CENTENARY OF THE FREE CHURCH
OF COLL

by Betry MacDougall

When the Great Disruption of 1843 took
place 1 the Chureh of Scotiand, Coll and
Tiree were a joint pansh. The chief minister
of thie parish was the Rev. Nedl MaclLean, a
connection of tha Crosbull family. He lived in
Tiree and the assistant minister, the Rev
Archibald Nicol who served the Coll church
livired 1y the manse at Clabach Mr MacLean
remained in the Established Church but Mr
Nicol and his parishioners “came out”

Hugh MacLean the laird of Coll was rarely
resident m the isiand However he had taken
oxcoption lo stalemenmts made by some
firebrands in the Free Church and refused
the Coll people a site for a church of their
own In fact he attempted to imitate the
measures taken by his ancestor, the wielder
of the Yellow Stick. He sent word to the Coll
people that on a certain Sabbath he would
present them with @ minister in wham he
had confidence On the appointed day he
stationed limself and his chosen man
beside the Established Church and spoke to
the people as they approached, remon:
strating and reasoning with them

Respectfully but firmly they refused to
comply with his wishes, declaring that their
consciencas were their own and that they
could not surrender their convictions. They
swaamad past him to join Mr Nicol in an
opan air service since the church was
donind to them. Macleéan remained
obdurate about providing a sde but
thareafter he did allow the people the use of
the Parish Church except when it was
otherwise required which was rarely, A
varying account s that all shalter was
dened them by the estate factor, Captain
Donald Campbell. Certainly Me Nicol had 1o
leave the manse at Clabach and was housed

n a lintle bothan at Baile Hogh on the way
down to the share. The Deacons Caourt
Minutes of the Free Church shaw that thay
had the use of Clabach Church trom 1855 to
1857

The enthusiasm of the Disruption led to a
great revival n lay preactung of an
evangalical fervour A certain William
MacKay appeared in Coll and it was said by
some of the old peopls who had heard tales
of the “great awakening that his harsh
Calvinistic stance caused Mr Nicol to leave
theisland in 1852 MacKay was jainadin his
préaching by a san of Coll, & Neil MacLean
who was a schoolmaster in Istay

The Coll Estate changed ownership in 1856
but ot was not wll 1861 that a sie was
granted through the miervention of Mr
Edward Bouverie M P for Kilmarnack A
Free Church and manse were completed by
1863 at Griseabull The present house was
the manse and the barn was the church
Going by the Deacons’ Court records, there
was a galtery in the church

When Mr Nicol loft in 1852 thare was no
repiacement tll 1B55 when the Rev
Alexander Fraser was appointed. Me also
was of the rigedly Calvinistic school that
beleved  all  secular  pleasures  were
essentiatly sinful Many 1ales were told of
his baleful influence One old worthy was
drven 1o bury his bagpipes in the peat bag.
young people who saw him approaching in
thesr path took to the hills rather than suffer
his exhortatrons. | any report came 1o his
wars of singing or story telling in a home, he
would refuse baptism of the children 1ill the
parents had adequately expressed their
remorse



Fraser was succesded by the Rev. Roderick
Ross (ram Ardersier in 1882 He marnmed a
iocal girl, Juhw., davghter of Roderck
MacKinnon shopmaker at Broadhil in the
west and He soems 1o have starled oll on
goad terms with Colanel Stewveart the awner
of the Coll pstate, tor the Colonel supgested
that a site be chosen in Aninagour for 8 new
Chureh with a commaodious manse With a
regular  steamshep  and  postal  service,
Arnagour had developed considerably and
the butk of the population now lay towards
that part of the sland This was agreed to
and the new Free Church was openeaed in

1684

Howeyvar inthe course of tme, Ross hecame
involved 1 island politics, At the request of
s congtegatron he opposed the lard and
factor ot the local council alectisns. In
rovenge, Darroch, the facior, set about
narassing the minister and hs family A
dispute was tabricated about the approach
s to the manse and Darroch went the
length of ordenng the sstate workers fo
sarrcade the house entrance Me pven hada
cartload of rubbish tipped into the manse
well The outcome was a lawsuit by John
Lorne Stewart v Rodecck Ross n the
Shenft Court ar Oban in 1884 The dispute
wias settled i favour of the mynister and all
obstructive acts were forbidden

The Campbell family, lairds of 1he east ond
and Caplas supported the Free Church The
coloured glass windows n Annagour
church are & memanal to Flora Campbell
eldest daughter of Murdoch Campbell of
Caolas She marned the Rev. Francis
MacBean who became mimster of For
Augustus Froe Church Mence tho initials at
the base of the windows, FCMB — Flora
Campbell MacBean

Ross wag an advocate ol 1he unian of the
fres churches which took place in 1900
Theee followed four years of bilter dispute in
Scotland over the ownershup af the free
church buildings. Finally the stalwarts whao
had hald ow for their Free Church were
forced 1o go to law. After pratracted litigation

the gase was decided in the House of Lords
in favour of the “Wee Frees as nightful
owners of the properties as existed belore
e umon of 1800 So the free church
cangregation (n Coll had ther buiiding
restored 1o them and the United Free Church
congregation had to seek accommadanion
alsmwhere in the houses currently known as
‘Wirdswept and ‘Burnside’

Maotings waore held for worship at ather
places as well as the charch, for instance in
the carpoanter’'s house at Uig and the house
a1 Struthan which wos also the east end
school untl 1882 when the Board School
wias erected M Bousd Another great revival
nit the island in the 1880°s and the Mission
House at Struthan would be packed to the
doors with an attentive ovérflow outsde
Thare wara further revivals o0 the 20th
century but a last dwandling population was
reflected i a diminishing congregatian The
Free Chuech had conducted all its services in
Gaehe which helped greatly to keep the
language alwe bul even that custem fell into
disuse with the advent into the church of
non-Gaelic speakers

Subsequent mimisters alter Roderick Ross
were the Rev Pater M. Chisholin from
1921 25, Rev Jonathan Campbell from
1926-31 and the Rev. J A Newall from
193438 when he left at the outbreak of the
Hitler war to serve 38 o padre in the lorces
The current holder of the charge 1s the Rev
Huite Shep

Since 1t was in 1884 that the Free Church
apened n Annagour, 1984 1s ther contenary
colabration yaar
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The map simng the Coll schools in the 1983 Magaznine showed Ardnis on the Fasachd
headiand It should have been on the other side of the loch, gong down from the castles

towards Port na Luing
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