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LIFE ON ST. KILDA, PAST AND PRESENT 

BY 

Captain D. G. BODDlNGTON, M.B. 

Royal Army Medical Corps 

A HUNDRED and ten miles west of Scotland, and forty-five miles west of the 
nearest land in the Outer Hebrides, stands the foreboding island of St. Kilda. 
Foreboding and possibly even cruel when approached over the seas, but losing 
much of its severity once viewed from firm ground without the swell of the 
Atlantic underfoot, its overawing grandeur and isolation provided ready material 
for Victorian romance, but finally overpowered the inhabitants, causing their 
evacuation in 1930. 

For more than twenty years the Village Street with its single row of houses 
persisted in memory of a once thriving population, with only birds, sheep, mice 
and infrequent summer visitors who succeeded in crossing from the Hebrides 
disturbing the solitude. 

Unlike several other islands around Scotland, however, human activities 
were soon again to be seen, for in 1957 the R.A.F. landed to prepare the island 
as an observation post for the guided weapon range on South Dist, and during 
that year and the first half of 1958 men with machines did what no previous 
inhabitant had even conceived. 

In August 1958 the Army took over the responsibility of the Range, and so 
it was that the Village Bay on Hirta, the main island of the group of four, once 
again had a small group of habitations on its shore; but houses with a difference, 
for whereas light and heat were previously provided by burning the oil of 
fulmar petrels, now generators supply a continuous current of electricity. 

For hundreds of years the natives relied almost entirely on the birds that 
spent the summer on the cliffs for food and fuel, and used the feathers to pay 
the Factor as rent or barter for goods otherwise unobtainable on the two occasions 
in the year that he came. The main island of Hirta alone, though only two and 
three-quarter miles long, held twenty thousand pairs of fulmars, and a further 
ten thousand inhabited the other islands. Puffins and gannets were also in
cluded in the diet, but the fulmar was by far the most important, and even the 
hours spent during the winter months of 1958-9 carrying food from the R.A.S.C. 
boat, the Mull, our monthly supply vessel, to the pier and unloading it under 
conditions involving a high skill in maritime gymnastics, could not better the 
agility and strength displayed by these islanders in their descents down cliffs, 
in places over a quarter of a mile high, to procure eggs and birds to ensure their 
survival. 

Cliffs and birds are still here to admire, if only from the top, and there is 
some comfort in knowing that tonight's supper has just been transferred from a 
tin to the cooking pot, and does not need fetching from a cliff ledge nine hundred 
feet below. However much our dependence on birds has declined, our reliance 
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40 Life on St. Kilda, Part and Present 

on the sea still exists, perhaps even more, for food, equipment and relief person
nel all arrive by the Mull in winter and landing-craft in summer, and the sailings 
of these vessels and their landing on arrival are all at the mercy of the storms 
that sweep the island during the year, at times during their most tempestuous 
moments flinging spindrift in great clouds across the island so that nowhere is 
immune from salt spray. 

During the winter the arrival of the mail is most looked forward to, for 
about every ten days a passing Fleetwood trawler anchors in the bay to await 
the small boat launched by willing hands, more often than not leaving many 
wet people when the boat has finally been dragged up the rocks and slipway 
with its pr!!cious load. Electricians, cooks, radar mechanics, nursing orderlies, 
and all ranks participate in an operation which brings letters, newspapers and 
films and, as often these efforts are in wind, rain, and heavy seas, an issue of 
rum also. 

Even the mail service is an improvement on the old method, for apart from 
tourist ships and the biannual visit of the Factor, the only method of sending 
letters was by raft, a method which, relying on the Gulf Stream that gives the 
island such a mild winter climate, had fair success in reaching some part of 
Scotland. 

"What do you do there all the time?" This is the question put to many 
people when returning to civilisation after a spell on the island. Most people 
find something with which to occupy their non-working hours, whether it be 
fishing from the pier or one of the unit boats, woodwork, photography or bird
watching, and most people admit reading many more books than was their 
previous custom. Three times a week film shows are held, and on most nights· 
the canteen-cum-bar, the "Puffinn," is busy. Half the work on the island is 
concerned with self-survival and the remainder directly concerned with the use 
of St. Kilda as an observation post. 

How do the R.A.M.C. occupy themselves? 
The Medical Centre is lavishly equipped as is fitting with the long periods of 

isolation likely to be encountered and lack of medical aid further to what we 
can ourselves provide. The small garrison hardly provides enough medical 
work, especially as colds and influenza, so often common on a winter. sick 
parade at a mainland unit, are rare; but injuries from rock clearing, gales and 
vehicles form a large proportion of those who report sick. So it is that the 
medical staff of two, a sergeant and nursing orderly, besides the medical officer 
have taken over several decidedly non-medical jobs since arriving in the autumn, 
mainly running the canteen, issuing the rations and supervising the messing, 
making daily weather records and sending three-hourly reports during the day 
by wireless to the nearest airport'in the Hebrides, organising the postal service, 
and have even for a time put their hands to haircutting. With the conjunction of 
the Nature Conservancy a good laboratory has been set up, and many investi
gations, which would otherwise have been done in hospital, have been carried 
out here. With those that cannot, the specimens are sent on their two-week 
journey by trawler, being lowered into the hold containing the fish and ice in a 
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D. G. Boddington 41 

polythene bag. The ever-present chance of carrying out a major operation, 
perhaps after a cliff accident, means that all the staff are familiar with the use of 
Mountain Rescue equipment and anresthetic apparatus, and many hours were 
spent during the autumn of 1958 filling teeth which might have given greater 
trouble during winter months. 

Gone are the days when, as was the custom here, all illnesses were treated 
by forcible feeding with whisky and milk .. 

Sick parades are not confined to those on the island only, for trawlers bring 
in sick and injured men, and on at least one occasion the sergeant came across 
gross language difficulties when a Spaniard reported sick. A patient who showed 
little respect for any of the staff was a young gannet, a bird with a wing span of 
five feet and a bill both powerful and sharp, both of which he used to our dis
advantage. Found on the rocks and recently having left the colony of twenty 
thousand pairs of birds on Boreray, one of the islands in the group where a 
fifth of the world popUlation breeds, his saviours decided a PULHEEMS 
imperative before his release. 

Besides the gannets and fulmars there are probably just under two million 
pairs of puffins on the group of islands, a bird whose quaintness and fearlessness 
brings reward to any hours spent watching on the long grassy slopes during 
summer evenings; evenings which only half-heartedly become night, allowing 
only a brief time for the shearwaters and petrels, those birds of the night whose 
weird calls on the boulder slopes often cause even the most stout-hearted to 
wish. for company other than the swishing and crowing birds in the air around 
him. 

St. Kilda is renowned as the biggest seabird nesting colony in the British 
Isles or even the North Atlantic, but it is as a station for observing birds migrating 
to and from Greenland and Iceland that it has lately become important. Birds 
are caught in nets and numbered rings put on their legs so that recognition is 
possible at other migration stations or in their breeding grounds across the seas, 
and when an avalanche of birds occurs the medical officer is kept constantly 
supplied with birds as they are released from the nets behind the Medical 
Centre. Two or three of those here during the winter have shown great interest 
in the rich animal life present on the island, and canteen conversations often 
revolve round aspects of past life on the island, odd birds seen during the day, 
and photographs taken on the island and developed in the dark room. 

Such is life on St. Kilda among a small group of men in a small corner of 
the village bay surrounded by high hills-a group of men who, unlike the 
previous inhabitants of the now skeleton houses along the turf-covered street, 
know a life of bright lights, but are still able to enjoy a quieter yet rougher one 
on this storm-tossed island. This is no place for a soldier who is not prepared to 
lay his hand to any job, at any time of the day or night, who thrives on daily 
letters, or who is ·not prepared for a little submarine immersion when landing a 
boat. For someone who is, and one who would like to develop interests in 
photography or natural history, time spent on St. Kilda would prove time 
profitably spent. 

guest. P
rotected by copyright.

 on M
ay 22, 2023 by

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-106-01-07 on 1 January 1960. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/

