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open-fronterl Jcnu-to gave waiting passr.ngerii i;heltcr, a 
thonghHul p1-ovision on occa~ion~ when tht> forry wa~ dclayc<l 
due to pcnmm1l bu.dnei;s pnrsned hy lhe fonynien ·when 011 

lhe opprn.itr. siftc. The hoar was n cohle, flut-bollomcd and 
pmpr~llcd by the ferryman usitig two ou.-s. Thegrn\'c of 'Jock 
(Jumbo) the Ferr>•' can be found in rhe old clmrchya;d at 

'I., n~1~gwull . • , 
J he obvious pm11t ,o cross the exposed nnd trcacherou!'. 

Uornoch Firth was the nm·i-ow passage nt lhr~ li-foikle fon-y . 
The Un~al Not-lh Road, c:onnccling with lhe 11,leiklc fon-;.; 
wns t 1'.e ~hor-tcsl route lo TJmrso a11d \'\1ick but the dnngc1-s 
rixperienced at the fon-y often persuaded travellers to take 
lhc much long·er but safer wny via thl' Bonar Bridge. Not 
only was the Meikle £err}' ~ notorious crossing but the 
vagaries of the tide frcquenll)' left boars stranded on 
smidbauks. One of lhe rfrsl references ro lhe Meikle forry, 

:::,....known earlier as Portincoullci-, ii; in n charlr.r dated •Ith 
~ 11\.Jarcb J!'iUO, by Alim Ross of Bnlnogowan in favour of Donald 
~ Dingwall, nutural son or Alexander Dingwall. prehenrlan• 
~ d10pla~11 ol' Comhusc~•rry, who. was no doubt awm·c of th~ 

strntcg1c value of the le1Ty )ocat1on. 
Dudng the seventeenth centmy, when both the pros and 

cons of the C.ovcnnnth,g cause were re<:er\'ing local ~11pport, 
\l.) the Mcilde ferry wm:; frequently us«!d for 1hr. lrsnsportution 
Sf of tt·oops. The captive Mun111i~ or Montrose wns hustled 
fil lncross the ferry or, his wa~•. to Toin, the south amt subsequent 
~ death. A c?nlury Inter cfuring the 17'15 upri1dng

1 
the ferry 

man, McGill, acted as n reliable spy for the government h)' 
reporting the positions held by the rehel forces. Rventually, 
hP suff cred rclrihntion when his £erry boats \'1-"erc destroyed 
and ouly escaped with his life. Nevertlwless, his information 
c11obled l.onls Loudoun nnd Forbes to organise lhe ussmnbly 
ur ulJ avniloblr. ferry houts at the Tain side or thr. fenv i;1 
m·der lo evacuate thr.ir troops al lhe mo.~t appropi-iate tlme, 
thus taldug the Jambile forces by surprise. 

Towards rhc end or thr. eighteenth cc11!t11]', the Slatisticnl 
Account state:,; that rhe l\.·lciklc ferry was served, 011 each side, 
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by 'o large boat £or transporting ca~riages, horses an<l other 
cuttle; n~ also a yawl for 4he a~ommoclation of foof 
pussengers'. Call le werr. encouraged to swim O\•er the passage 
hut oflen the beasts refused to go into the wuter because ii 
wos so cold. CouseqneJJtf),, they had to be Jcrricd across. 
cnnsing much delay ond extni effort. It i~ :iaid ,hat drovers 
could forctelt the oulrome of the market accotdin~ to the 
willingness of the cuttle lo swim or not; ir the bensts swam, 
prices would be high, but if not, there would he little profil . 
By the beginning of tlw next cenh.1ry, lhe Meikle fcl'ry ltud 
been worked by lhrec genernlions or rhc Patience fainily but 
rhey lrnd i;een fow imp1<>\'emenrs <luring that time. The boats 
were in o poor stat.r. with fr3yed toptis, torn sails and defective 
rudrlcrs; ll1erc was no proper quay for hmdiug and delays 
were insufferable even to the most lol~nmt traveller. Strong 
argmnen1s for the building of a bridge were con~istenlly 
ignored until, in 1812, Telford erected u.n Iron bridge at 
non or ot a cost or £13,97 J. This was built after 11 public outcrr 
nl condilionl'I at the Meikle ferry followJng an appamng 
ncdcfont there in 1R09. Jame.\ Mitchr.ll, the futr9ot1!'. civil 
engineer, tmwillingly wilnP.ssed the scene as he arrived loo 
late to catch the ferry boal which had just set sail. 

Late in lhe nfternoon of 161h August 1809, _the rlay of' the 
grcar t.11mmns Fair In Tnln, llugh McCulloch, sh<'riff­
~ubsdlute, came to the Meikle forr)'· The shore \y11s crowded 
with people returning home from the fefr. On McCulloch•s 
anival he was quJckly se11ted in the stern of lhe ferry yawl 
followed hy o pushJng, pressing throng all anxious to be 
taken across the waler . McCulloch became apprehensive 
aboul the numbers crowding aboard and even turned away 
aboul forh· folk. Stj)J the boat was overladen bul llie waler 
was dcnd ~aim and the ferrymen set snil. When the boat ·was 
holfwa\' ucroi'is the pa~s11gc walf!r gushed in, rhe boat sank 
und ninety-1dne people. drowned, inclucf hig !he sherif£­
!lt1bstitutc; only twelve survived. Anolher acddent occurred 
on 28th October 1835 ,,.,Jten the fr.rry boat ,,.,us holed arul 
sank. On •·his occasion there were i;eventeen passengers 



~~loard bnt OJ~ly. one, J. 1-1. Richardson. a shipping secrclary 
h om North Shields, was drowned, The forryman showed 
g1 ·eut presence of mind by using n small boat moored nearby 
lo resct~e lhc ren11tinclcr o( the pnsseng·ers . 

In spite o~ these lra~;edies and lhc buildiug of lhe bridge at 
n~n~r, traU1c ,at tbe ~feikle fetry continued to be sullicienll)' 
h~n, y lo n.•.ent a design by Ste\'Cllso11 for a bridge over the 
D~rnoch l•u:h. Howcvr.r, as 110 money was forlhcoming to 
hudd tl1e hndge, the prC?Jc<:t wm; abandoned. r•:-vcn lhc mail 
conch, c.lra~\'11 by ~,~•o hcm;es, used lhc fony unril the JR50s 
wl~cn th:- .mcrcas111g dduys tlklatr.cl rn-1·outiug via Donar 
Jk1cfg.•1. Still lhc ferry continued to opcrnl<!, und in the earl)• 
h-~

1
cnt~clh century the Contour Guide books gave dear 

dir~ctrnns lo tnwellcrs: 'The bpals are on the north side. 
lloJSt fl~g on the south side. This is an exposed forry and 
uscl<!.ss m stoJ"my ,.,·eather'. There l'r'as a £ui-ther warning: 
'l\fotor cars carried when water suits the big boat onl}". 
Subsequently, only pas~enget·s '"'ere carried, with lhe J9,f8 
review conclndiug I hat 'there is not sufficient demnnrl ... for 
the institution of a ,•ehicular ferry .. .'. It was not uuril Rth 
January 19~6 thut the long-nwai!ed promise of a bridge was 
plc~lged wtth ~he annouucement of o c:ompetition for the 
design or a bridge over the nomoch Firth. Jt is to be 800 
mclre.o; long and will c:ost ht!lwccn £1 I million and £1fi million 
npproximurr.ly. Although lite complclion of this bridge will 
no don.bl be w~komed by load people and travellers alike, 
!he ancient Meikle ferry win al1Vays hm•c an important plac:e 
m lhe l1istory o( Easter Ross. 

Two additional ferries were employed on passages over 
!he nur~ow e,~trance to Loch Fleet at Little Ferry and at 1he 
port ol Unes on Lake Uncs nouh o( Dornoch. One boat at 
Li!tle Ferry was ~erved by four ferrymen but lhe ferry came 
briefly to prmmnence during lhe 1745 updsillg only. In 
1746, the Earl of Crnmat·(y and his men wcr<? urgently 
summoned lo join Prince Charles Edward at Inverness, hut 
when they reached Lillie Ferry rhey were sud<lenh• nllackcd. 
In lhe confosion the Earl und his officers retreated hastil)' to 
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J>unrobin Castle hut lhe men crummecl into 1he only 
availeble ferry boat lo try to escape. The boat became qnickl)• 
ovr.rcrnwcled, nncl those who muld not climh abourd clung 
on to 1he sides to be pulled through the wutcr. The bout was 
in great danger of capsizing until those soldiers who were 
aboard drew their dirks nnd hacked off the fingers of lhe 
olhers dinging to the guuwnles. ~buy died. The following 
rlar, lht, BHttlc nf Culloden ww1 foughl end perhap.'> the lack 
of rt!inforccmculs from the nm·l11 due lo this ndversity nrny 
have coutributcd to the dcfenl or the Prince. 

The £cn-y hcml nl Lake tJur.s was in use hy J.-167 when 
Marguret, Couutt.•.'>s or Surherlund, o daughter of 1hc Etu-1 of 
Ross, Lord of lhe Isles, wa.s returning home to Dunrol>in 
Casile at Golspie. Her husband John, the third Earl of 
Suthedund, recorded that when the Countess wns on the 
forr)' in the middle of the passage, a severe s.lorm arose, 
overturning the bout and throwing the ladr into the wal.er. 
She was washed up on lhe shore, still 'with some l)•ff in her' . 
There she wos found by n fugilivc, John Dairg, who 
recuguised her BS someone of great importance. For some 
1mk11m,,n reasou he 'prompfl), cli!-!palched her'. then flerl, bttl 
hud little chuncc of escupe as lhe <lislrnughl Earl carried oul 
a thorough search for Jiis •wife's murderer. J~lm Dnirg was 
cxr.cutc<l almosl as soon ns the Cmmlcss wR,o; huricd i1_1 the 
churcl1yn1·d al (;oJspie. The ferry continued lo 01w1·atc, wilh 
records showing that, iu W3O, lhe nnnual rcnl for the 
privilege of lc11sing the pa.r;sage boal was 40 bolls of h11rley •to 
be delivered at the fen1• of Unr.s or the girncl of Golspie'. 

The replncemenl of ferries by bridges on these norlh­
eestcru estuaries has spanned many decades. born the 
building of the Boner Bridge over the Dorno.ch Ffrth in 1812 
lo lbe unticipaled completion of the Dornoch Bddgc in lhe 
late l!l80s. Currcnl, sophjsticated, convenient travel across 
nlf these firths cannor blot out the memory of lhe struggle, 
effort nnd sacrifice 1hat bedevilled the f P.t'l')' services whir.h 
provided access to the mosl northe1-Iy parts or Scotland. 
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