
Canna: Sgorr nam Bán-naomha: a place of refuge 
 

Canna is one of the four inhabited Small Isles of Rum, 
Muck, Eigg and Canna, set in the Hebridean Sea between 
the Ardnamurchan, mainland Britain’s most westerly point, 
and Skye. Their collective name comes from the title of 
their parish, but their relative size belies their significance. 
Rum has one of the earliest known sites of human 
settlement in Scotland, and each has a rich cultural history, 
including of Christian presence in the Early Medieval Age 
(400-800AD). 
 
Canna is owned by the Scottish National Trust, having been 
left to them by husband and wife folklorists John Lorne 
Campbell and Margaret Fay Shaw. Through their lives the 
couple amassed a wealth of material from around the 
Hebrides, which is now archived in Canna House on the 
isle, and is a significant resource of and for Hebridean life.  
 

 
 
Small, yet significant, is true of Canna’s past, too. 1200-
1400 years ago, Canna was a religious hub with two 
monastic sites. One, at A’Chill, is relatively central and 
accessible. The second, Sgorr nam Bán-naomha, which 
means cliff or scree of the holy women, is difficult and 
hazardous to reach. Located on a coastal terrace, the 
hermitage is surrounded by towering basalt cliffs, scree 
slopes and sea. Reachable by a narrow sheep track that 
descends across a scree slope, or direct descent aided by a 
climbing rope, or by sea, though there is no landing stage.  
 

The site has an oval stone wall, up to 2m thick and 1.5m high, enclosing an 
area c. 37m x 31m. There are stone ruins within and beyond, potentially 
including a beehive cell, chapel and an altar-like structure. Water has been 
channeled through the site, potentially for washing or religious ritual. 
Fragments of three carved stones found by the ‘altar’, were removed to 
Canna House, one with a partial carved cross, is shown left.  
 

Looking down from the clifftop, I wondered about the life-lived and faith-
embraced, by the community. It was humbling. Their day to day lives must 
have been testing, and yet they were bonded limpet-like, between 
towering cliff and surging sea, in the encompassing presence of God. 
 

Their chosen life of simple needs, a degree of self-sufficiency, supported 
from beyond, possibly the monastic centre at A’ Chill, and nourished in 
faith, speaks to me today. They knew a truth which sustained fullness of 
life, and which was expressed by the psalmist before them:  

 

God is a refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.  
Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change,  
though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam,  
though the mountains tremble with its tumult. Psalm 46.  
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