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INTRODUCTION

The St. Kilda group of islands lies some 50 miles
to the west of the Isle of Harris, Outer Hebrides.
There are four islands in the group together with
a number of stacs and rocks. The main island is
Hirta, extending to 1,575 acres. Soay, of 244 acres.
lies a quarter of a mile off the north-west promon-
tory of Hirta and Boreray, of 190 acres, four miles
to the east, while the village bay of Hirta is guarded
to the south by the narrow island of Dun, of 79
acres. The geologist Cockburn concluded (1935)
that these islands were the eroded fragments of a
volcano similar in age and structure to those from
which the Cuillins of Skye and the Isle of Rhum
have been derived. The rock of the eastern third
of Hirta is granite while in the remainder of that
island and all the other islands the rock is the dark
coloured but less acid gabbro. Hirta, Soay, and
Boreray all possess cliffs over 1,000 feet high, the
highest being Conachair, on the northern wall of
Hirta, rising 1,300 feet from the sea.

With the evacuation of the St. Kildans in 1930
there came to an end several hundred years of
continuous occupation by man. The community
lived on Hirta in a village close to the only favour-
able landing place, and sheltered on all sides
except the south-east by high hills. None of the
other islands were permanently occupied, at least
in historical times, though the natives made regu-
lar visits to all the islands to catch sea fowl and to
attend to the sheep living on them. The cultivated
ground was restricted to the immediate precincts
of the village and to certain walled enclosures
which were also used from time tp time for pen-
ning Blackface sheep.

THE SHEEP OF THE ST. KILDA ISLES

There are two breeds of sheep present on these
islands. On Soay is found the primitive Soay breed
thought by Elwes (1912) to be related to the ancient

Moufflon breed. These sheep were restricted dur-
ing the time of human occupation to the island of
Soay, the grazing of which was not tenanted by the
St. Kildans. The Soay flock was. and still is, the
property of the laird, The St. Kildans tenanted the
whole of Hirta, Boreray, and Dun, and at one time
the islands supported about 1,300 Blackface sheep.
By the time of the evacuation the island of Dun
was not used for grazing, but flocks were still main-
tained on Hirta and Boreray. The whole of the
Hirta flock, between 500 and 600 Blackface, was
evacuated with the community. though some eye-
witnesses of the evacuation express the view that a
few stragglers remained. The Blackface sheep on
Boreray, however, were not taken off, due no doubt
to the great difficulty of lowering the animals one
by one down the cliffs. and of obtaining the neces-
sary spell of calm weather to approach Boreray at
the appointed date of departure.

The only recorded movement of sheep on St.
Kilda since the time of the evacuation was the
transfer of 107 Soays (20 tups. 44 ewes and 43
lambs) from the island of Soay to Hirta by the
proprietor in 1932. There is no record of the Bore-
ray Blackface flock ever having been interfered




with by man in the past 26 years, although a party
from Harris did go ashore there in 1951 with the
purpose of catching some of these sheep. By all
accounts the party narrowly escaped disaster and
the men were thankful to get back to their boat
without accident. While ashore, however, they did
manage to round up the flock and count 340 head,
most of them in good condition.

The principal aim of the Glasgow University
expedition which visited these islands in June, 1956,
was to make a survey of the numbers and condi-
tion of the sheep on Hirta and Boreray. Soay was
included in the original programme but access was
impossible due to adverse weather conditions.

THE SOAY SHEEP ON HIRTA

The Soay flock on Hirta now numbers about 775
head, of which 600 are ewes, 100 tups and 75 lambs.
Almost all had cast their fleece by mid-June. All
showed the primitive breed characteristics but some
showed indications of having had Blackface ances-
tors. In passing it should be noted that no four-
horned sheep were seen.

THE BLACKFACE SHEEP ON BORERAY

The expedition was equipped with a small boat
and outboard motors, by which the crossing to
Boreray was made. The first landing was made on
the 23rd of June, but low cloud made observations
impossible. An abortive attempt was made on the
94th of June, but on the 27th a party was ashore
for over two hours. during which time the sheep
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were gathered and estimates of number and con-
dition made by D. G. Cochrane. At the same time
inaccessible cliff terraces were surveyed from the
sea by A. Fraser.

The main grazing area on Boreray is an in-
clined plateau which together with the steep slope
called Sunadal is about 100 acres in extent, plus
steep, grassy terraces covered with seabird nests.
The plateau lies between the 400 and the 1,000 feet
contours and is directly exposed to the south-west.
In the complete absence of trees, walls or buildings
there is no shelter of any kind other than that pro-
vided by the terraces on the cliffs. On superficial
examination the sward was seen to be composed
mainly of fescues and bents (Festuca-Agrostis)
intermixed with plantain (Plantage) on the lower
slopes. The grass mantle was dense and seemed
positively undergrazed at that time of year. Obvi-
ously, the continuous rain of guano from vast
colonies of puffins., gannets and fulmars which
breed on the island is responsible for the state of
the pasture in summer. There is no heather or
draw-moss.

The sheep of Boreray are of the Lewis breed of
Scotch Blackface. If there were any of the Soay
breed in their ancestry it was not apparent. The
count showed that there was an estimated total of
365 beasts. this total being made up of 300 ewes,
25 tups, and 40 lambs. The majority of the adults
had cast their fleeces by mid-June yet appeared to
be in good condition. A number of the sheep were
scouring severely. No sheep blowflies (Lucilia spp.)







