider audience, particularly asking about the radical
potential of anti-landlord feeling in the north. Newspapers within
Scotland carried sporadic reports on Clearances, often without much
comment – the Inverness Courier was one, and the Scotsman also
occasionally carried alarming reports from the north. Less well-known
journals were much more critical, though usually unable to sustain
their radical denunciation. Thus in 1841–2 the Edinburgh Weekly
Chronicle printed an extraordinary series of vituperative letters from
Sutherland under the name of Donald Macleod (remarkably, another
stonemason), which claimed to be direct testimony by an alleged
victim of vicious episodes in Sutherland over the previous thirty
years (McGowan 2001). [73] His testimony entered the relatively small
corpus of eyewitness reports which continues to be drawn upon down
to the present day. By the 1840s the newspapers had become aware of
the newsworthy potential of the Highland evictions and began to send
their own reporters to the north. The Scotsman and The Times thus
gathered first-hand reports of some of the later Clearances, creating
acute embarrassment to some of the less insensitive of the clearing
landlords. Donald Ross was the best-known journalist/recorder who
wrote inflammatory accounts of evictions in Ross-shire in the 1850s.
[70]

Newspaper exposures were not effective enough to cause govern -
mental intervention in the ongoing evictions. Nevertheless Parliament
instituted several vital enquiries into conditions in the Highlands. In
1825/26 a Select Committee investigated the possibility of emigration as
a solution to social problems across the country; it interviewed various
landowners and their representatives from the Highlands who now
generally advocated emigration as the only feasible solution for rising
overpopulation and poverty in the north. These accounts highlighted
the benevolence of some landlords and the sheer pressure of circum -

Debating the Clearances 17

01 pages 001-104 part 1:01 pages 001-090 part 1  20/6/07  14:47  Page 17



stances of food shortages and penury. Sixteen years later there was
much greater urgency and indeed desperation. This was manifest
in another Inquiry, in 1841, devoted specifically to the Highlands,
emphasising the danger of poverty and famine in the region. But still
the government washed its hands of the problem, refusing even to assist
emigration. [45, 48, 52]

The third Parliamentary Inquiry, under the presidency of Lord
Napier, was a true milestone in Highland history: the Crofter
Commission Report of 1883–4 was a vast compendium of opinion and
data about the Highlands in the post-Clearance period. [78, 81] The
Commission traversed the Highlands and Islands and tapped all levels
of society, and was most notable for its access to the public’s memories
of the Clearances, many of which were marked by bitterness and anger.
The Commission gave an unprecedented opportunity to ordinary
people to speak into the record – in part making up for their alleged
silence during the decades of the Clearances. [74] Much of it was a
matter of settling local scores and reopening old sores, and much of it
was profoundly prejudicial. But it produced a grand melange of opinion
and facts at a time of heightened political awareness. The Commission
was crucial historiographically because it gave considered credence to
the popular side of the debate regarding the inhumanity of the evictions
and the severity of the social consequences. No other part of rural
Britain was given such an opportunity to comment uninhibitedly on its
recent history. 

This Royal Commission concluded sceptically about much of the oral
evidence it had so carefully accumulated in its perambulations through
the Highlands and Islands, referring to the illiteracy of many of the
informants, and their reliance on early memory, hearsay or popular
tradition – often ‘fleeting and fallacious sources’ coloured by nostalgia,
resentment and ill will. Yet the Commission judged that, despite such
‘loose and legendary tales’, the greater account could indeed be regarded
as conclusive and was confirmed by the ‘solid basis of contemporary
records’ as well as in the ‘indelible character in the surface of the soil’
(Richards 1985: 86–7). The Crofter Commission was a perfect example
of how the historical record was employed politically to influence
governmental policy – successfully in the event (the findings of the
Commission eventually inaugurated radical changes in land tenure in
the region).

A paper war in the Highlands had broken out in the 1870s before
the Napier Commission began its deliberations, partly through the
efforts of perhaps the most effective journalist of the era, Alexander
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Mackenzie, the editor of the Celtic Magazine. His achievement was to
collect together a broad range of reports of the Clearances into a single
fat volume, The History of the Highland Clearances. This became the
most consulted and reprinted handbook of the evictions, gathering
together the critics of the landlords who reinforced each other to
produce a comprehensive condemnation of the entire landlord order.

In the 1880s, the tide flowed strongly against the landlords, helped
along by quasi-academic authority from John Stuart Blackie, Professor
of Greek at Edinburgh, who became a champion of Highland causes
and excoriated the landlords while romanticising the Highland
tradition. The antiquarian scholar and Highland MP, Fraser
Mackintosh, added his voice and provided some selective documentary
evidence from several estates. He was one of the first to delve into the
documentary records of the Highland estates, but was reluctant to
accept that many of the evicting lairds were Highlanders (Macdonald
1996: 10). On the landlord side, the eighth duke of Argyll made a
powerful counterblast, pouring scorn on the landlord’s critics for their
failure to understand the simple realities of the Highland situation.
He fulminated that Highland lairds had been defamed and totally
misrepresented, and that their critics simply had no idea about the
imperatives of Highland estate management (Richards 1985: 90–1). 

5. The Modern Debate

The question of the Highland Clearances has always been entangled
with Scottish politics, the future of the region and, most of all, with the
actual possession of the land itself. [24] It is therefore a livelier debate
than most in Scottish history. Its temperature has continued to rise long
after the passing of anyone who had any direct experience of the events.
A notable political intervention in the early twentieth century came
from the Scottish socialist Tom Johnston who condemned the lairds
‘who have grown rich by laying their hands upon property that
belonged to other people and who have increased their estates by a
ruthless exploitation of smallholders and peasant owners’. His class
analysis led to a demand for the restitution of the land to the people:
‘We are on the offensive, taking back from men who stole … the wealth
that originally belonged to the community.’ Johnston indeed chronicled
the Clearances as part of the reclamation of Scottish history by the
people (Johnston 1920, 1909). 

The debate intensified in the early 1960s, when John Prebble
produced a series of highly accessible accounts of Highland history,
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including a passionate denunciation of the clearing landlords. Prebble
became the most widely read of all accounts though he mainly recycled
earlier reports (Prebble 1963). At that time also, Ian Grimble,
employing folkloric sources beyond the reach of most historians,
focused attention on the character of the old society and its Gaelic
traditions. His contribution to the Clearances debate included the
revival of the case against Patrick Sellar, largely drawing on Alexander
Mackenzie’s anthology of 1883 (Grimble 1962, 1979). 

The debate on the Clearances was also coloured by richly fictionalised
accounts that were designed to arouse indignation. There has been a
ceaseless procession of novels (most famously those of Neil Gunn),
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Figure 4. John Prebble (1915–2001), writer of a series of books on Scottish History,
including The Highland Clearances (1963), the perennial best-seller in the field.
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