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The Scottish kelp industry and its archaeology
Sue Hothersall, Rothesay
In the 18th century a new industry appeared in western and northern Scotland:
the burning of seaweed to make an alkaline product (kelp ash) which was
used to bleach linen and to assist in the manufacture of glass and soap. First
introduced in the Scilly Isles in the 1680s, it was taken up in Ireland on a
large scale and from there brought to Scotland; by the 1760s it was practised
from Kintyre to Orkney. Its importance was due to two factors: a growing
demand for chemicals to be produced on an industrial scale, and the loss of
the main alternative source – Spanish barilla, the ash residue from the
glasswort plant – during the Napoleonic Wars. When the price rose from £34 to over £20 per ton, landowners quickly realised that they had a valuable
resource, and plenty of cheap labour to turn it into cash.
A good supply of weed – either Laminaria (kelp) which grows in deeper
water, or Fucus (wrack) and Ascophyllum from the intertidal zone - and flat
grassy ground to dry it on, are the basic requirements for kelp production.
Thus Skye was never a major producer, while South Uist and Tiree were
ideal. In Mull, the industry was concentrated mainly in Ulva and the area
around Loch na Keal.
Gathering, drying and burning kelp was arduous, dirty and time-consuming.
Local families burnt the weed in shallow stone-lined pits (kelp kilns), in a
long process which required many hours of careful attention, and resulted in a
kind of molten slag. When cooled, this was broken into lumps and stored
until it could be collected by ship and transported to ports such as Oban, and
thence to industrial centres in Edinburgh, Bristol or Liverpool.
The composition of burnt kelp
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For landlords, the boom years of the kelp industry, from the 1780s into the
early 19th century, were massively profitable. Lord Macdonald made £20,000
a year from kelp, mainly from his North Uist estate, and for almost every
estate in the north-west Highlands kelp was an important source of revenue,
often outstripping the income from rentals. Many landlords encouraged or
compelled tenants to move to the coast, subdividing larger runrig farms into
small crofts which could not support a tenant unless he also worked at kelp
production. Huge surges in population resulted. In South Uist the population
rose by 211% between 1755 and 1831.
Unsurprisingly, the tenantry did not get rich on kelp. Even when kelp was
fetching £20 per ton, Hebridean kelpers’ wages averaged only £2 per ton.
More damagingly, the kelp work was done at the expense of agriculture,
taking place precisely at the time of year when labour was needed for tilling,
planting and harvesting. Contemporary accounts tell of kelp workers living
largely on shellfish, partly because they were often collecting weed far from
their homes, and partly because the work took place at the worst time of year
for food, between the end of the previous year’s supply and the current year’s
harvest. A further ill-effect was that kelp was no longer being used, as
formerly, to manure the fields.
By now dependent on the inflated price of a single commodity, and
neglecting its traditional sources of income from cattle and fishing, the
Hebridean economy in the early 19th century was heading for a crash, and
with the end of the Napoleonic Wars it duly came. High duties on foreign
alkali were abolished, and new processes for making alkali from salt were
being developed. By December 1827 the best grades of kelp were fetching a
mere £3 per ton. A string of Hebridean landlords went to the wall in the
second quarter of the 19th century. Kelp production, particularly of the better
quality, continued for some time, in places into the 20 th century, but the boom
was over.
Seaweed continued to be exploited, first for iodine, supplying 20 iodine
factories in Glasgow well into the 20th century. Next it was alginates, used for
a wide range of products from custard powder to ladies’ underwear, and later
an artificial sweetener. A major producer was Cefoil Ltd, established in
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Kintyre in 1934 and later in factories in Girvan, Oban and Barcaldine. The
plant at Barcaldine continued in operation until 1996.
What are the archaeological traces of this industry, which in its heyday
employed 10,000 families in the west of Scotland? The most obvious
evidence is in the form of kelp-kilns, stone-lined trenches on level ground
near the shore where weed is abundant.

Kelp kiln,
Traigh Bhi,
Tiree.

Generally these are 3 to 6 metres long and around 0.6m wide. Some places,
particularly Orkney, have round kilns. Normally they are in groups, and
sometimes there are also kelp walls, lengths of low stone wall on which weed
was spread to dry. Small rectangular bothies, built of stone and turf, provided
shelter for kelp workers. This South Uist group is remarkable for having been
photographed while still in use, and later planned and excavated by a team
from Sheffield University.
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Kelp-makers’ huts at Rubha Ardvule, Borenish, South Uist.
In Northern Ireland the kelp industry has been well researched and is the
subject of several academic papers. Here there are examples of large stone
store houses for kelp, but I do not know of any in Scotland. Kelp irons, longhandled hooks for turning and breaking up the weed, were still in use in the
20th century (see Isobel Grant, ‘Highland Folk Ways’), and one such was
found during excavation on the Shiant Isles, off Lewis. And shell heaps on
isolated islands in kelping areas may well be the remains of the wretched diet
of kelp workers.
Until recently only a few enthusiasts were aware of the traces of kelp
manufacture, but more examples are being recognised and recorded. The
number of kelp kiln sites listed in Canmore, the publicly-accessible database
maintained by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical
Monuments of Scotland, rose from 39 to 84 between 2009 and 2010; they
include examples on 11 Scottish islands and others in Ardnamurchan and
around Lochbroom. The Coastal Zone Assessment Survey carried out by the
SCAPE Trust has led to the identification of many additional sites, and an
internet search now produces quite a lot of information about the industry.
Orkney in particular seems to take pride in its kelp history and shows pictures
of kelp kilns in its tourist literature.
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Once you are alert to the possibility of seeing kelping sites, you will often
find them quite readily. These examples of kilns and bothies at Galson, N W
Lewis

were easily spotted by a visiting group even though there was no local
knowledge of them. Perhaps you know of unrecorded kilns in your own area;
if so it would be useful to add them to the National Monuments Record by
contacting RCAHMS. This once-important industry deserves to be better
known and understood.
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