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In Search of Ireland … in the Hebrides: I Crossed the Minch
I am very sorry that I know no Gaelic.  Before visiting the Hebrides I did not realize that nearly all the islanders speak Gaelic and that their language is integral to their life.  Owing to my ignorance of their language I was unable to become intimate with the lives of the people.  This book consequently is a tripper’s book written by someone who was disappointed and tantalised by the islands and seduced by them only to be reminded that on that soil he will always be an outsider.  I doubt if I shall visit the Western Islands again.

So begins Louis MacNeice’s account of the two journeys he made, in the spring and summer of 1937, through the Western Islands of Scotland.  MacNeice was, by his own admission, spectactularly ill-suited for such an assignment but, needing the money and flattered ‘that publishers should ask me to do something unsuitable’, he took the train from London to the North West of Scotland, crossed the strait of water separating the mainland from the Hebrides, and proceeded to travel by bus, car, plane, boat, and on foot through the archipelago of islands. Following loosely the footsteps of Johnson and Boswell, MacNeice describes with his distinctive candour the people, customs, and landscapes of the Hebrides.  

My paper has two aims.  The first: to set I Crossed the Minch in a specific tradition of travel writing on the Scottish Highlands and Islands.  This is a tradition that is part of a broader European movement of romantic celticism in which the places and inhabitants of Europe’s western fringes were looked upon as the possessors of values and customs that had supposedly been eroded in mainstream, capitalistic society.  The second strand of argument is more personal to MacNeice’s own circumstances.  What makes I Crossed the Minch so fascinating is the way in which the author reveals, in the very act of attempting to establish connections with the landscape and the people of the Western Isles, the absurd and entirely mythical nature of such longings.  There’s a lesson here for all travel writers (and indeed all travellers) who look to certain places as unsullied or ‘authentic’ eutopias immune to ‘the filty modern tide’ of commerce, industrialization, and modernization.  MacNiece went in search of paradise but found a society beset by emigration and economic decline while at the same time struggling to survive as an viable cultural entity.  I will argue that in travelling to the Hebrides ‘hoping to find that blood was thicker than ink’ MacNeice actually went to the wrong place.  His disappointment with the Western Isles is precisely because they are not Ireland; because they are not part of that idealized version of the west of Ireland so beloved of celticists and romantic nationalists.  I Crossed the Minch – for all its exuberant hybridity, its judgements, its urbane wit, and its genuine insights – is a record of that disappointment.

