
North Uist: Happy ‘Vallay’,  
                     holy presence  
 

Places where we’ve lived or visited can lead to 
an association in mind and heart, some evoking 
gratitude for gentle green pasture days, and 
others harder, dark-vale associations. For me, 
Vallay, a now uninhabited tidal island off the 
north west coast of North Uist, has memories of 
wild beauty and a sense of pastoral presence. 
 

North Uist is a watery 
place, the rocky east 
coast borders the 
grey Little Minch. By 
contrast, to the west, 
massive tidal sandy 
stretches meet the 
wave-crashing 
Atlantic. This is a 
liminal place, where 
sea and shifting sand 
merge and submerge.  
Inland the water 
continues with west 
to east coastal 
lagoon, lochs and a 
myriad of peaty 
lochans.  

Vallay is one west-coast 
drying island, accessed 
today across a c. 1 ½ 
mile stretch of sand 
exposed twice daily at 
low tide.  

From North Uist, 
Vallay appears 
dominated by the 
derelict and decaying 
shell of a once grand 
Edwardian house, 

built for renowned Hebridean archaeologist 
Erskine Beveridge. Doubtless a project of 
challenge and joy, which provided a base for 
exploration on an islet steeped in pre-history 
and history. His son George inherited the house 
in 1920, succumbed to alcohol and debt and 
tragically drowned whilst crossing the causeway 
in the 1940s. The house has been unoccupied 
since.  
What provided idyllic green-pasture days for 
father, led to death’s dark vale for son.  

The isle’s extant heritage includes the low stone 
ruins of a mid-medieval chapel, two early 
medieval carved stone crosses, (one fragment 
right), and one of 
which was moved to 
the Roman Catholic 
Church of St 
Margaret, 
Lochgilphead 
(below).  

Vallay is also a home 
for wildlife, with its 
fertile machair, a 
sandy plain, awash 
with summer flowers 
(below), growing on 
thin soil comprising 
calcareous wind-
blown shell fragments 
and organic matter, 
from seaweed and 
grazing sheep.  
 

Vallay is one of those thin 
places, where by taking time 
to sit and be still,  
look and listen, attentive to 
scene and sounds,  
maybe, just maybe,  
a presence may be known, 
bequeathing  
a sense of having been led 
and touched by deep peace.  
 
I wonder if it was in a Vallay-like pasture 2000 or 
so years ago the isle’s crosses were carved,  
that a shepherd shaped a sacred song: 
 

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.  
He makes me lie down in green pastures,  
he leads me beside still waters,  
he restores my soul. (Psalm 23) 
 
which spoke, too, of a supporting presence like 
rod and staff, in dark-vale times. Words that 
speak to the chequered experiences of life.  
 
PS I hope that the cross, ‘borrowed’ from Vallay, 
may one day be returned to the place where it 
witnessed to a holy presence, for a millennium 
and more.  A lost sheep brought back to its fold. 

Vallay, 
North Uist 


