NUMBER EIGHT AT PORTNALONG, JULY 2018

You know you have arrived at Portnalong when you catch sight of Cnoc Heile.
INTRODUCTION
Portnalong is a special corner of the Isle of Skye. As well as being beautiful, it has an
interesting and unique history. In the 1920s the Government bought over the Talisker
Estate and carved out crofts to resettle 68 families from the overcrowded east side of
Harris and Lewis. Three new crofting townships were formed: Portnalong, Fiscavaig and
Fernilea. The people brought their looms and other equipment with them, and continued
spinning, weaving, and producing tweed as they had done in their old homes. By law
they were not allowed to call it Harris Tweed because it was not woven in the Outer
Isles, although it was made by the same people, in the same way, on the same
equipment, with the same wool! So they came up with the name Port na Skye! They sold
their tweed to mainly to “towries” coming off the steamers which called at Portnalong
pier in those days. Every year they held a Show in the school. The story is told of Kirsty
Roddy, who was not a bit put out when asked by an interested visitor: “And what do you
use to soak the tweed?” “Ammonia.” “And where do you get the ammonia?” “We use our
own!”

Original sign for Port na Skye tweed

At the exhibition
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Beart mhór in Weaver’s Cottage,
Kilbarchan. This is the same type of
loom as those used in Portnalong and
the other villages in the early days of
the settlement.
The early type of loom was a wooden handloom, the Hattersley pedal loom coming in
later. The women did most of the weaving, although men did too.
There are still descendants of the original settler families living in the district, but also
nowadays many incomers, some of whom have learned to spin and weave. They
organised the week-long Lamb to Loom … and Beyond Festival to to celebrate the
history and heritage of the area where they have chosen to make their home.

Sgioba Luaidh Inbhirchluaidh were delighted to be invited to take part in the first such
event in 2013, when we spent a day demonstrating waulking and singing our songs. But
this year (2018) we were absolutely overjoyed to have the chance to waulk a new tweed,
woven by Skye Weavers in Glendale. This would be our eighth full waulking.
The tweed was woven on a modern Griffiths double width loom, so was too wide for us to
waulk by hand. They split it down the middle to give us two pieces, each approximately
ten metres in length. The wonderful thing was that the wool came from local sheep, a
mixture of Cheviot and Hebridean.
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Griffiths loom at Skye Weavers
DAY 1
Our first day in Portnalong was spent doing demonstrations. In the morning we rolled
out our BIG tweed in preparation for the descent of 13 delightful children from Carbost
School. This was the 14 metre tweed woven for us in Harris by Donald John MacKay.
We waulked it in 2011. It’s useful when we have a large squad of children to deal with.

At the exhibition

All ready with our Big Tweed
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Innes found a kindred spirit.

Dòmhnall Angaidh belongs to one of the
first settler families from Harris.

Working with our normal demo tweed,
watched by Danny, who made the table.

Mary was persuaded to join us …

…so Dòmhnall Angy had to have a go too!

Not a bad wee lunch!

In the afternoon we had a visit from some lovely tiny Gaelic-speaking children from
Portree. We had a great session with them, finishing up with a song from seven-year-old
Peigi. A star in the making! We were told later that one of the little boys remarked:
“Bha a’ luadh fada nas fheàrr na Macintyre’s.” Macintyre’s is the toyshop, so we were
very flattered!
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THEN, we were ready to start on the real work!
The first task was to stitch the two lengths together to make one long piece, which was
just under 20 metres, and then to stitch the ends together to form a big loop. From her
magic box Innes produced the long bundle of thrums1 which she has kept carefully from
our big tweed woven by DJ MacKay. Separating a single strand, Innes and Irene did the
stitching. Using the same type of wool prevents any puckering as the tweed shrinks.

The Boss is happy!

Preparing to join the two pieces

Innes’s magic box

1

Thrums are the unwoven ends of the warp thread.
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All ready
to waulk
tomorrow.

The tweed, by Skye Weavers, is made from the undyed wool of local sheep, woven in a
nice diamond pattern. The warp is 100% Cheviot hogg; the weft is about 85% Cheviot
hogg (white) and 15% Hebridean sheep (brown).2 It was, as noted previously, just under
20 metres in length when the two pieces were joined together. It was 32 inches wide, to
be shrunk down to 28 inches, the standard single width.3
It only remained for us to enjoy the clipping demonstration, and to relax at the
barbecue, gathering our strength for the next day’s exertions.

2
3

A hogg is a young sheep before it loses its fleece for the first time.
Oddly, weavers measure the length in metres and the width in inches.

6

DAY 2: LATHA LUAIDH
Maistir, the precious mixture which
removes the excess grease from the cloth,
and helps to soften it. In former times
urine would be collected and stored up in a
shed till required.
Nowadays, with health and safety
regulations, we can’t “use our own”, so we
used a very dilute solution of household
ammonia in slightly warmed water. How
did we get it that authentic colour? We’re
not saying!

Glorious weather!

Myra was suffering in the heat.
Steall ort, a Mhairead!

Tha sin nas fheàrr!
Tha obair ri dheanamh!

7

Soaking the tweed.

Looking on admiringly

Wringing the cloth is probably the hardest
part of the whole process. We are not sure
if in the old days they wrung it out, or
brought it to the waulking board soaking
wet. But certainly wringing it out means
less mess, and today we won’t be waulking
in the weaving shed or the byre, but in
Minginish Community Hall!

Ready for soaping. Looking on is Margaret,
who was brought up in Portnalong and
remembers seeing her mother waulking
with the other women. But she has never
taken part herself. (Till now!)
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We use pure unscented household soap to
rub the tweed on both sides. This cleanses
the cloth, and helps to remove some of the
grease.

Much of the lanolin from the wool would
be removed by scouring the fleece, but oil
is added to aid the spinning process. In the
old days they sometimes used fish oil.

We were joined by Andrea from Skye
Weavers. She was delighted to have the
experience in waulking her own tweed!

Getting ready to start. Margaret gets a wee
tutorial from Myra.

And Maggie, whose husband was brought
up in Portnalong, gets a Polomint from
Innes.

First song
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Women of Portnalong

Is it ready?

10

After measuring the traditional way with
Myra’s fingers ….

… we’ll check it the modern way, with
a tape measure. 28 inches exactly!

The actual luadh took around 3 hours,
approximately 30 songs. There were ten of us
present, with visitors joining in off and on.
Some of us took time off for a cup of tea, but a
few hardy souls never left the table the whole
time. They had headaches for lack of tea, but
they didn’t want to miss a moment of the
experience!
There was still a lot of work to do. Once Innes
had unpicked the stitching and separated the
two lengths, the tweed would be taken out to
the tap once more to be rinsed several times in
clean water. In the old days the men would
have taken it down to the river.

The small piece is the original unwaulked
tweed, for comparison.

Rinsing the two pieces
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Some of the visitors gave a hand

with the wringing out.
Meantime, Frances regaled two very
charming German tourists with the
story of one of our sad songs. They
started to cry, and so did she!

Starting to roll the cloth

Hard work!
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And rolling the second piece, with a
clapping song. We roll the damp tweed
tightly round a board, and tomorrow
we’ll re-roll it in reverse, to make sure
it dries smoothly. The following day it
will be hung up to dry. Clapping the
cloth as we roll helps to smooth it out
and raise the nap.

Dòmhnall Angy filled our flask
with something better than tea!
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DAY 3
In the morning we re-rolled the tweed tightly in reverse, then after lunch we all made
our way over to Glendale, to visit Skye Weavers, and proudly hand over the tweed. It
was fascinating to see the loom and various other fearsome pieces of equipment.
Catherine had a shot at the loom, and pedalled away like a pro. Frances also had a go,
but her wee legs wouldn’t reach the pedals!

We had a look round the shop.

Frances had to take shelter from the sun.
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We spent a pleasant afternoon with Andrea, Roger, and young Alexander. We are so
grateful to them for letting us get our hands on their beautiful tweed! We were quite
nervous in case we would spoil it, but it turns out they were nervous too, in case we
thought their weaving wasn’t good enough! They plan now to make jackets out of the
material. They think there will be a good demand for hand-waulked tweed.

In the evening we still had a bit of energy left for the ceilidh.

Well done to The Ten:
Frances
Myra
Innes
Catherine
Eleanor
Christine
Irene
FRL
Rhona
Anne
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Well done to Jenny and Nick,
and all who worked so hard to
organise Lamb to Loom … and
Beyond, and a big thank you to
all who looked after us so well.

So it’s goodbye to
Portnalong …

… for now!
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