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SANCTUARY 

The Lifeworlds of Seaweeds in Loch Hourn 

Guadalupe Canale 

 

Abstract 

As living beings, seaweeds exist at the periphery of people’s awareness, and not much is 

known about what they mean to people, and the relationships we can have with them. They 

are useful, versatile commodities, and multitask as foodstuffs for people and other beings, as 

sources of biofuel and medicinal compounds, and the list goes on… but, what else?  

This work seeks to shed light on the kinds of relations that people can have with seaweeds 

when relationships of use are purposefully bracketed out, in order to understand their social 

and symbolic worlds. To this end, during the months of November through January, the 

author discussed the perceptions of seaweeds with the neighbours of the area of Loch Hourn, 

a sea-loch (fjord) in the western seaboard of the Scottish Highlands, and some other nearby 

townships. The present study interlaces participant observation nuanced by the winter and the 

weather, and interviews, to explore how, through relations of biosociality, companionship, 

awareness and interanimation of the environment, alternative configurations of knowing, 

Gaelic tradition, symbolism, and hope, seaweeds embody different aspects of the meaning of 

‘sanctuary’. 

 

Key words: sea anthropology, environmental perception and experience, seaweeds, 

ethnophycology, Multispecies ethnography, the Scottish Highlands. 

Word count: 24 643 
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Preface 

In my –perhaps not too long- experience as an ethnographer of humanity in daily interaction 

with nature, the worlds I met could be called disenchanted –quite rational, without space for 

the unexplainable1. Busy with multispecies explorations, I never became aware of this –the 

human experience I beheld appeared full of biosocial entanglements; its relational tentacles2 

sticking out to places expected and unexpected alike. 

It was not entirely so in the Scottish Highlands. On the dark November night when I arrived, 

a Visiting Storyteller spoke about Gaelic place-names; about old Celtic gods and goddesses 

that were rivers, streams and lochs; and the benign/evil duality of water. About the 

otherworldly waterhorses, or kelpies. “Kelpies…?” I asked, “do they have anything to do with 

seaweed?” 

They don’t –not etymologically, at least.  

The presence of seaweed in the lives of Scottish Highlanders is peripheral: you’ve seen it, 

you’ve forgotten it, and when you’re reminded about it, it comes to you first in a hazy way –

like dreams do. Throughout this ethnography, the reader will see how elusive the seaweeds 

can become: one moment they are the focus of someone’s tale, the next they’ve glided to a 

side, to frame a memory, a recollection, a reflection. Not always in focus, but always there –

and, in surprising ways, preserving the landscape of the world, and the landscape of the mind3, 

interwoven. 

 

1 In the Weberian sense, wherein reason and rationality define (post)modernity (Jenkins,2000). 

2 I have yet to find a more illustrative expression than “relational tentacles” (Tsing,2013:31). 

3 Like Basso (1996) wrote with regards to the way that the Western Apache co-construct their identity with the 

landscape. 
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Figure 1. Scotland. Source: Hunter,1976:xii. 
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Figure 2. The Scottish Highlands and Islands. The rectangle frames Loch Hourn. Source: Hunter,1976:xiii 
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Chapter 1: People and Seaweeds 

1.1. Introduction 

People do not normally think much about seaweeds –I myself did not either, until a campaign 

in Argentina chose kelp forests as their online standard to protect an uninhabited natural area. 

And I thought: why are we, the Argentines, a people who rarely think of seaweed, suddenly 

so fiery about defending the kelp? …What might they represent… or mean, to us?  

Fascinated by the results I got from my pre-fieldwork study with blåstång4 in Fiversätraö 

(Stockholm archipelago); I became convinced that studying seaweeds is not only interesting, 

but also necessary. As the 21st century tries to transition into greener modes of living, 

industries and people turn to seaweeds and see abundant resources with wide-ranging 

potential (from “foodstuffs, medicines and fertilisers” among other [Kenicer et al.,200:119], 

to sources of sustainable employment [Sultana et al.,2023] to ecosystem services [Smale et 

al.,2013]). Environmentally, however, seaweeds are pillars of complex marine ecosystems5 

within reach of human engagement. In coastal regions, people have been interacting and 

‘making place’ with them6 since time immemorial. This ancestral exposure means that 

seaweeds have a firm place in human relational and symbolic worlds that goes beyond what 

they are useful for. And yet, almost nothing is known of this by current anthropology. 

Understanding how we relate to seaweeds, how we perceive and interact with them; and what 

they mean for us, seems quite relevant when the world –private and governmental agents 

 

4 Fucus vesiculosus 

5 See, for example, Costello & Jayathilake (2020), about kelp forests: 

The complexity of the three-dimensional structure of the kelp biome provides habitat for a diversity of species, 
including commercial fish (Teagle et al., 2017; Vasquez ´ et al., 2014) and mammals of conservation importance 
(e.g., Markel and Shurin, 2015). Kelp forests are the dominant primary producers in cold-temperate rocky reef 
ecosystems (Krumhansl and Scheibling, 2012; Krumhansl et al., 2016) and amongst the most productive 
vegetation in the world (Mann, 1973). (p.1) 

6 “place-making” in the sense that “what people make of their places is closely connected to what they make of 

themselves as members of society and inhabitants of the earth” (Basso, 1996:7). 
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alike– is becoming more and more interested in seaweeds as part of the malleable algal 

resources, especially as sources of food and biofuel (Braun,2019; Buchholz et al.,2012; Carr 

& Pendleton,2022). Therefore, my research question is: 

What relations, beyond of use as commodities, exist between people and seaweeds?  

By pointedly excluding use-related relations, the present research is the first of its kind. As 

such, I aim to open the specific discussion of the social and symbolic worlds of seaweeds.7 I 

also hope to contribute to knowing more about how “underwater forests, or rather seaweed”, 

matter to people (as Karlsson asks of trees, 2016:388)8.  

Initially, I meant to research the situation that had sparked my interest in Tierra del Fuego, 

but unfortunate budget reasons forced me to look for kelp forests closer to Sweden. In the end, 

an old personal curiosity about Celtic Britain, plus a command of the language I thought 

necessary to have meaningful conversations, led me to exchange the South Atlantic kelp 

forests of Macrocystis9 for their North Atlantic counterparts, the Laminarias, and I headed for 

the Scottish Highlands. 

1.1.1 The Loch and the People 

Few sea lochs10 in Scotland are as deep (185m) and large as Loch Hourn, situated on the part 

of the mainland West coast called “the rough bounds”, na Garbh-chrìochan. It is also a loch 

with a temper; where the winds coming down through the narrows can whip up squalls and 

spindrifts very quickly –people said its name may even come from the Scottish-Gaelic for 

 

7 The words ‘use’, ‘resource’, and synonyms appear throughout this study, because people use those terms, and 

because that is sometimes their initial perception of a human/seaweed encounter. 

8 In a more historical Gaelic context, this question has been asked too (see Newton, 2014:165). 

9 Macrocystis pyrifera, the giant kelp that grows in the South Atlantic. 

10 Scottish lochs can either be inland fresh water bodies, like the famous Loch Ness, or fjords, “sea lochs”. 
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hell, iuthairn11. There was some pride, I think, or some amusement, in the way people 

mentioned this fact every now and then… not everyone has the galls to live by the loch of 

hell, I suppose!  

 

  

Figure 3. Location of Loch Hourn and the places mentioned in the study.  

Arnisdale, the largest community on the shores of the loch, has been described as the closest 

to an island community as it gets on the mainland12. Getting there is an enterprise: from 

Edinburgh, one goes either to Glasgow or to Inverness, where an elderly woman at the bus 

station might say, “ach! Those places are all in the middle of nowhere!” to then catch the bus 

to Portree, and hop off at the stop called Shiel Bridge. And then, one is lucky and has friends 

waiting at the bus stop, because Arnisdale is still roughly an hour away by car.  

 

11 Pronounced /juhəRN/ as per the International Phonetic Alphabet. 

12 https://www.friendsoflochhourn.org.uk/about-folh/ 
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Figure 4. Arnisdale. 

“Present-day Arnisdale falls into three parts, […] The first part, at the western end of the 

bay […] is laid out in a typical linear crofting pattern with a row of single-storey slated 

cottages set against a pattern of thin strips of croft land, below the steep slopes of Ben 

Sgriol (or Sgritheal). The road then passes the church, the old school and the ‘Big House’ 

of the Arnisdale Estate, with its farmland and sporting estate stretching up Glen 

Arnisdale behind. The third part, where the road ends, is Corran, a cluster of houses 

round the mouth of the Arnisdale river […] and the row of sheds along the beach hints at 

an origin as a fishing village.” (Fraser, 2018:1) 

I met “Wren”, who lives in Corran, through Workaway13, a website for cultural exchange 

where a host offers food and board in exchange for a few hours’ work every day. Her sheep 

enjoy eating seaweed, and she thought it was interesting to know more about it. So, I arrived 

in Arnisdale not as a complete stranger, and came to live and work in the household 

composed of Wren (health professional and member of the community council), her partner 

Brùdhearg (crofter), and their children Mùrlach (college student, and the local piper), Drake 

 

13 https://www.workaway.info 
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(college student), and Wolfie (highschool student). Robin, a French journalist, workawayed 

with me in November. 

The community in Arnisdale appeared small, but lively, and rather porous. Not even the 

residents are sure who lives there full time, and who should be counted as comer-and-goer. 

All in all, there are around 35 permanent residents, of which roughly 1/3 live in tiny Corran. 

The rest of the lochside is populated by just a handful of people. There is a majority of retired 

residents; some working people who either commute or work from home, and a couple of 

teenagers and some children. Young adults (30 to 40s) are the least represented population 

group –this seems typical of remote settlements in the Highlands, where people are usually 

forced to move out in search for work in their youth. Moreover, while half of the houses are 

holiday homes and remain empty for long periods of time, a housing crisis sees many young 

adults struggling to find places to rent. Often the solution is to live in caravans (as is common 

in the neighbouring town of Glenelg, for example). Except for Robin, an interviewee in Kyle 

of Lochalsh (born abroad, and in Scotland for more than 20 years), and some English people 

who moved “up here”, all those in this study are Scottish. Generally, the residents of 

Arnisdale, if not brought up there, have been coming regularly since childhood. 

Here I will make a first introduction to the people in the study, who the reader will meet more 

in detail throughout the chapters. Households are marked between square brackets [ ]. The 

neighbours of Arnisdale are: 

… in Corran: [Wren, Brùdhearg, Mùrlach, Drake and Wolfie], Owl, [Tunnag, 

Runner and Eala], Galo, Pilibín, Cam-ghob, Catan. 

… in Camusbane: Amhsan, Corra, Mavis, [Uaine and Dreas], Ara, [Osprey 

and Ròna], Moss, [Sona and her husband], [Crane and Jolly]. 

The following participants lived in other townships, (italicised and between brackets): 

Faoil and Gullie (Mallaig), [Finch the Minister and Ithy (Inverinate)], The 

Visiting Storyteller (all around), [Prof. Eun and Faireag (Edinburgh)], Ternie 
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(Kyle of Lochalsh), Darach-ruadh and Duinn (Applecross), Calla, Bryony, Colm 

and Tonn (Glenelg), Cressy (Plockton), and Minnie (Stornoway). 

Corran is the setting for Arnisdale’s cèilidh house, “the house of visits”: a hall for the use of 

the community, mostly for meetings or hosting cultural events14. In the Gàidhealtachd, the 

part of Scotland that traditionally spoke Gaelic, community spirit is very strong. Remoteness 

invites closeness with neighbours, fluid interactions between different age groups, and a 

warm kind of solidarity that residents recalled proved vital during the COVID pandemic. 

Many expressed that, compared to urban contexts, Arnisdale feels “very real”. The identity of 

the residents is interwoven with the pristine natural environment of glen, loch, and mountains. 

1.1.2 The Anthropologist 

While I am introducing the participants in this study, I might as well offer a quick glance at 

the seaweed-anthropologist. Born and raised in Argentina, I finished postgraduate studies in 

Legal Translation and Interpretation from the University of Buenos Aires in 2015. After a 

break from academia in the spirit of adventuring (like sailing the Fuegian channels, guiding 

mountain hikes and whale safaris, and working as ordinary sailor), I returned to classrooms to 

be able to formally frame my years’ worth of observations of how nature is part of human 

social life, and obtained my BSc in Social Anthropology in Stockholm University in 2020. 

Occasionally, I freelance as a visual artist –a handy talent: all the illustrations which 

accompany this text are my work. 

 

14 “The Cèilidh House & Heritage Centre” being the complete name. 
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1.1.3. The Seaweeds of Loch Hourn 

My working definition is that seaweeds –feamainn, in Gaelic- are multicellular algae15 which 

inhabit marine depths reached by sunlight (Liller et al.,1985). These beings are integral to the 

ecologies of the sea, but the hard sciences still have much to puzzle out about them (see 

Wiencke & Bischof, 2012:viii); and how to speak of seaweeds is complicated even for 

specialists. Consider the following extract, from a book about kelp forests: 

“Historically, brown algae were classified as plants […] and also included two other 

common algal phyla with multicellular species, the green (Chlorophyta) and red 

algae (Rhodophyta). Collectively, the large marine species in these three phyla are 

commonly called “seaweeds.” It is now recognized […] that brown and red seaweeds 

have characteristics so distinct that they are separate from true “plants.” [...] 

chromistans, ocrophytes, […] Although taxonomically correct, these names are 

awkward in usage, so we will refer to kelps and other algae as seaweeds, algae, or 

plants.” (Schiel & Foster, 2015:3-4, my emphasis) 

Records show around 91 different seaweeds present in Scottish waters16 representing the 

three types that exist (red, green, and brown), yet I am still mulling over something Mùrlach 

said: “because I don’t really know the types, I probably imagine there are more than there 

are”. His following words read like a poem: 

“There’s the stuff in the shore –it’s not the same as the stuff in the sea, 

 

15 Not all algae are seaweeds, but all seaweeds are algae. These are complex terms and beings, so I will let the 

professionals speak: 

“The term algae has no formal taxonomic standing. It is routinely used to indicate a polyphyletic (i.e., including 
organisms that do not share a common origin, but follow multiple and independent evolutionary lines), 
noncohesive, and artificial assemblage of O2-evolving, photosynthetic organ isms [...] algae occur in dissimilar 
forms such as microscopic single cell, macroscopic multicellular loose or filmy conglomerations, matted or 
branched colonies, or more complex leafy or blade forms, which contrast strongly with uniformity in vascular 
plants. […] The same environmental pressure led to the parallel, independent evolution of similar traits in both 
plants and algae.” (Barsanti&Gualtieri,2005:1) 

16 According to The Marine Biological Association of the UK, https://www.marlin.ac.uk/species 
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the bubbly ones with their floats, 

the ones in rock pools, 

wavy ones –they turn into slime if you take them out. 

And then, there’s deeper things –like kelp.” 

Consequently, although I set out to focus on kelp forests, I quickly realized that, in the 

Highlands, people do not strongly differentiate seaweed types. Moreover, seaweeds are what 

I call “fluid beings”: sometimes they are perceived individually, sometimes collectively, and 

sometimes as whole environments. This lends seaweeds a certain kind of organic blurriness: 

on land, it might be evident that a rowan tree is not a holly tree, although both have red 

berries. But, speaking seaweeds, “kelps” (the “stuff in the sea”; the “deeper things”), 

otherwise normally assumed to be Laminarias were, in Loch Hourn, more often than not 

Saccharina latissima. The “bladderwracks” (the “stuff on the shore”), could be anything –

either F.vesiculosus or A.nodosum, or both, or the whole wide algal population of the fucoid 

plains. And there was a nebulous third group, gathering the seaweed miscellanea of neither-

bladderwrack-nor-kelp; like carrageen, or sea lettuce.  

In an interesting passage in How Forests Think (2013), Kohn dialogues with von Uexküll’s 

theory of the Umwelt and Bateson’s ideas of ‘difference’ to show how confusion is 

“productive”, because metamorphous relational dynamics between living beings can make 

and unmake “kinds” (p.100). The unfathomable sea; as we will see later on, is propitious for 

conceptual dissipations. Such being the case in this study; I will unfold these three 

ethnographic groupings, and wade through this taxonomically diffuse foreshore to meet the 

seaweeds that the people mentioned to me, or that I encountered in the field17. Readers 

interested in taxonomical information are enthusiastically encouraged towards the website of 

The Marine Biological Association of the UK18. 

 

17 When a species has many English names, I’ve chosen the most common ones. The reader interested in the 

Gaelic names can refer to Garvie (1999), and online dictionaries, such as https://learngaelic.scot/dictionary/ 

and https://www.faclair.com/ 

18 https://www.marlin.ac.uk/species 



18 

 

 

1.1.3.1. The Kelps 

The kelps are feamainn dubh, brown seaweeds. They are large, leafy, and mostly 

permanently submerged. They grow in ‘forests’ or ‘communities’ (Schiel & Foster 2015:101) 

which function as habitats, ecosystems, biomes (Costello & Jayathilake,202019); and are 

responsive to alterations of their local environmental conditions (Krumhansl, et al., 

2016:13786). Tracking the etymology of the strangely-shaped word ‘kelp’ was convoluted. 

Eventually, I arrived at its origin in a Middle English word from the 1600s20, kilp(e: 

(a) The handle of a bucket, kettle, or the like; […]  

(b) a claw-like hand.21 

Which is quite interesting, since I can confirm ethnographically that kelps are identified with 

both. The following are the Scottish kelps, all of which I encountered in the field: 

English name Scientific name Gaelic name 

Oarweed Laminaria digitata Stamh 

Cuvie, sea rods Laminaria hyperborea Stamh 

Sea belt, sugar kelp Saccharina latissima Langadal, Ròc 

Furbelows Saccorhiza polyschides Sgrothach 

Badderlocks, winged kelp Alaria esculenta Mircean 

 

19 see also https://kelpforestfoundation.org/why-kelp/ 

20 https://www.etymonline.com/word/kelp#etymonline_v_1804 

21 https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary/dictionary/MED24241 



19 

 

 

 

 

  

THE KELPS 

1) Laminaria hyperborea, 2) 
Laminaria digitata, 3) Alaria 

esculenta, 4) Saccorhiza polyschides, 
5) Saccharina latissima. 

1 

2 

3 
4 5 

Figure 5. The kelps, with approximate size relation. 
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1.1.3.2 The Wracks 

Wracks, also feamainn dubh, populate the intertidal of rocky shores. In Loch Hourn, the tidal 

difference is of a rough average of 2,5 m. Accordingly, the wracks’ appearance alternates 

between sleek, pasta-like expanses at low tide, and erect, tree-like growth at high tide. They 

can be quite tall –I have seen some stand at a couple of meters. 

‘Wrack’ and ‘wreck’ have the same Old Norse lexical-root, [vrak]; something which is cast 

ashore22. ‘Wrack’, or ‘bladderwrack’, in the vernacular of the Scottish west coast, can refer 

to: 

English name Scientific name Gaelic name 

Lady wrack/  
Bladder wrack 

Fucus vesiculosus Propach 

Knotted wrack/ 
Norwegian kelp 

Ascophyllum nodosum Feamainn bhuilgeanach 

Channelled wrack Pelvetia canaliculata Feamainn chìrean 

Serrated wrack Fucus serratus Slaodach 

Spiral wrack Fucus spiralis Feamainn snìomhach 

 

  

 

22 see https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/230476  
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THE WRACKS 

1) Fucus serratus, 2) Ascophyllum 
nodosum, 3) Pelvetia canaliculata, 4) 
Fucus vesiculosum, 5) Fucus spiralis 

Figure 6. The wracks, with approximate size relation. 

1 

3 

2 

5 

4 
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1.1.3.3 The Rest 

 Here is a mish-mash of seaweeds (R)ed (feamainn dearg), (G)reen (lìoranach23), and 

(B)rown (feamainn dubh) that appear, in the most different contexts, in the ethnography 

ahead:  

English name Scientific name Gaelic name 

Dulse (R) Palmaria palmata Duileasg 

Carrageen/ 

“Irish moss” (R) 

Chondrus crispus & 

Mastocarpus stellatus 

Cairgein 

Sea Lettuce (G) Ulva lactuca Glasag 

Gutweed (G) Ulva intestinalis Glasag chaolanach 

Bootlace/ sea-laces(B) 

Mermaid’s hair (both!)  

Sea sorrel (B) 

Chorda filum Gille mu lunn 

Desmarestia aculeata Gruag na maighdinn-mhara 

Thongweed (B) Himanthalia elongata Iallan mara 

Wormweed (R) Polysiphonia lanosa Fraoch mara 

Laver, sloke (R) Porphyra umbilicalis Slòcan 

 

23 “Green seaweed” in Gaelic seems dialectal (see 

https://learngaelic.scot/dictionary/index.jsp?abairt=green%20seaweed&slang=both&wholeword=false). As 

for colours, sometimes they are buidhe (yellow) or uaine (green)! (Garvie,1999:55). 
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THE REST 

1) Chorda filum, 2) Palmaria palmata, 3) Desmarestia 

aculeata, 4) Porphyra umbilicalis, 5) Polysiphonia lanosa, 

6) Ulva intestinalis, 7) Chondrus crispus, 8) Ulva lactuca, 

9) Himanthalia elongata 

 Figure 7. The rest, with approximate size relation. 
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1.2. 

Framework 

1.2.1. Method 

Where the darkness whines 

On an eerie wind 

In the hour before the dawn 

We scanned this wasted land for life 

All seemed void and without form24 

Although much would I have desired to do participant observation in the traditional fashion 

of Anthropology, the planned months for fieldwork –November to January– were winter. 

Gaelic tradition even calls them am miosan marbh, “the dead months”. 

 When I arrived, only two boats were left on the water in Camusbane. Without fishing 

expeditions, kayaking, or other non-winter water-related activities where people interact with 

seaweeds, I resorted to informal conversations and semi-structured interviews.  

In a way, I experienced the traditional meaning of a cèilidh, a visit to neighbours.  

These visits were quite intimate, in people’s houses, and agreed upon beforehand (often 

kindly facilitated by Wren). This modus operandi made for very agreeable storytelling 

evenings, although digging into seaweed perception took time and focus –the average was 

between 1 and 2 hours.25 All age groups are represented, with ages ranging from 8, the 

 

24 “This Darkest Winter”, a song by Runrig (a much loved music group from Skye). 

25 Because of these intimate settings, a recorder often felt like a hostile element, so most of my field notes were 

handwritten. 
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youngest 26, to 70-something, the oldest. When relevant, ages are mentioned between 

brackets.  

In some public places in other towns, I carried out more spontaneous interviews in the 

interest of feeling around the area. The places where material was collected were shown in 

Figure 3, excepting the Isle of Lewis27 and Edinburgh28, both out of the map’s range. 

The fieldwork took place between November 3rd and January 27th, a total of 67 days. Before I 

left, on January 21st I invited the community to a meeting in the cèilidh house, to inform them 

about the study, its tentative results, and answer any questions.  

During my fieldwork, the community met “officially” on five occasions: a “coffee morning” 

to discuss re-editing a book about the history of Arnisdale, and Guy Fawkes’ bonfire night on 

November 5th, Remembrance Sunday on Nov. 13th, an elderly neighbour’s funeral29, on Dec. 

7th, and the New Year’s cèilidh, in Corran. Besides that, I also attended the Christmas market, 

and Christmas mass in Glenelg. 

 My participant observation consisted in an array of quite colourful activities, including 

herding and manhandling sheep (in the snow!) for different purposes, building seawalls, 

repairing cattle fences, carding and spinning wool, walking collies, drinking copious amounts 

of tea (and some whiskey!) and learning to bake scones. Unfortunately, of these, only two 

 

26 I had some reservations as to interviewing minors. However, some parents thought it was pretty cool, or even 

fun, and encouraged me to ask their children if they felt like talking seaweeds. When these interviews took 

place, then, it was with plenty consent, and nearby presence of their parents. 

27 Thanks to Wren, I had the chance to reach the Outer Hebrides, where “they do many things with seaweed”, as 

people often said. 

28 Where I met with Professor Eun, who teaches Material Culture Studies and Gaelic in the Gaelic College of 

the University of the Highlands and Islands, and has looked into Gaelic culture and seaweeds. 

29 He was a very public person, and almost-last speaker of Gaelic. 
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involved seaweed directly30. A couple were “staged”, so I could “see what it’s like the rest of 

the year”. Memorably, Amhsan and Corra, two siblings who grew up in Arnisdale and are 

now retired, took me out for a boat tour of the loch. It was a cold December day, freezing as 

only sunny winter days can be, and we were looking for kelp while Amhsan storytold about 

local history and geology… In the end, we trailed after a sea eagle as it idly hopped between 

skerries.  

Amhsan and Corra’s regard for that eagle moved me. Since most households in Arnisdale 

own some guidebook of Scottish birds, I’ve often anonymised participants with bird names31. 

I hope the community will interpret this with the affection it means to carry… and maybe 

with humour, if I dare to hope. As I have done previously, I avoid the use of the word 

“informant”.  

As for the names of the townships, I have chosen to leave them as found on the map. In times 

when people seem to prematurely grieve the inevitable disappearance of their communities in 

the near future, it feels like my ethnographic duty to not contribute to this. 

The narrative schemata are my final methodological consideration. The ethnographic foray 

into the sea-anthropology of life leads to sometimes complex and labyrinthine ontological 

theories. Moreover, much about seaweed is obscure –they are obscure beings, in the obscure 

medium of the sea, and our relationalities with them are quite often subliminal. The 

ethnographer has to dig deep. Or, well, dive. There is no need for this dive to be theoretically 

harrowing and painstakingly dense. When possible, I have opted for light prose, and breaks 

 

30 Especially unfortunate since, as Bubandt et al. (2023) point out, “studies of more-than-human life in the 

Anthropocene [when humans have become a force of nature on a geological scale]” invite us to re-think 

fieldwork methods (pp.3,5). Nevertheless, my fieldwork did eventually involve lifting seaweed fronds and 

snooping around in the intertidal –see Chapter 4– and engaging in some culinary experimentation, among 

other “experimental” methods suggested by those authors (p.19). 

I believe, however, that participant observation as a method is in spirit holistic enough to encompass all 

sensorial experiences lived in the field. For this reason, I do not feel the need to single out “sensory 

ethnography” as a separate methodology (as, for example, Pink, 2015, proposes). 

31 using English and Gaelic randomly. Some names are other elements of nature that reminded me more of the 

anonymised person in question. 
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for art. Lastly, Kathleen Jamie, Scotland’s current national poet laureate, said: “what 

provokes poems, all poems, is the curious business of being in the world” (quoted by Gairn, 

2007:236). I agree, and therefore resort to poetry as a didactic devise. 

At the end of this study, the reader will find two Appendixes: the first one with a story, and 

the second one with artistic expressions some people shared with me. 

1.2.2. Ethics 

When we enter the field, we enter the lifeworld of others, and we enter with the ethical intent to do good. 

(Madison,2020:109) 

It is a curious positioning sometimes, being a person from the Global South doing 

ethnography in the Global North. Doubly curious, then, to be a multispecies ethnographer 

rethinking human exceptionalism32 (Lien & Pálsson,2021). From the onset, my stance was to 

approach ethnography with humility and wonder, but also responsibility and skill, aiming to 

“tell the story well” (Tuhiwai Smith,1999). It also matters to me that for all that I took in time 

and patience from the people in the community, I might be able to give back (as a song goes, 

the devil is never a maker, and the less that you give, you’re a taker33). Once completed, this 

research will be made available in Arnisdale through the Community Hall.  

As explained above, I have strived to make my discourse accessible. Chiefly, as Wren would 

say, “not pretentious”. In devising my ethnographic writing strategy, I tried to choose 

wordings that actively aim to let readers “come away with something they did not feel or 

know before they read” (“performative writing”, as Madison calls it [2020:189].). This being 

the point of science notwithstanding, it matters especially in the case of seaweeds, beings, as 

we will see, in the fringes of awareness, and non-use-related interest. The inclusion of and 

 

32 the belief that human sociality stops with humanity, and does not include other beings, or agents, within 

human relational spheres. 

33 “Heaven and Hell”, by Black Sabbath. 
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engagement with Gaelic when pertinent is also an active ethical choice: Gaelic is no longer 

spoken today on the shores of Loch Hourn, and this is something people lament. I hope this 

study can be a meagre contribution to making it visible, and increasing exposure to it. 

Lastly, on the other side of the loch, but based in Arnisdale, operates a salmon farm that is 

quite a controversial topic in the township34. Many believe its impact on the environment is 

not as innocuous as the firm claims, and, while I was in the field, the Scottish government 

allowed it to increase the size of its operations. It would be remiss of me not to mention the 

existence of this controversy, since it touches the loch, the people, and the seaweeds, but the 

nature of this study leads the discussions in other directions. Because of this, the fish farm 

appears actively only in Chapter 8, and as a point of comparison for proposed seaweed 

harvesting schemes.  

1.2.3. Theory 

“In general, maritime anthropologists have given little or no attention to seaweed […]” 

(Hoeffnagel, 1991:40). As was mentioned in the introduction, previous ethnographies of 

seaweeds have focused on them as resources, usually with a political ecological flavour. 

Frangoudes & Garineaud (2015, on kelp35), Iida (1998, on kombu36); Löfgren (197937); and 

Msuya 200638) are examples of such ethnographical approaches39. As an outlier, Hoefnagel 

 

34 Readers interested in knowing more can check out the websites of community-run “Friends of Loch Hourn” 

(https://www.friendsoflochhourn.org.uk/); and the fish farm (https://mowi.com/uk/blog/tag/loch-hourn/). 

35 Laminaria digitata & Laminaria hyperborea. 

36 Laminaria angustata. 

37 seaweed species unspecified. 

38 Eucheuma denticulatum and Kappaphycus alvarezii. 

39 Political Ecology focuses on the networks formed by natural resources and stakeholders, and conflict among 

them, usually in contexts of capitalism. Thus, these seaweed ethnographies favour, for example, the role of 

local governance practices, class and gender dynamics, and the part played by State regulations. 

https://www.friendsoflochhourn.org.uk/
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(1991) explored the symbolic dimension of seaweed gathering40 as practice41, but did not 

engage seaweed as an “active” participant. It is, actually, an interesting feature of the 

available literature that it seems to position people/seaweed sociality almost on an implicit 

sort of interacting with “dead matter”, or, at the very least, totally inert. So far, it is only 

Baker (2020) who, although still seeing seaweed as a resource, portrays human/seaweed 

relations from a different perspective. Narrating an origin myth of the HTG First Nations of 

the Vancouver area, the author notes “the sacred connection Hul’qumi’num people have with 

marine life including seaweeds” which “are not mere “weeds” but beings wrought into the 

earth at the beginning of time” (p. 42).  

Bearing this in mind, my theoretical positioning is, following Kohn, a sea-anthropology “of 

life” (2007) that can organically encompass the experience of people and seaweeds together 

in the world –the “lifeworld” (Jackson, 1996:6). This falls in step with all the theories that 

propose that “humans are an intrinsic part of nature” (Karlsson, 2016:381) and that sociality 

comprehends everything with which humans develop relational engagements (see 

Ingold,2013a; Lien & Pálsson, 2021:9). I choose to speak of “sea anthropology” because it 

avoids the confusing marine/maritime42 alliteration, and reads clearer about its focus on non-

resource-related biosociality (Ingold 2013a:8-9).  

This study fleshes out the lifeworld through an interplay of the ontological perspective, where 

sociality is a “pluriverse” of overlapping worlds (Escobar, 2020:xiii, see also Ingold, 

2011a:153, and Lien,2015); multispecies ethnography (see Kirksey&Helmreich, 2010) a 

holistic, post-humanist approach where social life is “a heterogeneous assemblage of human 

 

40 sargaço (Saccorhiza polyschides), algae for carrageen, (Chondrus crispus & Gigartina Stellata), and agar 

(Gelideum corneum.). 

41 … to reveal a fascinating interplay of “tidal” gender dynamics, and religious allegories and taboos linked to a 

liminal understanding of seaweed. This paper should have been a book. 

42 Maritime Anthropology studies human relations with the seas and their resources (such as fishing, navigation, 

coastal activities, etc. [Helmreich, 2011, Roszko, 2021]). Marine Ethnography, a more recent and not too-

established branch, seeks “a better understanding of how the biological and physical conditions of the sea, as 

well as the non-human […] life of the ocean, play out as social, political, and economic forces” (Roszko, 

2021:3-4, 6). 
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and non-human beings” (Lien&Pálsson, 2021:9); and theories about the relational quality of 

landscapes (Basso,1996; Ingold,2011a).  

A set of concepts pervade this work: Basso’s (1996) “process of interanimation”, whereby the 

physical landscape43 becomes the landscape of the mind when places are actively sensed 

(pps.107-108), together with “inhabited landscapes” which are “contingent on the actions of 

human and nonhuman beings and subject to their relations, their entanglements, and their 

becomings” (Vannini & Vannini, 2021:141). The shifting baselines, the normalization of 

worsening conditions with the passage of time44 appear to stay in Chapter 4; as Gow’s “the 

[ancestral] thing that got lost” (2011) does in Chapter 5.45 Finally, Escobar’s onto-linguistic 

tenet “ontologies manifest themselves as narratives” (2020:25) is frequently put to work.  

I also introduce a couple of original concepts. Firstly, ‘fluid beings’ which can contextually 

be either individuals, communities or environments (as seen in The Seaweeds of Loch Hourn, 

p. 17) 46. Secondly, I use ‘ontological transgressions’, to mean the unsettling, sudden invasion 

of a ‘world’ into another (Chapter 4). Anthropological literature contains the concept of 

‘matter out of place’, somewhat similar. However, Douglas (2002) devised it in the context of 

 

43 This study uses the words ‘landscape’ and ‘environment’ liberally, to mean the natural world that surrounds 

social relations. 

44 “[…] each generation of fisheries scientists accepts as a baseline the stock size and species composition that 
occurred at the beginning of their careers and uses this to evaluate changes. When the next generation starts its 
career, the stocks have further declined, but it is the stocks at that time that serve as a new baseline. The result 
obviously is a gradual shift of the baseline, a gradual accommodation of the creeping disappearance of resource 
species, and inappropriate reference points” (Pauly, 1995). 

45 For a while, I worried about the joint implications of the shifting baselines and “the thing that got lost”. Was I 

unwittingly spiralling down towards salvage ethnography…? Clifford (1989) defines salvage as “a desire to 

rescue something 'authentic' out of destructive historical changes” (p.73), and I do worry that the relational and 

symbolic worlds of seaweeds are endangered by changing customs and increased exploitation. However, he 

also points out that the key to avoid a salvaging attitude is to understand how “local structures produce 

histories rather than simply yielding to History.” (p.75). I concluded that, if the people themselves told me that 

things are getting lost and this makes them sad, then by reporting this I would not be doing salvage, just my 

ethnographic duty.   

46 Other ethnographies of “fluid beings” that are simultaneously beings and place include Kohn’s rainforest 

(2013), Tsing’s matsutake (2015), or Chao’s sago grove (2022). 
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ritual, and to understand “uncleanness or dirt” as those elements “which must not be included 

if a pattern is to be maintained” (2002:41). I actually engage with this concept in Chapter 7 

when exploring why seaweeds are perceived to be fearful; but when these beings appear 

environmentally, ‘matter out of place’ is not enough to account for the ontological 

phenomena I observed and describe. Finally, I bring Blackie’s (2018,123) ‘weatherscapes’ 

into anthropology, to explore the social dimension of the weather and the landscape 

coalescing into an environmental unity (Chapter 4, p. 63). 

Resulting from the aforementioned approach is an exploration of social relations that cross 

species boundaries to entangle beings, people, and an ecosystem/biome/landscape; becoming 

quite heterogenous in its organicity. To guide readers in their immersion into these worlds of 

seaweed relationality, I have structured this study to analytically mirror the process of getting 

into the sea, and each chapter deals with an amount of specific theoretic material that is 

unique to it. 

As such, the transparent shallows come first, and Chapter 2, “The Experience of Seaweed” 

encourages the reader to sift through the threads of an ethnography presented 

phenomenologically (following Merleau-Ponty,2012). Here, human/seaweed relations are 

presented experientially, for the reader to behold a biosociality “constantly in the making and 

not as a fixed, context-independent species-being” (Palsson, 2013:39).  

Gradually, more anthropological theory leads to the livelier first breakers. Firstly, through 

multispecies ethnography in Chapter 3, “Companion Species”, where different aspects of 

seaweed companionship offer alternative dimensions of the “significant otherness” of more-

than-human entanglements (Haraway,2017).Then, Chapter 4, “Underwater Forests”, 

discusses how the interanimation of seaweeds, people, and the environment (Basso,1996, 

Ingold,2011a) leads to different modes of awareness of natural phenomena and becoming-

withs (Haraway,2016:3), as well as the need to respect nature.  

The underwater depths are the detailed analysis of chapters 5 through 8; starting with the 

interplay of Levi-Straussian (1996) analysis of savage (practical) thought and ontological 



32 

 

considerations about what knowledge is in Chapter 5, “I don’t know anything”. Chapter 6, 

“Gille mo lunn”, introduces the role of the Gaelic cosmovision47 in seaweed narratives, and 

contrasts it with vernacular narratives. Chapter 7, “Otherworlds”, explores a recurrent 

perceptual duality of seaweeds as both benign and fear-inspiring from the perspective of 

classical anthropology; including a re-elaboration of Hoefnagel’s (1991) explanation of 

seaweed-taboos, discussions about myths and seaweed-symbolism, and the generative 

capacity of liminal spaces (Turner, 1997), and some considerations about enchantment (Kohn, 

2013, and Evans-Pritchard, 1976). Chapter 8, “The Hope of Seaweed”, gently inquiries into 

seaweeds as a resource (with insights from Lien [2015] and Tsing [2015]) to glean out how 

seaweeds can become a reservoir of hope.  

The different threads from the chapters will come together in a final analysis of all the 

reasons why, in the Loch Hourn area, seaweeds are sanctuary. 

1.3. 

Background 

1.3.1. A Brief, Contextualizing, History of the Highlands 

After Wren and her family, Amhsan was one of the first residents of Arnisdale I met. It was 

early in November, and Robin and I listened while the community, gathered in the cèilidh 

house, discussed whether to re-edit a book about Arnisdale’s history48. That morning, besides 

some seaweed things, Amhsan told me about the “sad history” of Scotland, and the 

Clearances: 

 

47 Literally, ‘view of the cosmos’, arguably a synonym of ontology. Though rare in English, cosmovisión is a 

pretty frequent word in “everyday” (South American) Spanish. 

48 Arnisdale and Loch Hourn: v. 1: The Clachans, People, Memories and the Future. (English, 2000) 
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After the failed Jacobite uprising of 1745, where Highland clans that rose in arms claiming 

for Scottish autonomy (see Sher,2005:157) were defeated at Culloden moor, the British 

Crown deployed various repressive mechanisms to deter future rebellion. Symbols of 

Highland identity, like Gaelic and wearing tartans, were banned. The customary mode of 

social organization, the clan system, was dismantled, and heads of clans became landlords 

instead (see Hunter,1976:9–11). “In the years around 1800, therefore, a steadily growing 

number of landlords began to drastically reorganise their estates. Old tenures were ended and 

the scattered strips or rigs or arable land which were the basis of the joint farming economy 

were divided into separate holdings, each occupied by a single tenant or crofter” 49 (ibíd., 

p.19). Since the landlords managed their estates to maximise profit, they forcibly relocated 

the people to make place for cattle and sheep (see ibíd., pp.20-21).  

Ach bho'n thàinig caochladh air an taob so, 

dh'fhalbh na daoine, chan 'eil iad ann, 

's bjo thàinig caoraich cho pailt air raointean 

's e dh'fhàg mi faondrach anns an àm. 

But since a change has come over this district 

the people have gone, they are here no more, 

and since sheep have become so numerous on fields, 

I am rootless at this time.50 

Sheep and cattle displaced people on the hills, and most modern coastal towns were put 

together in the 1800s; Arnisdale is no exception. People were moved from up the glen down 

 

49 “On the mainland and in those parts of Mull and Skye where its appearance coincided with the handling over 
of vast tracts of territory to sheep farmers, crofting was seen as a convenient and potentially profitable means of 
disposing of a displaced population –fishing taking the place of kelping in the areas where the latter industry was 
not widely available.” (Hunter, 1976:19) 

50 That poem extract is quoted by Sorley MacLean, a famous academic and poet from Raasay, Skye; in an essay 

called “The Poetry of the Clearances” (1985:16). As he said, “all poetry reflects social phenomena” (ibíd.,p.1).  

The rootlessness the poet speaks about led people who had been forced to leave home with bitter sentiments 

that Hunter (1976) often recounts, to the extent that many felt that another bay in Scotland or the distant shores 

of Canada were exactly the same, since neither were “home”. 
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to the less hospitable shores of the bay. Moreover, Corra; who is very knowledgeable about 

local history, told me that 300 locals were shipped away, most to Ontario, Prince Edward 

Island, or Australia.  

Robin and I accompanied Brùdhearg a couple of times to sheep-commerce related activities 

in the Dingwall auction centre51; where a big section of the higher floor is an exhibition of 

Scottish cattle history. One panel read: 

“THE HIGHLAND CLEARANCES AND THE COMING OF THE SHEEP. 

[…]  much of the remaining population was forcibly  

moved to the coast or on to higher ground,  

where they eked out a living by fishing or by  

crofting infertile land.” 

Note the blatant display of charged words like ‘forcibly’ and ‘eke out’. One afternoon, over 

tea, Mavis told Robin and I that “they’d call it Ethnic Cleansing today, ‘cause that’s what it 

was”. You’d never expect to suddenly hear “ethnic cleansing” from the lips of such a kind, 

sweet lady –but her great grandpa was a rebel hero on Skye. As we will also see in the case of 

the Kelp Industries, echoes of these traumatic events, though distant in time, are still fresh in 

Highland hearts. 

1.3.1.1. The Kelp Industries 

Originally, the word ‘kelp’ was used to frame seaweeds as product –either as biomass (cast 

ashore or harvested from the water, regardless of species [Hunter,2018:50]), or as “the 

calcined ashes resulting from [their] burning” (Schiel&Foster,2015:3). Big profits off the sale 

of kelp were made at an industrial scale. Initially, kelp provided ‘alkaline’ for glass and soap 

production. Later, when the fluctuations of the international markets killed that profitability, 

 

51 https://www.dingwallhighlandmarts.com/ 
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kelp was sold for its iodine (Hunter,2018:74)52. The Kelp Industries went hand-in-hand with 

the Clearances: “The grim kelping period was at its height between 1790 and 1814 when 

landlords took vast profits and offered a bare subsistence wage for the harsh work of 

gathering and burning seaweed on the shores” (Cheape,2020). 

In the context of my seaweed investigations, the Kelp Industries were mentioned all the time; 

yet people didn’t always know exactly what they entailed. Those narrations were often 

framed as having “happened in their grandparents’ time”. In the Loch Hourn area, what 

remained was an impression of economic gain.  

The use of the word “grandparent” in this chain of memory transmission bridges the actual 

temporal distance to the kelping boom of the 1800s; and adds an element of affective kinship, 

thereby setting the tone for what could be called an intergenerational narrative of grievance 

(see Feuchtwang,2009:248)53. Case in point, Wren said that some of Mùrlach’s classmates at 

the Gaelic College54 who come from the Outer Hebrides wouldn't gladly speak of the Kelp 

Industries. Like with the Clearances and the exile, the exploitation their grandparents 

experienced had bled through the generations in the shape of trauma and anger. 

  

 

52 For a detailed account of the kelp-making process in Scotland, see “Industrial uses of seaweed -The soda 

potash and iodine industries”, in Kenicer et al., 2000:133 through 136. 

53 The way these stories are reproduced would answer to a “cultural and intergenerational need for meaning” 

(Weltzer,2010:15) –due to the nature of my ethnography, I cannot offer explanations for what meaning, 

exactly. I will, however, direct the reader to James Hunter’s seminal work, The Makings of the Crofting 

Community (the 1976 version can be found online) for insight of the socioaffective mesh of that stormy time 

period. 

54 “Sabhal Mòr Ostaig is the National Centre for Gaelic Language and Culture. Based in Sleat, Isle of Skye, we are 
the only centre of Higher and Further Education in the world that provides its learning programmes entirely 
through the medium of Gaelic in an immersed, language-rich environment.”  

Source: https://www.smo.uhi.ac.uk/?lang=en 
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Chapter 2: The Experience of Seaweed 

Usually regardless of the weather, I walked Wren’s charming dogs by the shores of the loch. 

Seaweed was, then, inescapable. It crunched under our feet, and made our steps slippery in 

alternation. It hung in the air with its characteristic smell of brine and sea-like tanginess, 

something, to our land-senses, not quite alive, nor dead. 

If the tide was low, droopy fields of vine-like wracks appeared; dismal in the half-light of 

downcast days. But in the few days of sun, when the smoky veils of drizzle and fog parted, 

and the sharp silhouette of the Cuillin Mountains appeared over neighbouring Skye, the cast 

seaweed by the high-water tidemark turned charming shades of burnished auburn.  

If the wind was quiet, and the tide wasn’t at its highest, this stillness was coloured by a subtle 

watery sound, like tiny pebbles turning, like small bubbles cheerfully popping –the 

diaphanous, elusive sound of the bladderwracks. 

 

 

Figure 8. Corran beach, mid-tide. My picture. 
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For the “lifeworld” approach, “the immersion of the organism-person in an environment or 

lifeworld [is] an inescapable condition of existence” (Ingold, 2011a:189). The facilitators of 

those immersions are our bodies, which are contact-surfaces for sensory stimuli. The famous 

phenomenologist Merleau Ponty poetically equated the body in the world with the heart in 

the organism (2012:245), and called it the “vehicle of being in the world […]” (ibíd., p.84).  

As mentioned previously, seaweeds, as beings, are fluid –and in more ways than one. When I 

asked Tunnag, our closest neighbour, to describe the smell of the seaweed that was lying on a 

plot of land to fertilize it, her answer was kaleidoscopic: 

“slimy, slippy, smells like the sea, crunchy when it’s dried.” 

Synaesthetic considerations aside, for Tunnag, the smell of seaweed is not a unilateral 

construct: several senses are involved. This occurrence seemed frequent, when seaweeds 

were involved. 

The type of relations that this first ethnographic chapter will explore belong to the purely 

experiential dimension of life with seaweeds –the physical, unmediated encounter. The aim is 

didactic –the reader can encounter them as the people in Loch Hourn do. We will also meet 

more Arnisdale neighbours. The discussion at the end notwithstanding, these sensory 

ethnographic snippets are presented in a descriptive way, as favoured by phenomenological 

thought, with the idea that the reader can look, and reflect on why “they see what they see” 

(Stoller,2009:712). 

2.1. Sight 

In December, Sian and Creag visited from the neighbouring clachan55 of Kinlochourn, where 

they work at the estate –they are the only inhabitants in the winter, and we in Corran were 

 

55 small village, hamlet (English, 2000:14) 
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their nearest neighbours56. After a very nice Sunday lunch that Wren put together, we went 

out for a walk around the shore before darkfall. In the blue half-light, a tangy wafting around 

us, Sian, also an artist, wistfully said: 

“the colour of seaweed... in the autumn, it's unnatural.  

It has no right to be the colour it is!”  

During “the dead months”, the wracks on the high-water tidemark are an appreciated 

brushstroke of colour. Another day in Camusbane, after she and Amhsan had taken me out to 

the head of the loch, Corra was showing me pictures. She had photographed the frozen 

wracks –and so had I! They were quite strange, yellow ladywracks encased in frost crystals. 

Corra had some other pictures, also of yellow things: seaweeds in the winter, the gorse in the 

spring. It was the diversity of all the colours landscape that she found amazing. 

Eala, Runner and Tunnag’s daughter, persuaded her parents to get her an underwater camera 

in 2016. Since then, she’s been taking pictures of seaweeds in the loch that bring you into that 

surreal world of light and colours: “golden, gray; blue, sometimes”. 

 

Figure 9. One of Eala’s pictures. Source: water_wave.photography [instagram] 

 

56 9 miles on foot, as there is no car road to Corran. 
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2.2. Touch 

I dare say that the unified opinion of seaweed ashore is that it is slippery. Sona, who 

sometimes trekked from Camusbane to Corran to pay Wren a visit, described them as 

“lethal!”. When she goes for walks by the shore, she is always on guard not to slip. For Wren 

alone they were “friendly, like squelchy flip-flops”. 

Cam-ghob and his partner are also neighbours of Corran. When they swim in the loch with 

wetsuits, Cam-ghob said he enjoys the most sliding through the ‘gardens’ of bladderwracks 

which are “a delight to swim through”. He wondered what kinds of oils the wrack might have, 

to make it so silky. However, not too many people have opinions on what swimming through 

seaweed is like: “everyone tells you not to, ‘cause you’ll be tangled and dragged down”. In a 

birthday party in Glenelg, I overheard,  

“swimming in the dark… horrible slimy things… like seaweed!”  

This aspect of “horrible-slimy-dark” will be amply explored in Chapter 7. For now, I’ll say 

that this slipperyness factor does not do seaweeds any PR favours (except with Wren!), 

although being slid-y makes them good for pulling up boats from the water.  

Other haptic57 interactions ashore that stand out are, first, that the bladders of the wracks can 

be popped like bubblewrap, to kids’ and adults’ great satisfaction. Second, the wiry texture of 

Polysiphonia lanosa gained it the dubious honour of being called “the armpit hair one”. 

Finally, seaweed is very sensitive to barometrical fluctuations. Uaine, from Camusbane, 

described how the dry seaweed ashore “is hard and crackly” when there is good weather and 

low humidity.58 

 

57 touch-related 

58 sugar kelp is sometimes called “poor man’s weather glass” (Preston-Mafham,2010) 



40 

 

2.3. Smell 

The smell of seaweed hung in the air always during my months in Corran. The reader who 

knows it surely can recall it –its special combination of tang, brine, umami.  “I love the smell,” 

I was told at the New Year’s party, “it reminds me of the sea. Of ozone”, because it is fresh, 

enveloping, and evocative. An environmental smell. 

However, after a while of being cast ashore… “it starts to smell!”. The winter kept the stink 

subdued, however. But if the wracks “stink sometimes”, then kelp can be downright noxious: 

6 miles away from Arnisdale lie the eerie, sandy coves of Sandaig; which Wren thought I 

really must see. So one clear day we took Gus the pugsley, and off we went. By the time we 

decided to head back, Gus gave off the foulest, most cadaver-like stench I had smelled in a 

long time59. Wren and I puzzled over the source for a good while. At last, the answer –Gus 

had been rolling in the rotten kelp! A song comes to mind: 

If it’s thinkin’ in your inner heart the braggart’s in my step, 

You’ve never smelled the tangle o’ the Isles.60 

2.4. Sound 

Cressy (19) is a crofter, student, and friend of Wren’s. She painted me a word-picture of 

lochside parties, evening barbecues, and torturing of the knotted wracks:  

“You throw the ones with the bubbles on the grill and they pop like popcorn…  

Why…? You do it for fun.” 

 

59… and my dogs used to play with dead opossums...! 

60 from the song “The Road to the Isles”, for more see: https://www.must-see-scotland.com/road-to-the-

isles#tangle-thats-kelp-seaweed 
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Apparently, hearing the bladderwrack pop when it’s burning is a practice that people in the 

area are fond of regardless of age. Owl, who lives in Corran’s furthest bend, and is in his 

sixties, told me about it –and how bladderwracks pop so loud, that if you’re on the other side 

of the town you’ll hear them popping, like gunshots. 

The other aural61 salience of the seaweeds, more environmental, was mentioned in the 

opening paragraph. Sian commented, as we walked along the shore that Sunday, “sometimes 

the only thing that breaks the silence are the seaweed making the kind of wet crackling that 

they do…”62. Kinlochhourn, where she and Creag live, is a very dismal nook of the loch –in 

the winter, they see the sunlight pass by over the Knoydart hills, but it never reaches them 

directly. In that diurnal twilight, she goes out for walks. Behind the squish of the wellies, 

when the loch is still like a mirror, you hear just the tide rising, and the watery jingling of 

seaweed. 

2.5. Taste 

Some neighbours in Arnisdale eat seaweed –nowadays mostly sea lettuce; which can grow on 

mussel ropes and moorings, and is therefore easy to pluck fresh: 

“I really like seaweed! I look at it and think, it’s really tasty! I think of frying it, and 

eating it with soya and rice. And it’s good for the eyes, because of the iodine.” 

-Tunnag. 

Tunnag’s husband, Runner, told me “you dry it, bake it, season food”. Cam-ghob uses 

gutweed as well, which, dried, can replace salt. 

 

61 hearing-related 

62 I cannot explain the source of this crackling. It might be leftover seawater scurrying back to sea, or the 

bladders progressively drying out of the water. 
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No one can, however, really describe what the seaweed tastes like –most conclusions were 

that it cannot be compared to anything else. “A wee bit chewy”, I’ve heard. Some people 

mention spinach. Catan, who tried seaweed dishes at her friend Ara’s, classed it as “delicious” 

–but, she said, she would not eat it on its own63. Certainly, what seaweed species it is, and 

how it is prepared, are determinants for the palatability of flavour64. 

I had seaweed tea, of sweet, sea-like flavour, with Finch the minister and Ithy, his wife, over 

in Iverinate. And visiting the Harbour Authorities in Mallaig, the conversation veered to the 

famous Harris Gin, from the Isle of Harris Distillery, which is flavoured with sugar kelp. 

Gullie, a senior officer, tried to describe it… 

“It’s funny, sweet, not what you would expect…  

doesn’t really remind you of seaweed.”  

2.6. Discussion: Biosocial Relations 

Tim Ingold declares humans to be “a seat of awareness, bounded by the skin, and set over 

against the world” (2011b:305). And of all the kinds of “relational tentacles” (Tsing, 

2013:31) that we stretch out towards this world, we are experientially bound to rely on 

sensory stimuli because, as was said, the experience of being in the world is mediated by the 

body (Merleau-Ponty, 2012:84.)65. The passages above are chosen ethnographic samples, but 

 

63 These practices of seaweed foraging and consumption were narrated to me, but the winter was not a time 

when people went foraging, so I cannot estimate how usual or unusual they are. However, I dare to say that 

people in Arnisdale whose maritime activities lead them to interact with, for example, sea lettuce growing on 

ropes, will likely have tried it at least once. Continued consumption seems quite dependant on having good 

recipes! For more insight on current uses of seaweeds as food in Scotland, see Kenicer et al., 2000:123. 

64 This I can confirm from my own experiments with roasted ladywracks, which nobody in Wren’s household 

particularly liked. Kenicer et al., generalize that “the Scottish palate is not used to the taste” (2000:123). But, 

to be fair, my experiments turned out really salty… 

65 How people build upon these sensorial experiences is especially discussed in Chapters 5 and 7. 
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throughout my field material, these sensorial perceptions re-occur in similar narrations by 

many locals.  

The choice of phenomenological narrative should have favoured reflection “toward the 

unmediated experience” (Stoller, 2009:714): just people speaking seaweeds. What does the 

reader know now, after having read these sensorial snippets? 

At the very least, how an interplay of senses entangles itself to situate us, people and 

seaweeds together, in the lifeworld.  

For this sensorial information to enter the relational world, the collected perceptions of this 

world “as it is” must ‘cross over’ from the […] macrocosm of the world to the microcosm of 

the mind” (Ingold, 2011a:306). When Basso spoke of “interanimation” as the process 

whereby “places are actively sensed, [and] the physical landscape becomes the landscape of 

the mind” (1996:107-108), he spoke strictly of landscapes. But I will briefly anticipate the 

coming chapters, and direct matters to the question of perception, because I believe it is 

possible to speak of “interanimation” more broadly, and locate the seaweeds in the 

“microcosm of the mind”, too. Environmental Psychology tells us that “perceptions are 

representations in action […] You perceive the world to be ‘out there’, but it is really tucked 

away between your ears” (Mather, 2011:74). Therein my choice to present sensorial and 

experiential interactions first, as this unmediated being-in-the-world can be considered, from 

this point of view, the foundations of relations, or biosocial interspecies entanglements (Tsing, 

2015), between people and seaweeds. 
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Chapter 3: Companion Species 

For the lifeworld approach, “social life is a heterogeneous assemblage of human and non-

human beings” (Lien & Pálsson, 2021:9) with whom, in the words of Haraway, “we are, 

constitutively, companion species […] Significantly other to each other […] in an ongoing 

‘becoming with’.” (2007:16). Most houses in the area are “within a mile of the sea”66 (see, 

for example, Figure 4): just by being in contact in shared spaces, people and seaweeds live 

their lives together, and the next relationship that this study explores is this multispecies 

companionship. 

Within the multispecies turn, companion species status trends more often to be afforded to 

animals (see Palsson,2013; Ingold,2013b, Haraway,2017) – when Lien and Palsson, for 

example, speak of “the agenda of other beings”, they are thinking with chimpanzees 

(2021:12). I’d love to know about the agenda of seaweed… but it might just be quite strange! 

After all, every now and then, somebody called seaweeds “alien”: they are a very other 

“Other”. And yet, as Haraway (2017) says, their otherness is significant. The reader has some 

context for how, in coastal Scotland, seaweeds and people share environment and history. But 

what shapes does their companionship adopt in people’s daily lives? Let us take a look. 

3.1. In The Commons 

Darach-Ruadh, environmental educator and Gaelic teacher, organizes a series of online 

seminars called Feamainn agus na Gàidheal, “Seaweed and the Gaels67”. I had the chance to 

ask him why he thought more people are becoming interested in seaweed now. His answer: 

 

66 as I was told in Armadale. 

67 Gaelic-speaking peoples. 
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“People are more interested in the environment and foraging. Seaweeds are easy 

to access, and they’re all free as well –they don’t cost anything, so you can do 

basic foraging68. You can pick up cast seaweed in large amounts if you want to.” 

In the Western Highlands, seaweed is “in the commons” (Helmreich, 2011:136; Winkiel, 

2019:2) for people as long as they do not exploit them commercially69. Historically and 

nowadays, seaweeds seem to “be there” for the local communities. They give much, and are 

generally prolific; vital in times of hardship when people sometimes have nothing to give 

back. To illustrate, Moss, who works in the fish farm, but once fished commercially for 

scallops amongst the kelp forests off Lewis, told me:  

“You can actually live off potatoes and herring, it’s a king's meal!”  

In the Christmas fair in Glenelg, I heard a very interesting reflection from Colm, a map-

maker. “Who owns the seaweed?” he wondered, “everybody has a right to collect it…” Tonn, 

a young Marine Biologist who happened to pass by, commented that it’s the Crown, actually, 

who owns from the bottom of the sea to the high tide mark –“you gotta ask permission. No 

one bothers you here, but it’d be different in Edinburgh if you went with a wheelbarrow and 

tried to gather seaweed.” 

This is an interesting aspect of stuff in the commons: an element of discord, or resistance, or 

even anti-capitalism, rears its head when people start thinking about land rights and 

 

68 it helps that no Scottish seaweed is poisonous (Kenicer et al.,123:2000). 

69 In the UK,  

“commercial harvesting of seaweed from areas of Crown Estate foreshore or seabed requires a licence from 
The Crown Estate. This helps to ensure the practice is managed sustainably and with the approval of the 
relevant natural heritage authority [...] Seaweed collection for personal use, in small qualities does not 
require a licence.”   
Source: https://www.thecrownestate.co.uk/en-gb/what-we-do/on-the-seabed/coastal/seaweed-harvesting/ 

Generally speaking, the divide between really “free for all” mare liberum (Roszko, 2021:9), and its opposite 

mare clausum, which affords territorial rights to coastal nations (Alamo, 2020:311) is not static. In that 

uncertainty fall certain beings in “the commons”, such as seaweed. A feature of some of the seaweed-studies 

mentioned in the theory section (like Frangoudes and Garineaud [2015], and Iida, T. [1998]) is that they try to 

sort out “governability” issues that arise from this… liminality. 
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ownership of things that, at first glance, are taken for granted to belong to everybody –but 

turn out to be regulated. 

Still, being in these accessible commons, seaweeds become allies in tough times. As they told 

me in Mallaig, “there’s no limits, it’s abundant, everyone respects it… There’s potential in 

[seaweed]”. More immediately, it means that neighbours can resort to them as fertilizers or 

food relatively free of hassle, other than getting wet or braving the stench of decomposition. 

More protractedly, this positions seaweeds as a potential source of income, even employment, 

in places where, otherwise, jobs are hard to come by70. 

3.1.1. Nourishment for the Soil 

 “It does a god job. The Highlander has always used seaweed as fertilizer. Nobody 

has a bad crop that uses seaweed.” 

–Dreas & Uaine  

 

“… for making the ground more fertile, to try to help the soil a bit.”  

–Sona 

The use of cast seaweed (brùchd71) as fertilizer is a historical staple of coastal populations of 

Northern Europe (Carr & Pendleton, 2022; Löfgren,1979) –not only does it work, it is also 

free72. Side-by-side with the people, seaweed improves the soil. Catan remembers her 

 

70 this second aspect is what informs Chapter 8. 

71 Gaelic has this special word for the mish-mash of cast seaweed, so I will continue to use it here. Amusingly, 

its homonym means “belch” … quite graphic! 

72 “As seaweeds are abundant, nutrient-rich and alkaline (upon decomposition or burning), they are particularly 

suited for use as a fertiliser on Scotland’s generally acidic soils.” (Kenicer et al., 2000:124) 
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husband turning a slanted small holding into a nice lawn, “with earth where you could grow 

tatties”73. 

In Loch Hourn, the gathering is fairly straightforward –“you just go the beach and take it”, as 

someone said. The moment for collection is told to be seasonal, with spring being favoured. 

However, gathering practices and preferences vary: I saw a neighbour pushing a full 

wheelbarrow in the dimming light of a misty January afternoon.  

There is some sort of consensus that the brúchd should be heaped, preferably in sloped terrain, 

and left to be rained upon, and drain. In this way, the salt will wash off, and the “wee beasties 

in the seaweed” will scatter away. This last bit refers to the tiny amphipods at home in the 

brúchd, which feature in a couple of hilarious anecdotes I heard from both Uaine and Ara, 

who fondly recall the drying process “done wrong, and the house full of icky sandhoppers”. 

In times of old, “before supermarkets delivered your groceries to your door” (in Crane, from 

Camnusbane’s, words), and Arnisdale’s meagre supplies came once a week by boat from 

Mallaig, fertilizing with seaweed was vital to nourish a poor soil, because the town depended 

on the local crops. Owl told me: 

“There’s still the lazybeds74 on the other side of the loch, you’ll see them in a good 

day. They’d carry the seaweed, and pile them up. When I was a boy they grew 

corn –it has the same harvest time as hay. Before, the community was more active 

rurally, they harvested corn, wheat, hay. Well, the growing weather was better 

before. No one grows corn anymore.” 

A veteran park-ranger in Patagonia once told me that “in order to find something, you have to 

know how to look”. Indeed, the next time I looked across the loch I saw the long-lasting 

 

73 potatoes 

74 “The crofter would dig a series of wide, linear trenches, often running up a hillside. The seaweed was then dug 
into the earth from the trenches and after around three weeks of composting, the mixture  was turned into the 
trenches again and oats, wheat, barley, potatoes, onions,  turnips and brassicas were planted (Martin, 1703)” 

(Kenicer et al., 2000:125) 
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grooves of the lazybeds (Figure 10), overgrown with forest. I noticed them everywhere, after 

that, like scars on the landscape. 

 

 
 

Figure 10. Lazybed grooves on a hillside. 

Their importance for potatoes notwithstanding, seaweed is widely popular for plants in 

general. Tunnag’s husband Runner grew up in Corran, and nowadays he works across the 

loch in the Barrisdale estate: “I put a lot of seaweed in gardens, it was always done” –

seaweed minerals and nutrients fertilize the earth, the mulch blocks the weeds. His inspiration 

was an old neighbour who would gather brúchd in the winter; and would therefore have the 

most “amazing” garden –green, healthy, with luscious vegetables75.  

3.1.2. Nourishment for People and Other Beasties 

Ara, originally from one of Scotland’s biggest cities, moved to the Highlands when she 

married a local man, and has lived in Arnisdale for more than 40 years. She is really keen on 

seaweed, which she calls “magic”. Life was tough, at the beginning. They were struggling 

and ate “potatoes, rabbits, nuts, whatever we could. We also picked mushrooms…. but they 

grew in the dark, at night, so they were considered evil. It was very strict Free Church back 

 

75 Most neighbours in Arnisdale use seaweed like this –however, from what I heard about Tunnag and Runner’s 

neighbour, she must have also had a green thumb. 
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then, and nobody else would touch them”. Around April, when the sea was at its cleanest, she 

would go out with the boat and collect sea lettuce from below the water: 

“I used to cook it like spinach, with onion, and throw in some oatmeal. We were 

really struggling financially. We even tried cooking bootlace seaweed… It didn’t 

work. Seaweed was alien, that’s all. It was very satisfying to use it, because no one 

else did… Probably their ancestors did, when they were poor.” 

For Crane and Jolly, retired fishers who we will meet in Chapter 8, eating sea lettuce or 

carrageen was “all part of a day’s work… the seaweed grew on the mussel ropes; when you’d 

pull the ropes in, you’d bring back from the water many things. Sea lettuce we ate, fried or in 

salads with the mussels”. Dulse was also collected in the Loch Hourn area; although current 

accounts of dulse being eaten come from people’s Irish relatives; encrusted with salt and 

eaten like a treat, boiled like cabbage, or wrapped around a poker, which would then be 

placed on the fire. Finally, for people who grew up in Arnisdale, one of “granny’s favourite 

puddings” used dried carrageen as a thickening agent to make a sweet, white jelly76. Both 

carrageen and dulse are interesting seaweeds –they will show up again in Chapter 6. 

Notably, not only people eat seaweed: as we know from the introduction, Wren’s sheep are 

fond of kelp (see Figure 11!). They happen to be North Ronaldsays, a breed famous for… 

eating seaweed! As the story is told in the Loch Hourn area, a landowner from the island of 

North Ronaldsay, in the Orkneys, was not fond of sheep grazing on his lands, so he built a 

stonewall around them, and chuck the sheep out to the stripe of coast outside the walls. 

Perhaps to the landlord’s dismay, they survived on seaweed. With time, they evolved to 

 

76 There is carrageen (or ‘Irish moss’) in Loch Hourn, but you have to know where the patches are. If you didn’t, 

or were not up to weathering the foreshore in secluded coves at the lowest tides (the nooks favoured by this 

charming little red seaweed) you could do like Uaine’s great aunt, who would go and buy the carrageen on 

Skye. Here is a very succinct recipe: 

“The moss is soaked, then cooked with milk and vanilla until the moss begins to extrude a 

thick jelly-like substance. The combination is strained onto beaten egg yolks for the custard, 

then mixed with beaten egg whites and chilled”. Vanilla, chocolate, or citrus can be used for 

flavouring.” 

 Source: https://www.tasteatlas.com/carrageen-moss-pudding  

https://www.tasteatlas.com/carrageen-moss-pudding
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become very small, distinct, and quite rare. Their meat is considered a delicacy, so they fetch 

quite a high price! 

 
Figure 11. One of Wren’s North Ronaldsays munches on a Laminaria hyperborea. 

Other than sheep, someone’s granddad feeds seaweed to the pigs; cattle and ponies graze on 

the wracks, the hens “love” the seaweed. The wilks77 Crane and Jolly used to collect “graze 

kelp”. And wild land animals eat seaweed too –deers, birds, and rodents. Out walking, 

Wren’s collies had a blast from pulling out the unsuspecting wracks from their intertidal 

holdfasts. Seaweed is, in a way, also the companion species of other companion species. 

 

77 periwinkles –also whelk, also winkles (in Scotland) Littorina littorea. 
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3.2. A Nuisance 

Alas! As in all companionships, not all is bucolic and hassle-free. Being up and close with 

seaweeds can be annoying, too, in different ways. 

Some locals expressed only to interact with living kelps when trying to free their fishing 

hooks, or anchors. And seaweeds –bulky, wet, and attached to rocks– are quite heavy to pull 

up! Often, a line has to be cut because seaweeds are just too tough and don’t break. A 

variation: “seaweed gets on the moorings, my husband is always cleaning!”78  

And because wracks and kelps are generally tough, they are bad news for boat propellers, 

which risk not surviving the encounter. In the Christmas fair in Glenelg, Colm told this story:  

“Tonn’s uncle got his propeller caught in seaweed in Arnisdale, he was very annoyed… 

but he’s not from here, he doesn’t know the places [where the seaweed is.] These things 

get handed down… go there, or don’t.” 

Likewise, Galo, a biologist who works in the fish farm, said, “we avoid the kelp forests, 

because the propellers of the boats can get entangled and ruined –the kelp is dense and strong, 

and my colleagues know to avoid it… good for the sake of the kelp, though!” 

Late autumn and winter is the time of storms in Scotland. The seasons of seaweed roughly 

replicate the seasons on land: they flourish in the spring, and die in the winter. Then, bits of 

them break off, and are brought to the shore by the tides and the storms, which is how heaps 

of seaweed end up on piers and roads, sometimes quite dramatically – indeed, walking the 

road in Camusbane, you always saw some stray seaweed looking like it had been lying there 

a while. Clearing off these seaweed Armageddons can be pretty annoying, and a lot of work, 

 

78 Before, people used running moorings; which consisted of a looping line to a buoy to tug the boat in. These 

lines could get overgrown with seaweed, and many remembered the tedious task of plucking off “seaweed, 

jellyfish and ugh, slime”. I did not hear much about jellyfish, but they do seem to share some relational aspects 

with seaweeds –the ‘slime’, the places they inhabit, the tentacular symbolisms… 
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that the neighbours share. The most dramatic storms can even heap seaweed on fences, and 

do great damage. 

3.3. Peripheral Ones 

Besides the special cases mentioned above, seaweeds are peripheral to life’s many activities. 

–after all, as Cam-ghob said: “you go out the door, and they’re straight out there”. 

Anecdotically, my first contact with Arnisdale seaweeds was herding sheep –one strayed 

from the flock to the beach, where it continued to trample on the seaweed. 

One afternoon, walking the dogs, I met Cam-ghob’s son on the beach in Corran. Although he 

has been living in Edinburgh for some years now, for professional reasons, he looked happy 

to be back in Corran for a bit, and reminisced:  

“Growing up, if we found treasures or interesting things on the beach, we put them 

above the seaweed line of the tide, to mark that they were “claimed”. There was 

never many people around, but it was a code that everyone respected.” 

I asked him what the seaweed represented for him and he said that they mark where the 

influence of the sea ends (represented in Figure 12). Incidentally, in Tonn’s surgical words, 

“you never leave your boat behind the line of the seaweed, ‘cause the tide will fucking take it 

away” …79 

 

 

79 A comment on liminality: this whole thesis could have, perhaps, had liminality as connecting thread. However, 

to accentuate the nuances in the ethnographic material, the use of liminality as an analytical tool is limited to 

Chapter 7.  
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Figure 12. The area under the influence of the sea. 

It is also along the brùchd on the high-water tide-mark that there are things to be found, 

flotsam and jetsam. In places as remote as these settlements of the Western Highlands (and 

Islands), beachcombing for serviceable cast-offs from shipwrecks was a traditional, possibly 

even ancestral, practice. In the Arnisdale area, the interplay of tides and currents has even 

yielded objects from far-off North America! 

Then, there is a more gentle ecological companionship of seaweed as environmentally 

quintessential –they are there when children are playing on the beach in the summer; when 

sheep stray, and when neighbours walk at low tide. For people of faith, like Moss, thinking 

seaweeds evoked the transcendental experience of God in the totality of nature that makes up 

the landscape: 

“I've never singled out seaweed as such, but everything is in harmony to me, even 

the jagged hills are set right in this unity. I can look at that and wonder.” 

Seaweeds also feature extensively in local art, and I have included some examples in 

Appendix 2. In the Highlands, seaweeds can be seen sculpted on wood, painted, printed, 

pressed. Photography is also very popular –remember Eala and Corra. Tunnag, a graphic 

designer, wants to try pressing them, and making images80. Cam-ghob, who does plaster casts, 

told me that when he wanted to make a present for his partner, who he swims with, he chose 

to cast a knotted wrack. For him, of all the beings they saw underwater, those seaweeds were 

the most dramatic, and meaningful. 

 

80 She was inspired by https://www.molesworthandbird.com/ 
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3.4. Discussion: Relations of Companionship 

Seaweeds are companion species by coastal proximity alone. However, they phase in and out 

of that passive, environmental role, and can become active partners in the lives of people. 

This companionship is complex: sometimes, it is veritably an alliance in the toils of coastal 

rural life. Other times, it can be problematic. Seaweeds can also adopt companion roles that 

transcend the material into subtle realms of beauty and wonder. And, as will be explored in 

Chapter 5, this historical and multifaceted companionship also provides foundations for 

epistemological elaborations of how to “be in the world”. 

In December, I met with Prof. Eun in Edinburgh to discuss aspects of seaweed material 

culture and Gaelic language. His wife, Faireag, commented something that sent my thoughts 

spiralling. “Seaweed is the harvest of the sea,” she said, “Have you been to places where 

there wasn’t any? It’s so strange. I think that in Spitsbergen there wasn’t, neither was there 

any on St. Kilda. Seaweed is the image of a healthy coastline.” 

I incorporated Faireag’s reflection into subsequent interviews –and, indeed, all agreed that 

seaweed would be something that you truly would notice through its absence. The ontological 

fluidity, and periphery, of seaweeds means that they are truly entangled, enmeshed, and 

incorporated into the community identity of coastal Western Highland settlements. And yet, 

being understated species, it may take a drastic thought exercise about their absence to make 

their significance evident. Understanding all that “would be lacking” in people’s daily lives 

exposed their place in the interspecies approach to the notion of community (Lien & Pálsson, 

2021:10). 

As Haraway writes, “species interdependence is the name of the worlding game on earth, and 

that game must be one of response and respect” (2007:19). We will see how this element of 

respect turns out to be key in seaweed/human relations in the coming chapter(s). 
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Chapter 4: Underwater forests 

The lifeworld approach is symmetrical: it considers that all beings are in equality as they 

exist, survive, and create meaning. This organic understanding of social interplay means that 

existence needs emplacement; and co-existence of distinct entities ‘makes place’ (see Basso, 

1996; de la Cadena, 2015:100; Ingold, 2011a:153). And so, when Escobar calls for 

“dethroning” the human, and exploring different ways of existing (Escobar quoting Warren, 

20202:xxv) he encourages a delicate perspectival crossing-over into the planes of Ecology 

with the Anthropological toolkit81. The aim is to override how “their [creatures’] stories find 

an audience among biologists, our stories among anthropologists”, as Lien (2015:2) critizices, 

and see how the ongoing “becoming-with” each other (Haraway, 2016:3) makes the lifeworld 

and makes us human. 

Consider the following: it was Christmas day, and Wren’s children –Wolfie, Drake, and 

Mùrlach– were home. In a way, it was a mirror image of what I knew from home, visiting my 

parent’s for the holidays; although our limited selection of tedious walks around the 

neighbourhood in the Pampas couldn’t hold a candle to a light hike around a Scottish loch, 

even if it was December and the threat of rain was constant. But it wasn’t raining, so we went 

out for a walk. 

Our first cross-species encounter was a dead fish, lying on the shore.  

The tide was low, so we all traversed the sleek bushes of wracks to give it a burial at sea. The 

boys ended up lifting the fronds for fun, to see what creatures were underneath. And what did 

we not see! Crabs, slithery fishes, starfish, seashells. 

Later, I asked Mùrlach to tell me more about that: 

 

81  Although this also falls within my understanding of participant observation, multispecies methodology 

stresses a ‘hands-on’ approach: Bubandt et al.(2023) say that, to “[…] “put - on rubber boots” and experiment 

with multispecies, transdisciplinary, and landscape-historical field methods should in this light also be seen as 

an invitation to develop forms of knowledge production that grow from a meandering, curious, and peripatetic 

imagination even as they are empirically grounded, based on fieldwork” (p.8). 
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“Seaweed is kind of a whole world of its own…  

All the living beings in the intertidal are the toughest, they’re coping with two extremes, 

two different environments, and they’re perfectly fine! They always need the sea. If 

they were stuck on land, they’d die. But the seaweed is like a sanctuary for a lot of 

seacreatures; it provides a damp and saline environment until the sea comes back.  

It’s part of the environment, and their own environment, at the same time, for other 

beings.” 

This chapter deals with seaweeds-relationality with an environmental, “becoming-with” 

flavour; wherein they are not perceived to engage individually, but as intertidal or submerged 

communities: it discusses the ontology of sea-forests and, further on, how seaweeds can 

condense awareness of greater phenomena of nature; like storms, tides, or even the seasons. 

Finally, I set out to chart how weather alters the landscape and modifies relationships with the 

environment. 

4.1. From Neptune’s Garden to the Pillars of the Sea 

There is a romantic kind of aura surrounding the thought of underwater environments, a dozy 

sort of wonder that leads to comparing seaweed communities with forests and gardens, their 

perceived abovewater equivalents. Several swimmers took me down to “Neptune’s Garden”82 

with their tales, making me wish it weren’t the dark depths of winter so I could see these 

marvels with my own eyes. 

Cam-ghob: “The bladderwrack slides silkily past you when you swim… it’s like an 

underwater forest, or garden… the sunlight makes it golden. It’s really, 

really pleasant… there’s nothing like it”.  

 

82 a very poetic kenning. 
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Me: “What feelings do you have when you’re down there?”  

Cam-ghob: “Well… magical! A secret garden that nobody knows…. a lot of life, and 

action, a bit like when you’re dreaming…” 

There seems to be an entrance fee for these worlds of wonder: courage. Many share the 

experience of being on a boat, close to the shore, wondering what’s down there, and seeing 

seaweeds, soothingly moving at rhythms independent of the waves. Looking at them, the 

observer is quite happy83. 

Furthermore, there is no one who has experienced a kelp community that will not readily 

equate it with a “real”, underwater, forest. This is how Alex described the Laminaria 

hyperboreas off Lewis:  

“… the water was less than 10m deep –quite shallow, the kelp forests. Good light, still 

quite some colour, the kelp were maybe 3m high.” 

I advise caution when reading the word “forest”, however. “Science” will not call a spindly 

community of knotted wracks a “forest” –but people in the West Highlands might. I was 

blindsided to the ontological weight of such an “innocent” word until January 1st, when I 

went out rowing with Wren to welcome the New Year. The tide was high, the air was cold, 

and our canoe glided on transparent, glittering waters over the dense wracks. Suddenly, much 

of my ethnographic material shifted before my eyes, as these were forests too… only that 

these forests get made and unmade, circumstantially: you blink, the tide shifts, and you miss 

them. And seaweed terminology, vague from the get-go, facilitates confusion. Consider what 

Sian said about their Kinlochhourn foreshores: 

“A different world when the tide comes out, like patches of forest, clearings… this secret 

garden appears, like another dimension.” 

 

83 Getting in, however, can be a whole other story, told with words like “unsettling”, which will be looked at 

with more detail in Chapter 7. 
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After this realization, I looked back on my notes, and started to see many instances where 

“forests” did not refer strictly to permanently-submerged kelps, but meant, or included, 

wracks, like in the quote above84.  

Perhaps stemming from the forest association, many liken seaweeds to upright structures: 

Then in the green gloom 

swaying sideways and back 

like half-forgotten ancestors 

– columns of bladderwrack.85 

In this role of pillars of the sea, seaweeds become supportive, structural. Colm, the map-

maker from the Glenelg Christmas fair shared this memory, from when he was young and 

went out rowing with his grandpa in nearby Loch Duich: 

“… towers from the bottom… incredibly frightening. The great unknown, another 

world under the water. Just blackness, and undulating towers of green seaweed.  

It’s actually a very nice memory, I was safe with grandpa on the boat. Later in life, you 

recognize that these places, like wild mountain places, need respect.”  

Ontological considerations notwithstanding, seaweed gardens, or communities, or forests; or 

pillars, are both vital for the environment; and an environment on their own, as Mùrlach said: 

they function as nurseries for fish, crabs, starfish, jellyfish, and a multitude of other beings; 

provide shelter for larger creatures, and hunting grounds for larger predators, like seals and 

otters. 

 

84 I wonder whether might there be a disservice done to certain seaweed communities, by excluding them from 

the “forest” denomination. 

85 extract from “The Glass-hulled Boat”, by Kathleen Jamie. Full poem available: 

https://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poem/glass-hulled-boat/ 
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4.2. The Thrill of Exploration 

At the New Year’s party in the cèilidh house, I received a message on a bottle. There was 

much whiskey going around, as one would expect of a Scottish celebration; and people were 

sharing drams. Dreas’ bottle was from a brand called Shackleton, after the Antarctic explorer. 

On its very glass, a quote by the man himself read: 

It is in our nature to explore, to reach out into the unknown. 

Whatever prompted Shackleton to express himself thusly, the need to explore and undertake 

adventures is a powerful human drive (see Gordon, 2006). It can be realized grandly, in hill-

climbing for instance, or in smaller things –like nosying amongst the sea-weeds. 

I felt a very childlike kind of joy in lifting ladywracks and serrated-wracks, that Christmas 

morning with Mùrlach, Drake, Wolfie, and Wren, and discovering things under their glossy, 

slippy fronds. Like a treasure hunt. This pleasurable feeling of rewarded curiosity is often 

expressed by people who play in the intertidal, who swim amongst seaweed communities, 

and who, sitting on a boat, peer down into the depths of the water. 

It reads almost formulaic: “seaweed hides interesting things” (like Evans Pritchard’s 

“witchcraft explains unfortunate events”, 1976:23) Often, the “interesting thing” is not “more” 

than a crab or whilk, but my interviewees’ joy was very pure when they told me about this 

looking-and-finding exercise. For example, 

“I get lost just staring, it’s very nice. I’m looking to see if I can see anything! Fish, 

starfish… I can immerse my consciousness down there. It’s peaceful, pleasant… 

timeless, no worries. You’re rocked by the boat while you look underneath.” 

–Sona 



60 

 

4.3. Seaweed Maps Space and Time 

Previously, I mentioned that just as landscapes are projected into our mental representation of 

existence, then every other element-slash-being in the lifeworld is likewise lifted into it –“the 

landscape is the homeland of our thoughts” (Merleau Ponty, quoted by Ingold, 2011a:207). 

Indeed, I heard from a couple of people that they would recognize a shore as “theirs” from 

the seaweeds. Wren, originally from Edinburgh, expanded: 

“The East Coast seaweed are different, exposed, clinging on for dear life instead of 

becoming a part of the landscape, like here. Much more uniform, less mystical. 

Here, there’s extraordinary variation, all different shapes… you can know that with 

certain formations of seaweed you’ll get certain features, little complicated houses of 

creatures. East Coast seaweed think, fuck, it’s really cold.”86  

Through an interplay of tides, winds, and phycoflora87 growth variation, even the 

neighbouring beaches of Corran and Camusbane are different –kelp and dulse wash ashore in 

Camusbane, less so in Corran. 

Underwater spaces are also ‘mapped’ by seaweed. The reader will remember that, when 

Tonn’s uncle got his propeller entangled, Colm’s explanation was “he’s not from here, he 

doesn’t know the places [where the seaweed is]”. Out with Amhsan and Corra in December, 

Amhsan knew exactly where to go, to show me what [sugar] kelp we had in Loch Hourn. 

And as it turns out, the mightier Laminarias do not care much for the waters of the loch: 

 “… out of the loch and into the Sound [of Sleat], towards Skye, I think I remember 

seeing some patches.” 

–Owl 

 

86 I did not visit the East coast myself, but it is my understanding that beaches are more sandy (less rocky), and 

more exposed. 

87 all the algal life of a place. 
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Having a boat leads to spatial awareness of seaweeds, either by fondness of the ecosystem, or 

by practical necessity to avoid propeller nightmares. Occupation regardless, people who have 

been about the loch long enough have mind-maps of seaweeds. Crane, who dove for scallops, 

knew exactly where there are patches of carrageen, “this wee purple one”. Runner, also a 

diver, recalled his father telling him where to find carrageen too, and thinks he could also 

possibly find them. I heard also quite precise descriptions of the phycoflora in the coves of 

Rasaig, and the Sound of Sleat. 

These orientations seemed comparable to how one can know the way around a familiar forest, 

from what trees grow in certain areas; and reminded me of the “alive” indigenous map-

making dynamics recently described by Chao (2022:54). 

Seaweed-related mapping extends to the temporal plane. Although people rarely speak about 

seaweeds outside of interviews, there is an awareness of what is going on with them in the 

loch. For example, a slightly dismissive comment of “it was always there”, can be followed 

by an “it seems like there’s more now than it ever was…”, referring to sea lettuce and sugar 

kelp, whose increase is alternatively attributed to climate change or excess nutrients from the 

fish farm. Or, “we used to get more dulse, before”. 

Seaweed-reflecting within the ethnographic space often brought up patterns of change in the 

loch –namely, a decrease in biodiversity in the span of time people remember88. There seems 

to be a collective agreement that there used to be more crabs, wilks, shells; and overall fish 

varieties. For example, to show me some local seaweeds, Runner showed me a video of an 

otter; and then he said: 

“Otters are shy, but when they’re hungry they go around… they’re probably 

hungrier, ‘cause there’s less fish. We overfished...  

 

88 approximately 50 years back. 
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When I was a boy it was full of eels; now you’ll rarely see the great migration of 

eels upstream –the elvers, the wee ones. There were also a lot of flatfish, but you 

won’t get that now.” 

It is a concern of people between ages 50 and 70, that it is too late to react by the time people 

start noticing detrimental change. One of the evenings in the cèilidh house, Crane said to me, 

“you’re doing this 50, 60 years too late” because much of the local usages are lost, 

biodiversity seems to be changing, and people are forgetting. Generally speaking, in Loch 

Hourn, seaweeds seem to be doing quite fine –they are, collectively, resistant beings –

“tough”, as Mùrlach called them. Still, talk of them and the creatures whose existences they 

facilitate allowed the people to reflect on the environment more broadly, and in some cases 

challenge the inevitable doom of the “shifting baseline syndrome”, which, as mentioned 

previously, proposes that deterioration goes unnoticed because generational memory 

actualises worsened conditions as “normal”; and, gradually, people forget. 

4.4. Storms and Tides and Weatherscapes 

There is a steep brae89 right before the entrance to Arnisdale –so steep that, in winter, it icing 

over might mean not getting out of town. It offers a grand view over the bay. Sona’s husband 

told me that they use it to survey what the weather has been like if they’ve been away –

seaweed on the road means it stormed. 

Talk of seaweed often circles back to storms: they bring the sea to people’s doorsteps; 

in such shocking and extreme ways that it is possible to speak of ontological 

transgressions –the hosts of the underwater realms suddenly made evident abovewater, a 

world thrown into and onto the other. Mùrlach said: 

“ …the times I see kelp is after a storm. It’s not meant to be here, but that makes it 

the more special. Unless you go diving, that’s the only time you’ll see a fresh one.” 

 

89 hillside. 
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Tunnag recalled a terrible storm in 2004:  

“My children were small. You could hear the wind coming from Skye. It was so 

scary, it was blowing so much, and so loud… I tried to close the blinds, but they 

wouldn’t close, the wind was so strong.  

Then, the next day –devastation. We had no electricity or phone for a week, there 

was seaweed hanging all over the fences.” 

How, exactly, do storms mobilize the seaweed? Their powerful waves shock the underwater 

serenity, and break off holdfasts, stipes, and fronds: 

“Last winter, we had a big storm, and seaweed heaped. The road looked like the sea. 

Tunnag and Eala couldn’t drive over to Corran. Dreas went and helped them clean the 

road… it was just a bed of seaweed and driftwood. That was some wild weather! […] 

we get a lot of the afterstorms, the tail-end of the gales and storms from America.” 

–Uaine 

Tides can be tracked through the seaweed, as measurement of the comings-and-goings of the 

sea: if the brùchd at the high tidemark is crumbly and dry, it has been a while since the last 

high tide. Tides visibilise the seaweeds in a way almost opposite to storms: while storms 

force the “alien” innards of the sea into people’s daily orbits, the turning of the tides 

whimsically allows people to cross over into these odd, fleeting worlds: the slimy flatlands of 

lowtide, and the ephemeral forests of the intertidal. 

Seaweeds channelling awareness of storms and tides means that, beyond environmental, 

they become elemental as well… in more than one respect. It has already been observed 

in the Arnisdale area how the weather “shapes” behaviour (English,2000:12). Different 

weathers (often seasonal) realize different landscapes, and different seaweeds. Blackie, 

a thinker and mythologist, wrote of her experience in Lewis: 
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“[…] I didn’t live in a landscape – I lived in a sort of weatherscape. And I wasn’t walking on 

the surface of the land, while weather happened above it and apart from it: I lived inside a 

coalescing world of sea, land and sky, all tangled up together, in which the weather was 

dynamic, always changing, always engrossed in its own process of becoming” (2018,123). 

I admit to my surprise in not having found “weatherscape” used in Anthropology before, 

although it aligns, quite neatly, with Appadurai’s (1996) classic proposal of the suffix –scape 

to denote all-encompassing perspectival constructs for “[…] multiple worlds that are 

constituted by the historically situated imaginations of persons and groups […]” (p.33). 

As the reader will remember, Kinlochhourn doesn't see the sun in the winter months. 

Daylight is but a half-light, and Sian explained the reigning atmosphere in the following 

terms:  

“It's probably gotta do with the winter… there’s no people, you don't see the sun, 

you're so close to the sea... so dark and spooky and kelpish90. 

It’s a very different atmosphere –just spooky, in an interesting way.”  

The opposite is also true: 

“it’s like a real forest under the sea, with sandy spaces in between, lovely if it’s 

sunny… a different environment, like a wood underwater. “ 

–Crane 

We met Eala and her underwater photography in Chapter 2. She said that the underwater-

with-seaweeds is “like another world, but not many people see it [because not many people 

go swimming]. Actually, it’s like different places, depending on what the weather is like 

above”. Again, I was given a poem-like answer: 

 

90 referring to the folkloric beings known as kelpies, or waterhorses (Chapter 7). 
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“the way the sun hits on the seaweed, and how it moves 

mermaid’s hair, like spaghetti 

they look completely different depending on the weather, 

different places,  

murky underwater. 

Sunny days, golden bright.  

On the seaweed, the light is golden. 

4.5. Discussion: Relations of Awareness and Interanimation 

“the landscape offers, among other contiguous experiences of human life, primary images out of 

which or on the basis of which men and women, turning contiguities into similarities, can construct 

their senses of themselves, of their social relations and of their world” (Fernandez, 1998:104) 

The people of Loch Hourn would not be themselves without the environment of the loch. 

People in existential flux co-live with fluid tides, fluid seaweeds, fluid landscapes that always 

change, all in the weatherscape of the mind. And where everything is interconnected, where 

do we tug first to unravel relationality, to try to understand this more-than-human pluriverse? 

Seaweeds are not a bad place to start: they inform people’s awareness of the place they 

inhabit91. Through sustained contact, they tell people about the state of the loch, provide tools 

for geographical location; and colour the passing of time, of tides, of the seasons; they 

witness the effects of storms, and the character of the weather. 

Once more, I return to Faireag and the absence of seaweed; but this time from an 

environmental perspective. As Gullie said in Mallaig, “where you don’t have kelp you take 

away everything else –there’s no lobsters, no fish. If there’s no seaweed you’d have a barren 

 

91 Here and elsewhere: consider how Baker (2020) describes the harvest of Porphyra and Pyropia spp from the 

First Nation Hul’qumi’num perspective: 

Relationship with place as mediated through relationship with lhuq’us, relationship with plants animals and 

materials are all part of the way Hul'qumi'num connections to land are made.  
(Baker, 2020:56) 
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coast”. Some places in the UK experience this problem already92, so biodiversity erosion and 

the accompanying shifting baselines are legitimate concerns of the people in Arnisdale who 

have seen the loch environment change through time. However, some of this concern also 

stems from topophilia, literally, “love of a place” (Gifford, 2014:31). The circular co-

constitution of people, beings and place means that, in a roundabout way, seaweeds partake 

in this affection. 

The shapes these relationships take are place-specific; and their ontological unfolding can be 

gleaned by paying attention to narratives (Escobar, 2020:25). Regarding seaweeds as 

communities, it is especially relevant, first, the alternative understanding of what a forest is 

and can be, challenging typical features like immanence93. Second, how the descriptive 

vocabulary surrounding seaweeds is influenced by weatherscapes: in overcast days, they will 

likely be ‘gloomy’ and such; whereas sunny weather will lead to talk of ‘gardens’ and 

‘magic’. Thirdly, I return to Haraway’s take on “respect”, which in seaweed relationality 

appears delightfully polysemically: in their wild and fluid environmental role, seaweeds are 

as important as they are majestic, and majestic as they are dangerous; to the point where, in a 

phrase like “we should respect it, because it’s obviously not our environment”; respect is 1) 

‘consideration, regard; notice’; 2) ‘deferential regard or esteem’; and perhaps 3) ‘visual 

attention’94. Finally, it is my ethnographic opinion that the oft-repeated “seaweed is eternal” 

has its roots in this more landscape-environmental personality: eternal like the stones on a 

mountain, sand on a beach, grass on a field. Seaweed, which is perceived to be structural, 

belongs to the infrastructure of the sea, and shares in its eternality.  

 

92 See, for example, https://sussexwildlifetrust.org.uk/helpourkelp  

93 something permanently fixed in place. 

94 From Oxford English Dictionary, https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/163779 
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Chapter 5: I don’t know anything. 

 “I don’t know anything about seaweed… just that people use them for the sheep. 

Mùrlach picks ‘em up for the North Ronaldsays, that’s what I know. They all have 

bubbles. See!? I don’t know!” 

–Wolfie (14) 

So far, we have explored biosociality, companionship, and interanimation –relationships 

mediated by physicality and experience. 

At this stage, the reader has sufficient proof that people in Camusbane and Corran know 

plenty about seaweeds. However, my conversations were more often than not punctuated by 

iterations of “I really don’t have much to say”, or “I don’t know anything”. The aim of this 

chapter is to explore this expressed lack of knowledge, especially since such epistemic 

conundrums were the normal reaction: people would claim not being knowledgeable enough 

about seaweeds, sometimes to then refer to someone who was.  

Case in point, one pitch black afternoon, I stepped out to the elemental heart of Corran, to the 

drizzle, the gales, and the spindly smell of the wracks, to have a chat with Owl, Runner’s 

brother. Owl grew up in Corran, and has lived all his occupational life outdoors; working as 

ferryman and trekking guide, amongst varied other jobs. He spoke knowledgeably about 

many different things –however, transitioning between themes, he often expressed scepticism 

about his knowledge: 

“I don’t remember… hmmm… kelp… Have you spoken to Crane? He was a diver…”  

Then, he spoke about childhood encounters with seaweed, animals grazing on kelp, and 

eating seaweed as a snack in a bar when he worked in Ireland. About how wrapping fish in 

seaweed is a popular cooking method if you’re out in the wilderness. About what Gaelic 

words, and seaweeds, he remembered from his father. And then he paused, reflected: 

“There’s more in my head than I thought… and other people will have other seaweed 

stories…” 
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After which he went on to tell me about seaweed bonfires to keep midges away, beach 

salvage practices, the coming of seaweed after a storm, and the ecological purposes of 

seaweeds. And, after a while… 

“I think I’ve exhausted all my seaweed knowledge” 

… but he had not! He told me about his family’s fishing history and swimming people’s fear 

of seaweeds in the water. About otters hunting through seaweed fronds, and how he thought 

that there can be things hiding in the seaweed, like the otters… “or mermaids, or things like 

this”95. He also agreed with me that the perceived entangling properties of seaweeds have 

similarities with the stories of waterhorses96. 

5.1. Knowledge of Seaweed 

Sona: “Oh, I don’t know anything about that, you should talk to my husband!” 

Me: “… but you don’t need to know, it’s more about… your perception of the 

environment.” 

Sona: “Oh! Yeah, well, I can talk about –that–!” 

This phenomenon, which surprised me at the beginning, turned into a pattern I ended up 

expecting fondly: what forms would the “I don’t know” take? It was an introductory formula 

that could lead anywhere.  

 

95 this, said with a humorous glitter in his eyes. 

96 which the reader will encounter in Chapter 7. 
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Much has been wondered about the nature of knowledge, and knowledge of nature (see, for 

example, Ingold, 2011a:306, Merleau Ponty, 201297). I decided to go the “Scottish” way of 

Gow (2011), and continue thinking about the opposition between common and scientific 

observation/knowledge. As Gow reminds us, this was dissected by Lévi-Strauss in The 

Savage Mind (1966); who posited that ‘unscientific’ thought was the strategic way to 

comprehend nature through perception and imagination98. ‘Savage thought’, as he called it, 

allows for enough creative input to be also called “a kind of intellectual ‘bricolage’” (pp.15-

17). 

It is interesting to wonder why people think that they do not know when, in fact, they do: I 

remember Creag casually mentioning kelps not taking nutrients from the roots, which are 

actually “like anchors”: this is very species-specific knowledge, worthy of a science book. 

Robin, the journalist I shared November with, had a keen observer’s eye, and had been 

travelling through the Hebrides for a couple of months before I met her. Her impression was 

that people underestimate themselves with general knowledge; and that seaweed-knowledge 

was expected to be biology-related, something they “couldn’t” know about. I have been told 

there might also exist a tendency towards humbleness, or shyness, in the Highlands –although 

that was hard to check empirically. 

Once, Robin and I went on a day trip to Mallaig, an important harbour. Asking around, a 

seaman from Shetland remembered:  

“… if the wind was blowing in one direction, the kelp appeared on the opposite 

side of the beach… nobody knew why, but everybody knew.” 

 

97 Regarding Merleau Ponty, consider the interesting turn phrase wherewith he antithesises world and 

knowledge:  

“To return to the things themselves is to return to this world prior to knowledge, this world of which 
knowledge always speaks, and this world with regard to which every scientific determination is abstract, 
signitive, and dependent, just like geography with regard to the landscape where we first learned what a 
forest, a meadow, or a river is.” (2012:lxxii).  

98 characterized by “consuming symbolic ambition […] and scrupulous attention directed entirely towards the 

concrete, and […] the implicit conviction that these two attitudes are but one” (p.220). 
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I posit that this hovering, diaphanous knowledge is related to the peripheral place of 

seaweeds: at the fringes of sea and land, they exist like something people notice out of the 

corner of their eye99. That day, Robin and I ended up having the chance to meet the Harbour 

Authorities, and talking to Faoil, the Harbour Master, and Gullie, a senior officer. At first, we 

were sceptically given “five minutes” to ask cursory questions about beings that “are just 

there”. But five minutes turned into highly informative forty, where we had the chance to 

hear about complex issues of commoditizing kelps as a resource, the environmental and 

ecological significance of seaweed habitats, and the importance that communities ascribe to 

respecting the wilderness during sustainable exploitation.  

5.2. Seaweed of Knowledge 

… it comes with experience, the knowledge, from your father and your grandfather. 

You don’t learn it, you just know that lobsters come with the kelp.  

–Gullie 

Galo, a Portuguese biologist who works in the fish farm, told me that the difference between 

coastal seaweed and kelp comes from knowledge obtained in childhood, which is difficult to 

explain. For him, it had to do with playing in the waves as a child under the watchful eye of 

family who, gradually, taught him about the ocean. Those stories are true of the Highlands, 

too: Runner took Eala with him to the water, when she was young. Together, they 

remembered low tides when he was looking for scallops, and she’d be swimming. Or they 

went fishing –“the fish lives in the seaweed, kelp probably… where there’s rocks, there’s 

where you know to sink the hook”. And as he once had learnt, so did Eala learn. 

Life with water100 is a normal aspect of child socialization in the coastal Highlands. People 

keep memories of being out on boats for various purposes, most notably fishing, checking 

 

99 Calla & Bryony, both 14, told me: “We don’t know much, we don’t think much about it”. 

100 although maybe not “in” water, as we will see later on. 
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lobster creels, or other sea-creature related enterprises, often with grandparents. A boat is, 

Owl declared, “a big memory for a child”. 

Now in Armadale (Skye), Robin and I were looking around by the ferry terminal when it, 

predictably, started to rain. We took shelter in a cosy gift shop with an impressive collection 

of children’s books about otters. The kind shopkeeper was, inevitably, questioned about 

seaweed. The transcription of her answer is worth looking at: 

She: “I don’t know…  

I know you can use it… People here on Skye collect it and make products for the 

skin. Grandparents used to collect seaweed and use it as fertilizer, because the 

ground is not deep, so they made mounds…  

Kelp is a bit further out. Otters don’t live in the kelp but they would hunt around, 

because kelp is so tall, there could be crabs… 

As kids we would pick kelp up, they’re big long ribbons… you don’t find it every 

day. They’re always fun, ‘cause they’re a bit different. You could pretend it was 

rope, whack each other around. You knew it came from the sea, deep, out…” 

Me: “And how did you know this?” 

She: “You knew because you saw them; when you were out with the boat, and when 

your parents were setting traps, you would lean out and look down… your parents 

would tell you, it’s passed down.” 

The extract above shows clearly how personal experiential knowledge and inherited 

knowledge tangle and merge. Here, the imagination and the innovative potential of “bricoleur 

thought”, a.k.a. “mind in its untamed state” (Lévi-Strauss, 1996:219) surface most colourfully. 

And, when the worry of un-knowledge proved unfounded, people’s attitudes to seaweed-

related-talk were positive: smiles appeared, fond anecdotes surfaced; and with them came out 

the local fondness for storytelling. 
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5.3. Discussion: Relations of ‘bricolage’ 

Already, as the reader knows, Biology fumbles theoretically with “the algae, this hodgepodge 

of autotrophs” (Pérez-Lloréns et al.,2020:3157); and within them, seaweeds101, which makes 

existing materials often confusing… if they exist at all!102  And because seaweeds are what I 

call “peripheral ones”, their place in relationality is profound –subconscious103, even. As a 

result, the people I spoke to rarely had recourse to sources of knowledge outside the ones 

crafted by themselves, by experience or inheritance; which was often perceived as not being 

“enough”, or even “worthwhile”. 

Doing anthropology ontologically, “we learn about the world and the human through the 

ways in which humans engage with the world” (Kohn, 2015:17): I can write that knowing 

things and knowing beings doesn’t always imply knowledge that is shared; and that knowing 

can be personal, imagined, affective, nonsensical or unscientific –but that is not the first 

realization of “knowledge” that came to mind for people who were asked to “tell [this foreign 

anthropologist] about seaweeds”. Instead, to answer that, they had to face a conventional 

definition of knowledge set within certain preconceived ideas of science; plus an array of 

beings which they were often not particularly preoccupied about; and whose more formal 

boundaries and definitions are blurred (linguistically and ontologically) and chaotic, i.e.: 

“which of these are the bladderwracks?” … “Oh… That is a kelp?”; “the long, flowing 

ones… like ribbons” … and so on. 

It is telling that seaweeds seem a nebula of uncertainty, a cul de saq, a receptacle for things 

heard but not actively cared about; not until people allow themselves time to reflect. Where it 

has been said that “ignorance is more than a void, and it's not always something bad” (Proctor, 

2020:8), I add, “and sometimes, not ignorance at all”. The possibilities of polysemy should be 

 

101 To make it more confusing, new things are discovered all the time (consider Kim et al., 2011). 

102 Mostly, if anything, people cited documentaries as their sources of knowledge. I was surprised to hear there 

were no science books about seaweed in the library in Portree, on Skye. 

103 There might be a tendency for this to be more of a ‘Western’ phenomenon, see Pérez-Lloréns et al., 2020. 
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counterweighed to the treacherous, limiting, first impression of the word “knowledge”. And, 

instead of knowledge understood as antithesis to the lifeworld, as Merleau Ponty (2012:lxxii) 

wrote, knowledge and being-in-the-world can be understood as a continuum (see 

Kohn,2013:85-86). 

In practice, in Loch Hourn, knowledge of seaweeds embodies Levi Strauss’ “wild thought”: 

unbiased and unaided by the normative restrictions of standardized “scientific” canons. 

People in the world become patchworking architects of pragmatic knowledge, relevant only 

inasmuch as it is wanted, and/or needed. All in all, this ethnography should reassure the 

people of the Coastal Highlands that they, actually, know quite a lot about seaweeds. 
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Chapter 6: Gille mo lunn 

“That’s my favourite,” said Mùrlach, “gille mo lunn: the boy around the oarshaft” (Figure 13).  

He thought it was quite a fun, graphic name, since it implies that this seaweed in particular is 

pesky when you are rowing. 

 

Figure 13. Gille mo lunn, “bootlace seaweed” (Chorda filum). 

 

It was January when we had that conversation, and we had just attended together the webinar 

by Darach-ruadh, Feamainn agus na Ghaidheal, “Seaweed and the Gaels”. We mulled over 

the names of seaweeds for a while, afterwards: as an advanced student of Gaelic, Mùrlach’s 

interest was linguistic. Mine too, inasmuch as “ontologies often manifest themselves as 

narratives” (Escobar, 2020:25).  

In the Western Highlands, seaweeds have experienced concatenated name shifts. The Gaelic 

feamainn, which implies something undulating (Keane, 2021); is semantically quite distinct 

from earlier English “sea-ware”. And a sea-ware sounds like something much more useful 

than a sea-weed…!104 Chapman (2013:7) points out that names alone make seaweed, bladder-

wracks, and so forth, “start off with a negative connotation”.  Indeed, names carry worlding 

 

104 “Sea-ware” was the word-choice of, for example, Martin (1716) and Kennedy-Fraser (1920). 
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weight –let me quote Basso: “if it is the meaning of things that we are after language and 

culture must be studied hand in hand” (1996:69-70): the shift of historical attitudes towards 

seaweeds shows in this progressively less flattering lexical succession. 

Besides fleshing out some linguistic insights, this chapter has another aim –to address the 

neglect of Gaelic sources and perspectives in Anthropology and fields adjacent (rightfully 

denounced by Newton,2014:164, and Gow,2011:30). I find it imperious to extend the 

seaweed conversation in this direction, for analytical and ethical reasons. Thus, this chapter 

explores these more “ancestral” seaweed-relations, mediated by Gaelic language and tradition, 

and, nowadays, coloured by their estrangement. 

6.1. Feamainn agus na Ghaidheal 

On Skye, across the waters of Loch Hourn, anyone can buy a map of Gaeldom at the Gaelic 

College: it includes Ireland, the Isle of Man, and Scotland (Figure 14). The point is not the 

slight element of resistance, but the history that these places share –a brethren of cultures and 

Gaelic languages105.  

In December, I visited Prof. Eun in Edinburgh, who teaches Material Culture Studies in the 

University of the Highlands and Islands, and has investigated seaweed use106. Through him, I 

also learned about the exchange and links between Ireland and Scotland, as well as the 

Hebrides and the mainland’s Western seaboard.  

It is tricky to think of the traditional interconnectedness of Gaeldom in modern nation-state 

terms: in times before cars and streets, there were boats and waterways. Areas that land-maps 

today make to appear distant were much more accessible, as “the seas but join[ed] the lands 

they [did] divide” (Delargy, 1945:29) –consider Figure 14. Prof. Eun exemplified this 

 

105 also called Goidelic languages: Irish (Gaeilge), Scottish Gaelic (Gàidhlig), and Manx (Gaelg). 

106 The reader interested in historical uses of seaweed can consult MacDonald (1811) as per his suggestions. 
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closeness with a story about the barley growers of Tiree in the 1700s, who would smuggle 

produce to the mainland in a time of strict prohibitions of harvest, so their compatriots could 

still brew their moonshine (see Dodgshon, 2015:201). Maritime communities that today look 

isolated in maps were, in practice, fluidly connected; which, he said, makes it reasonable to 

afford a certain commonality of practices from the Western seafront of the Highlands to the 

Westernmost Hebrides. 

 

Figure 14. Gaeldom. It is worth noting that Ireland and Scotland are only 12 miles apart. Source: Colmcille.107 

 

107 https://colmcille.net/en/?s=map 
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In what attains to seaweeds, this porosity of Gaelic practices joins Scotland and Ireland, “the 

Celtic west and north”, as has been said (Wright, 2009:93). Dulse is an excellent case in 

point: one day, Pilibín, who we met in Chapter 4, came with a piece of paper:  

dulse or dillisk (Gaeilge) – Palmaria palmata 

He’d been on the phone with his mother, who is 84 and Irish. She had told him that in Ireland, 

people would eat dulse regularly, and still do. Some would harvest it, but otherwise you could 

buy it in grocery shops. It would be eaten “like a treat”, as Pilibín said, taking up the “niche” 

of sweet treats or crisps. People could also harvest it and sell it to shops to support their 

income. Dried dillisk could also be added to stews to make them salty; as salt was an 

expensive commodity. Later, I heard that, before, dulse had also been prized in Arnisdale108. 

Pilibín told me something else: apparently, the oldest written records of seaweed use for food 

in Scotland, 1400 years ago, were made by none other than the religious celebrity Colum 

Cille (St. Columba); a missionary who travelled from Ireland to Scotland to convert the Picts 

to Christianity. 

6.2. Words and Weeds 

“I fully accept that [I could not possibly] have the ‘one long conversation’ with 

eighteenth-century Gaelic speakers, but there are historical sources available.” 

 (Gow, 2011:29) 

As Darach-ruadh explained in his talk, many names of seaweeds in Gaelic are explanative, 

for example: 

 

108 I did not find dulse in tidal pools in Arnisdale, but every now and then it would wash ashore. Patches of dulse 

would, therefore, have had a place in previous generations’ ‘maps of the loch’ as described in Chapter 3.  

On another note, present-day Scottish seaweed-foragers are still very fond of dulse. Although there were none in 

Arnisdale, I learned this from Darach-ruadh and Duinn in Applecross. 



78 

 

Scientific Name Gaelic name Meaning 

Chorda filum gille mo lunn The lad around the oarshaft 

Palmaria palmata duileasg water leaf 

Chondrus crispus cairgein, also 
màthair an duileasg 

from carraig; “rock”, also 
“the mother of dulse” 

Ulva lactuca glasag Little green one 

Ulva intestinalis glasag chaolanach Little green one that looks like 
intestines (English [gutweed] and 

Latin [intestinalis] also express this.) 

Polysiphonia lanosa Fraoch mara sea heather 

Desmarestia aculeata gruag na maighdinn-mhara mermaid’s hair 

“The simple lesson to draw from this linguistic complexity in Gaelic is that seaweed played a 

longstanding and vital part in the economy of the region” (Cheape, 2020). A clear example: 

Gaelic differentiates lexically between mounds of seaweeds: those in the highwater tidemark 

are brúchd, and a heap left after a storm can be sgùilleach or feamainn-shiabaidh (Gaelic is 

quite dialectal) 109.  

The length of this thesis is not enough to embark on a very detailed linguistic analysis, so the 

material discussed in this section consists of songs and stories I came across while in the field. 

Gaelic tradition was mostly oral. Prof. Eun told me there is even a special word, seanchaidh, 

“remembrancer”, for a person whose duty is to remember. Song texts, passed along the 

Ghàidealtachd through time, are important onto-linguistic sources: remember Sorley 

MacLean’s “poetry reflects society”. 

 

109 Although it speaks of trees, the following quote can be analogically applied to seaweeds:  

“On the one hand, the arboreal diversity of any particular Gaelic community was in fact reflected in its 
literary expressions; on the other hand, the cosmological and literary inheritance of Gaeldom rooted the 
human experience in a world view which valued trees highly and perpetuated their presence conceptually 
in an idealised landscape of the mind […].” (Newton, 2014:170)  
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To start, an old songbook110 Wren had contained two Hebridean working songs about 

seaweed: “Pulling the sea-dulse” (p.86) and “Spreading the sea-wrack” (p.129). 

Unfortunately, neither kept the text in Gaelic. So, to follow up the topic, I borrowed Tolmie’s 

famous collection of working songs (1998) from the library on Skye. It mentioned seaweeds 

thrice. Twice as feamainn (seaweed): in one song, a drowned brother had his hair entangled 

in the sea-weeds (p.202). In another one; a loved one is said to be forever resting on a deep 

seaweed-bed (p.204). The other mention is as the duileasg donn (brown dulse) being 

harvested by a woman who ends up drowning. Sometime later, in Lewis, someone 

offhandedly mentioned a variation of that last song, in which a woman´s hair is braided with 

the tangles at lowtide, to drown when the tide is high; probably inspired by the consensus that 

flowing seaweeds remind of human hair. This exemplifies the preference of Gaelic literature 

for the symbolism of images, which affords them plasticity, over abstractions 

(Newton,2014:166). This sustained intersymbolisation of seaweeds and drowning will be 

further analyzed in Chapter 7. 

Incidentally, searching online for “seaweed and Gaelic” usually leads to a doublet of prayers, 

the ortha feamainn (Carmichael,1941:34-35)111, whose context was an ancient Hebridean 

 

110 Songs of the Hebrides, vol. 3, by Marjory Kennedy-Fraser (1920) 

111 Carmichael’s controversial treatment of his sources has caused the Carmina Gadelica to be questioned in its 

literary fidelity every now and then. However, I have included these ‘prayers’ because: a) they make frequent 

appearances online (and elsewhere –they are mentioned, for example, by Pérez-Lloréns et al., [2020]), b) they 

are based on a real practice, and still present the chance to look at Gaelic word choices.  

Find an interesting audiovisual interpretation, titled “Ortha Feamainn - Seaweed Prayers” produced by 

watercolourfilms (2018) at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v0V7hvG7cgs 
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ceremony where offerings were made to a sea deity in askance for an abundance of seaweed 

(Black, 2005:590-591)112: 

#1 Foghnadh feamainn  
(Abundance of Seaweed) 

Thàine ’s gun tàine feamainn, 
Come and come is seaweed 

Thàine ’s gun tàine brùchd,  
Come and come is red sea ware113 

 
Thàine buidheag ’s thàine lighag, 

Come is yellow weed, come is tangle, 

Thàine biadh mu ‘n iadh an stùc.  
Come is food which the wave enwraps. 

 
Thàinig Michael mil na conail, 
Thàinig Brighde bhìth na ciùin, 

Thàinig a’ Mhathair phin Mhoire, 
’S thàinig Connan àigh an iùil. 
Come is Michael of fruitage, 

Come is womanly Brigit of gentleness, 
Come is the mild Mother Mary, 

And come is glorious Connan of guidance. 

#2 Ortha feamainn  
(Seaweed prayer) 

 
Toradh mara gu tìr, 
Toradh tìre gu muir; 

Neach nach dèan 'na ìr, 
Crìon gum bi a chuid. 

Produce of sea to land, 
Produce of land to sea; 

He who doeth not in time, 
Scant shall be his share. 

 

Feamainn 'ga cur gu tìr, 
Builich, a Thì na buil; 
Toradh 'ga chur an nì, 

A Chrìosda, thoir mo chuid! 
Seaweed being cast on shore 

Bestow, Thou Being of bestowal; 
Produce being brought to wealth, 

O Christ, grant me my share! 

 

112 “Thursday before Easter, if the winter had failed to cast a sufficient supply of seaweed on the shores, it was time 
to resort to extraordinary measures to secure the necessary manure for the land. A large pot of porridge was 
prepared, with butter and other good ingredients, and taken to the headlands near creeks where sea-weed rested.” 
A quantity was poured into the sea, and incantations were recited. “Its object no doubt was, by throwing the 
produce of the land into the sea, to make the sea throw its produce on the land.” (Campbell,1902:261-2).  
 
When the ethnographer Martin visited the Hebrides in the 1700s, he described the ceremony taking place “in 

Hallowtide at night time”, the offering being ale, and afterwards the offerers went back to the church and had a 

celebration. He also wrote that the practice had been discontinued some 30 before his arrival (1716:28). 

113 I disagree with this translation –as we have discussed previously, brùchd is a heap of seaweed. 
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Interesting in these prayers is, first, the recourse made to different Christian figures in what 

could be considered a pagan setting114. Second, the “umbrella term” feamainn, which is then 

disambiguated into “brùchd, “buidheag”; and “lighag”; and given agency as a “being of 

bestowal”. The dictionary lists many terms for different seaweed heaps115; and, as Cheape 

(2020) also notes, only concepts in active use give rise to so many words and their 

corresponding shades of meaning. 

Before I left Scotland, I had the chance to visit Applecross with Wren, where we chatted with 

Darach-ruadh in person. Duinn, another Applecross resident and seaweed appreciator, also 

joined in, and we discussed Gaelic seaweeds, and heard some seaweed stories –like the sea-

cattle (cro sìdh) of Uist that came out of their deep-sea-dwellings to graze on beaches. Locals 

would try to catch these “fairy cows” with channelled wrack bait, and, if they succeeded, they 

could eventually breed with local cows. This mythical ascendance would explain the great 

taste of Uist cattle (see Campbell, 1900:137).  

Besides advocating for the importance of the Gaelic language, Darach-ruadh and Duinn are 

both active seaweed foragers, who believe in the meaningfulness of preserving the awareness 

of traditional names of things –places and living creatures alike. Said anthropologically, what 

we discussed was the ontological shift between being-in-the-world with Gaelic, and without 

it. Take, for example, oystercatchers –birds which, in English, literally ‘catch oysters’: 

 

114 Indeed, the make-up of these charms coincide with the ‘white witchcraft’ or ‘harmless superstitious 

observances’ that mix practical invocations with Catholic elements as described by Campbell (1902:56-7). 

115 feamainn-phuil, feamainn-chura, feamainn-shiabaidh… see https://www.faclair.com/?txtSearch=feamainn 
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Figure 15. Oytercatcher, gille-brìghde (Haematopus ostralegus). 

In Gaelic, this bird is called gille-brìghde, Saint Brigid’s lad; and the story, as I reconstructed 

it from Darach-ruadh’s tale, goes: 

In days of old, a band of miscreants chased St.Brigid. She ran and ran, over moor 

and glen, until she collapsed, exhausted, by the seashore. ‘Now I will surely meet 

my end,’ she thought, ‘…I cannot run any further, and there is nowhere to hide’.  

Beside her chimed an oystercatcher. ‘Quickly!’ it urged, ‘lay down here, and I shall 

cover you with sea-wrack, and none shall tell you from the shore!’ And so she did, 

and her persecutors thundered onwards and away, and St.Brigid was saved. Ever 

since, the kind bird, blessed by the saint, carries her name. 

This is a superb worlding-story: again, it shows the interplay between natural and religious 

forces: St.Brigid is believed to be a Christianization of a Celtic deity; a mother goddess 

associated with the coming of spring (see MacKillop,1990:270, and Freeman, 2017:12). 

Seaweeds appear, once more, peripherally, and in their most environmental aspect. We will 
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remember from Chapter 2 that the wracks are evergreen. Reading between lines, within this 

story lie implications of a spring goddess concealed in the damp seaweed fronds.  

Seasonal entanglements also appear in the following Hebridean verses (collected by 

MacLean, 2021:69), that remind foragers when to pick what: 

Cairgean earraich, 

Duileasg samhraidh, 

Gruaigean foghair, 

Stamh geamhraidh. 

(Carrageen of spring, dulse of summer, 

badderlocks of autumn, tangle of winter)  

6.3. Gaelic, and Seaweeds, in Loch Hourn 

In early November, Wren and I attended the gathering for the WWII Remembrance Sunday 

in Glenelg, where Mùrlach played the pipes before approximately fifty people 116. Afterwards, 

I stayed chatting with some locals. A man in his fifties, who knew some words of Gaelic 

because his parents had spoken it, reflected that seaweed-related traditions are “like the 

Gaelic language: the further out west you go the more people speak it”. On the shores of 

Loch Hourn, there is but one elderly native-speaker of Gaelic left, who I did not have the 

opportunity to meet. 

The transformation of the community from a closed-off rural village, very religious, Gaelic-

speaking, and mostly communicated by boats, to today’s Arnisdale, happened within memory 

of some inhabitants. As many people born around the 1950s117, Owl grew up hearing Gaelic 

 

116 The social relevance of pipers as the ceremonial anchorage of Highland community’s heart cannot be 

overstated. Mùrlach was central to three of five community gatherings that winter: Memorial Day, Willy’s 

funeral, and New Year’s midnight Auld Lang Syne and following day’s cèilidh. 

117 a loose estimate. 
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at home –“West Coast Gaelic”, as I have heard it called; which would have included very 

localized word choices and turns of phrase. He estimates that 80 years ago, people spoke 

Gaelic 80% of the day (also documented by English,2000:6). But when he was a child, he 

said, “it was illegal for me to learn in Gaelic in primary school. A teacher tried to teach the 

prayers… and they threatened to sack her”.  

Later, I asked Finch, Minister of the Church of Scotland, who meets many people across 

Glenelg, Kintail, and Lochalsh, whether he had heard people use the language, or if had any 

impressions of the whole situation. Mostly, he told me, older people speak quite freely about 

memories of younger times, when “the Gaelic was being beaten out of them”. This is not an 

uncommon treatment of indigenous languages; and locals and scholars alike have told me 

that they would say that Gaelic can be called indigenous118. 

Until recently, a group of young people in neighbouring Glenelg had been taking Gaelic 

lessons with a man in Scallasaig; who sadly passed away. I got the impression that, were 

there learning options for adults, many would enrol. As things are now, those wanting to 

learn can only resort to online lessons119 – for many, a daunting endeavour. 

The general perception in Arnisdale is that the Gaelic-speaking generations had a superior 

understanding of the “ways of nature”, as Owl called them: another facet of the inherited 

knowledge discussed in Chapter 5. Much like that man in Glenelg, Owl thought it reasonable 

to assume a link between seaweeds and Gaelic:   

“My great grandparents used seaweed more, and they were speaking Gaelic… they 

probably would have had more than one word to identify the different types. 

‘Carrageen’ sounds Gaelic… and there’s another one… Mermaid’s hair120! That’s what 

 

118 “Would you say that Gaelic is indigenous?” I would ask people. They would reflect. “Yes”, they would 

eventually say. Knowing the length of the study would, unfortunately, not allow me to expand on this, I 

nevertheless thought it worthwhile to collect some ethnographic data.  

119 The Gaelic College in neighbouring Skye is still quite far away. 

120 A translation from the Gaelic, perhaps? See p. 78. 
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it looks like, hair… or brown pasta! It must have a proper name… but that’s what my 

father taught me, that it was called.”  

Let’s remember the carrageen pudding, mentioned in Chapter 3. In Arnisdale, the cessation in 

the making of carrageen pudding coincides temporally with the fading out of Gaelic. Over tea, 

Mavis told Robin and I that “the older generation used to make it” –her aunt, in her case. 

“The last I saw it made”, she mused, “was in Barra, in the Outer Hebrides…” 

6.4. Discussion: Ancestral Relations 

Thàinig corra-ghritheach ghiùigeach, 

sheas i air uachdar tiùrra, 

phaisg i a sgiathan dlùth rith’, 

a´beachdachdh air gach taobh dhith. 

A demure heron came 

And stood on top of sea-wrack- 

She folded her wings close in to her sides 

And took stock of all around her121. 

 

In this almost-contemporary poem, a heron stands on wracks by the shore. In the original, the 

heron stands on the top of “the heap”, uachdar tiùrra –the poet feels no need to explain that 

the heap consists of seaweed, the reader of Gaelic will understand. The translation into 

English needed the clarification, however: “And stood on the heap… of sea-wrack”. 

This chapter’s intermission to look at how language matters when trying to go deeper into 

relationality in the lifeworld122, and how Gaelic speaks the seaweeds is crucial to scoot even 

closer to the unique web of signification in place in the Highlands and Islands. In the case of 

seaweeds, the connection is straightforward: people are aware that these relations were 

 

121 Extract from the poem “The Heron”, by Sorley MacLean (2014) 

122 from a different vantage point than in Chapter 4. 



86 

 

known and cultivated by generations past. This awareness seems haunted by the diffuse 

sensation of a “thing that got lost” (Gow, 2011), which lies across the double chasm of the 

passage of time, and their expressions in a language that, through forceful historical 

eradication, few in the Highlands command today123. 

Indeed, the current vernacular; English, which calls sea-dwelling macroalgae ‘weeds’124, 

misses out on the historically accrued, Scottish-specific cultural worlding weight contained 

within daily word choices like gille-brìdhe, gille mo lunn… or even cro/cow, perhaps, in Uist.  

However, I will return to the ‘shifting baselines’, discussed in Chapter 4 when dealing with 

environmental changes to the loch. This concept has successfully been applied to heritage 

studies: 

“Intergenerational and intra-generational, word-of-mouth transmission of heritage 

knowledge is essential to maintain heritage values and thus maintain the meaning of 

heritage places. […] While the older generation may wish to pass on their life experiences 

and recollections to the younger generation, that requires the younger generation to be 

receptive to these”  

(Spennemann, 2022: 2013-2014) 

In the Highlands, there sometimes seemed to be a resigned perception that certain nuances of 

heritage will fade out. However, in the previous chapter we have seen how traditional 

knowledge, although a bit blurred and on the edge of consciousness, goes around. And, in 

this chapter, we have seen how workshops keep knowledge circulating, and how younger 

generations in these remote communities would welcome opportunities for learning the 

language and nuances of their heritage–which would keep Gaelic practices, seaweed and 

otherwise, within the reach of memory, and hopefully out of the threatening clutches of the 

shifting baselines (ibíd., p.2022). 

 

123 “In 2011, the proportion of the population aged three and over in Scotland who could speak, read, write or 

understand Gaelic was 1.7% (87,056)”, 5% of which live in the Highlands (The Scottish Government, 2017). 

124 And, arguably, ‘kelps’ (a product, even ashes) and ‘wracks’ (a wreck). 
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Chapter 7: Otherworlds 

I had been trying to swim in the November-cold loch when, one day, Brùdhearg told me to be 

careful in the water. Stories with fateful endings abound, of children fallen into rivers, or 

people dragged overboard from ships, which; in these creel-fishing parts, are full of all kinds 

of ropes (see Figure 16).  Moreover, it is not unusual that people do not learn to swim125. 

Galo estimated that perhaps 75% of his colleagues from the fish farm don’t. During my 

fieldwork, two Arnisdale neighbours, who have appeared in previous chapters, told me that 

they fell into the water in different moments of their life and thought they would die. These 

stories are personal, and therefore not included here –but I am at liberty to say that they both 

remember twirling in the deep water, powerless to return to the surface… and, fluttering to 

wrap around them, there was seaweed. 

 

Figure 16. Fishing with creels –cages for prawns or crabs placed on the sea floor; linked together by ropes, and 

marked by buoys. 

 

125 Brùdhearg mentioned the seamanly usage of not learning, in order to avoid suffering if falling overboard. 
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Pilibín, who has worked for many years as a high school counsellor in the Highlands, 

suspects intergenerational implications, where the lack of confidence of parents means that: 

“A lot of young people haven’t been in the sea, they’re afraid of what they don’t 

know. Too much out of their comfort zone: almost all young people’s experience of the 

ocean is from the surface. And the first living thing they see when they go in is 

seaweed… there’s an imagined fear of getting tangled in it.” 

Everybody knows someone who categorically won’t go in the seaweed; and I often heard 

young and old alike express something “almost like revulsion to seaweed”, which they said 

was an “instinctive response” of uneasiness, or fear, of seaweeds in certain settings126.  

Until now, seaweeds have appeared benign –at the most, they have been deemed disgusting 

in their sliminess, or annoying when entangling fishing lines or littering streets and fences. 

Using traditional elements of Anthropological thought –symbols, taboos, and myths- this 

chapter intends to unravel what lies behind this remarkable ontological unfolding of seaweeds 

from good beings of nature into fearsome, threatening agents that populate waterworlds-

otherworlds. 

7.1. Symbolic Elaborations of Seaweeds and Inhabited Waterworlds 

Like creel-ropes, or tentacles, seaweeds in the water are perceived to be tendril-like, benthic127, 

prehensile, threatening. In the Christmas fair in Glenelg, Calla & Bryony (both 14), took a 

break from the clothes stall they were manning to share some thoughts on seaweeds: 

“…. I don’t like [seaweed] ‘cause it scares me –you can’t see –lots of arms, you look at it, 

and it’s like ooooh. There’s octopus, jellyfish, things with tentacles… fingers.” 

 

126 The usual sequence in a conversation would be: ‘I like them’ – ‘I fear them’ – ‘but I like them’.  The 

conclusion was often in a positive note, as though the interlude of unpleasantness had not happened. 

127 Inhabiting the bottom of a body of water. 
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In many interactions of people with seaweeds in the water, seaweeds are symbolically 

construed to be the entangling limb of an underwater agent. They are perceived individually, 

and acquire a specific kind of active, anthropomorphized agency that allows them to entangle 

and snatch128. By now, the reader might be wondering which types of seaweeds these 

perceptions are about. Some people singled out the wracks as the most threatening (“creepy, 

dark, floating”). But my impression was that this was less species-related; and more due to the 

wracks’ accessibility: they grow everywhere, and closer to the shore (especially in Arnisdale). 

I dare to say that blurriness of seaweed types means that, in general, all seaweeds129 partake in 

this ominous symbolism.  

One evening, I visited Ròna, who grew up in Arnisdale, and Osprey, a health professional 

who moved to the Highlands for work and nature. The plan was for their children to tell me 

their thoughts on seaweed, but I ended up having a glass of wine with Ròna and Osprey, 

instead. Enthralled, I listened to their lively, joint appraisal of what being with seaweeds in 

the loch feels like. They spoke of the curious dissociation of the “science head”, which 

encourages you to think logically, with the less logical side, which leads to a “romantic 

entanglement of mermaid’s hair and selkies130… but then something touches you, and there’s 

a tang of fear.” 

Indeed, the inhabitation of the lochs does not stop at fishes, otters, and crabs. Folklorically, a 

host of Otherfolk denizens populate the saltwaters of the “supernatural” Highlands: mermaids, 

“the blue men”, enchanted seal-folk, and many others (do see Campbell,1900-Chapters 

IV&V). People grow up with these tales: Cam-ghob thought that the mishmash of physical 

fears and folklore shapes people’s fears –not being confident swimmers, plus “a mythology 

 

128 The pinnacle of this perception of agency was expressed by Faireag: “they are sticky. They have the capacity 

to be aggressive, hostile towards the human presence”. 

129 especially the brown ones, which are the largest.  

130 magical seals with the power to turn human. 
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that seems to be out there, lots of stories of selkies, and folks being wrapped out in seaweed 

and dragged under”131.   

7.2. [First Interlude: Sensory processing] 

In people’s environmental interactions with seaweeds, the kickstarting sensory input 

“seaweed” can be sight, which, as mentioned, triggers associations with ropes and tentacles; 

or the absence of sight (“if you can't see, that's what makes it scary”). It can also be touch; 

and touch is arguably the most prominent in the accounts of “fearful” people-seaweeds 

interaction. Nothing unsettles as much as the eerie, sometimes “disgusting” or “repulsive” 

feeling of a strand of seaweed brushing against a calf132.  

That seaweedy-sensory input will then be processed in a ‘top-down’ manner, so that “prior 

knowledge or expectation about the nature of the sensory input” determines the 

comprehension of the seaweed in question (Mather, 2011:97). The result is quite an intricate 

interplay wherein the experience of seaweeds is informed by sensorial elements, emotions 

(co-woven by past and present experience [Küller, 1991:123]), and memories (influenced by 

“events remembered as we understood them” [see Welzer,2010]).  

 

131 These fears have environmental components too: there occur phrases like Sian’s “the winter is full of 

creatures”. As soon as the sky is overcast and shadows fall over the loch, “magical” seaweed-worlds 

transform: they become menacing: their imagined inhabitants become possible: weatherscapes become 

moodscapes. As Osprey said, “it’s the light”. 

132 Touch is singled out when appraising an integrated sense of the body (Morrison et. al., 2010:305), and 

becoming-with the world (Ingold, 2013: 8-9). 
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7.3. An t-each uisge: the waterhorse. 

Of the fantastic beings that populate Scottish lochs, none associates closest to seaweeds than 

the one which, in the Highlands, is called the each uisge, the waterhorse133  –otherwordly 

horses that look horse-like enough that people will want to ride them (see Figure 17) … only 

to be pulled along by the creature to its underwater lair, where the unfortunate rider will be 

eaten: 

“They’re a kind of warning devise, to keep children away from water. And it works! 

Even 50 years ago they were still using waterhorses to scare little children… A boy in a 

nearby village had to go to school, and he had to go past the loch, but he wouldn’t go 

near; because his grandmother told him there’s a waterhorse, so it took him an extra 10 

minutes, because he went over the hill. People genuinely –genuinely- believed in them. 

Not just maybe, truly truly. […] 

Way back, every significant body of water had its own “spirit of the water”, coming 

from the Celtic idea that they WERE the gods and goddesses. You had two aspects: 

benign –you drink and you live– and evil –you drown.  

[…] I don’t see it as hateful; I see it as protection, they protect children. And people say 

they’re evil, because they eat people… but I say, so do tigers!” 

This is what The Visiting Storyteller told, the very night I arrived in Corran134. He was re-

visiting places he had passed through on horseback in the summer of the year, and he was 

making plans for the next horseback adventure –a tour of Skye, to gather local tales of the 

each uisge.  

 

133 sometimes also called kelpies, although The Visiting Storyteller told me that kelpies live in the Lowlands, 

and are more benign (see Appendix 1). 

134 find the unabridged narration, which contains a tale of a waterhorse shapeshifting into a man, in Appendix 1. 
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As all folktales135 do, tales of each uisge present variations136 with common characteristics: a 

shape-shifting creature (horse/human) with a secret name, to which riders get stuck... People 

agree that waterhorse/seaweed-analogies include:  

• Its snatching of people, to drag them into the water, 

• Its stickiness, and the frequent use of the word “entangle” to speak of seaweeds, 

• horsemanes; and the readiness to associate flowing seaweeds with hair (see Chapter 6), 

• their inhabiting the same environment. 

• Notably, each-uisge can be recognized from having sand, or seaweeds, in its hair. 

 

Figure 17. The lure of the each-uisge is that it looks like a charming horse. 

 

135 Waterhorse tales, with their normative content, could be considered myths in a broader sense, since they 

instruct in “how the world works, how we should understand it, and how we should act” (Maček,2018:37). 

136 For other types of each-uisge tales, see MacIlle-Dhuibh, 2014. 
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Mùrlach, who knew a couple of local waterhorse stories himself, said that waterhorses are tied 

to the fact that there is a danger in water, and that they are “meant to keep those who won’t 

understand there’s a danger, safe.” The latent dangers of water are what codes the 

transgression of people into risk-filled water-sides as wrongful. Fear, Mùrlach thought, is 

wielded by these stories to “make you learn a lesson, without learning it the hard way”. 

Bearing in mind the recurrent tales of drowning discussed until now, this interpretation is 

consistent with what has been said of myths passed down through generations, that they 

“embed the same moral messages and culturally validated key scenarios of survival” (Kidron, 

2009:215). 

Wren: “We’re all wired to feel fear, otherwise we wouldn’t last very long.” 

Regarding the element of ‘wrongful transgression’, Hoefnagel’s masterful ethnography of 

seaweed harvesters in Portugal (1991) explores seaweeds’ ties to status and symbolism. The 

author explains the taboos which surround seaweed practices as “ways of coping with 

transitions from one physical and cognitive domain to another” (quoting Leach, p.53). She 

writes: 

“seaweed is an ambiguous category…not a plant, not a fish […] located in a territorial 

passage area between land and sea: a symbolic domain” (ibid.) 

Hoefnagel’s ‘symbolic domain’ is not unlike Turner’s liminality –a state of individual 

dissolution situated at the margins of structure, and a generative space both for new concepts 

as well as creative expression, like art or stories (1997:128). Consider Sian’s hauntingly vivid 

description of the intertidal in winter:  

“…a sinewy underworld, snake-like… when the tide goes out, you get this flat expanse 

with the seaweed. It’s the domain of the sea, you walk where the sea is supposed to be.” 

The sea is supposed to be there, but it’s not. It comes and goes, and the seaweeds are caught 

in-between. Even when permanently submerged, seaweeds retain a certain neither-land-nor-

sea ambiguity (not-a-plant, not-a-fish –between and betwixt!). As we have seen, they can be 
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ontologically problematic to delimit as beings, and inhabit ambiguous/liminal places, to the 

result that, in Osprey’s words, “we don’t know how [seaweed] fits”. 

Indeed, it was frequent that in the middle of a seaweed-talk, people would veer off-topic, 

unpromptedly, and suddenly start speaking, for example, about octopi, or the statue of the 

Falkirk Kelpies –once, even, a dream about a disembodied hand137. These out-of-the-blue 

associations seemed to be happening subconsciously, and usually led to this perception of 

seaweeds as entangling/snatching agents. I return to the fact that, in the Highlands, seaweeds 

are adjacent in many ways, literally or symbolically, to narrations of drowning –from the 

Gaelic songs of Chapter 6, through people’s anecdotes and local histories138, some each uisge 

tales, and even the Bible139. I propose that it is an entanglement of all of these circumstances 

that makes people afford seaweeds some each-uisge-like precautionary connotations. 

Seaweeds turn into reminders of the respect owed to the sea as a potentially dangerous 

environment, and are whisked together with waterhorses into what might be the last stretches 

of a ghostly, ragged taboo, whose normative prerogative is slowly falling into disuse, and 

which, as time goes by, might be incorporated to “the thing that got lost” (Gow, 2011). 

 

137 It was Calla. She and Bryony had been telling me about some seaweeds they had drawn for me, when she 

said something like, “by the way, speaking of seaweeds!”; and then told me of a dream she’d had, in which 

she dropped something in a black lagoon in the middle of a cave. It was ice-cold, slimy, and she could see 

every rock that bordered the edges. She tried to retrieve what she had lost. In the water, the disembodied arm 

of a doll was moving and trying to grab her.  

138 After leaving Applecross, Duinn emailed me with the results of some archival sleuthing of his. He had found 

a couple of accounts of tragic accidents at sea, where lives had been lost specifically in the gathering of 

seaweed. One was recorded by the Inverness Courier, (1831, June 8). The other one, he tells us, can be found 

in Master in sail, by Captain William Murchison (Navigator Books, 1995, page 53). 

139 Although the Arnisdale I experienced seemed quite secular, people are not strangers to the words of the Bible. 

Historically, the Free Church was very influential. Nowadays, it shares a quieter presence with the Church of 

Scotland. Locals will have heard the story of Jonah, who was cast underwater in divine punishment: 

The waters compassed me about, even to the soul:  

the depth closed me round about,  

the [sea]weeds were wrapped about my head.  

(Jonah, 2:5) 

Source: https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Jonah-2-5/ 
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7.4. [Second Interlude: The Narrative Roles of Seaweed] 

 “The real is more than that which exists” (Kohn,2013:66), and ontologies manifest 

themselves as narratives (Escobar,2020:25). Together with practice, language is the breath of 

life whereby we make the world that makes us: the words we choose are ontologically 

constitutive (through words, for example, ‘mere’ geography is fashioned into a meaningful 

human universe, Basso, 1996:40)140. Consider the intriguing possibilities of paraphrasing 

Holbraad, and proposing that seaweeds “can speak if they yield their own concepts” 

(2011p.17). Seaweeds speaking people speaking them might sound like Osprey did:  

 “…a natural feeling of unknown… seaweed and its mysterious place in the depths, the 

place where the darkness comes from… 

From heaven to hell: seaweed can be the whole cycle, love and hate, fear, dark depths of 

despair, and the whole of life” 

Not to wander off into more philosophical terrain, I present two narrative-symbolic roles that 

seaweeds adopted in people’s discourse: the enemy, and the psychopomp. 

7.4.1 The enemy 

In their fear-inspiring aspect, seaweeds adopt an antagonistic discursive role –waterhorses, 

for example. Observe, however, the way in which Calla and Bryony described seaweed:  

 

140  If we position seaweed in a liminal place, we will see how the consequences of liminality as a generative 

space for new concepts applies to these narrative roles. Consider Turner: 

“Liminality, marginality, and structural inferiority are conditions in which are frequently generated myths, 
symbols, rituals, philosophical systems, and works of art. These cultural forms provide men with a set of 
templates or models which are, at one level, periodical reclassifications of reality and man’s relationship to society, 
nature, and culture. But they are more than classifications, since they incite men to action as well as to thought. 
Each of these productions has a multivocal character, having many meanings, and each is capable of moving 
people at many psychological levels simultaneously.” (1997:128-129) 
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They: “Kelpies, they look a bit like seaweed, slithery… they live in the same place! 

Seaweed is dark… gloomy… scary… evil… so they have a similar vibe, maybe 

like a shark movie. Like hands that can grab you and take you under.”  

Me: “Can that happen in reality?”  

They: “Who knows? You have to use your imagination!” 

There are many other memorable, “enemies” that people have coupled with seaweeds. A 

moray eel, a “slippery being of the dark depths” that Moss once encountered in a crevice 

between rocks, diving. A witches’ claw-like clasp and hand-like Laminarias141 (associated in 

both traditional tales, [for example, Campbell, 1902:9], and contemporary –Uaine fondly 

recalled a “terrifying” storybook she used to read to her little boys). And, perhaps my 

favourite: Cressy’s (19) “wrack is like Slenderman142” (Figure 18). 

 

Figure 18. Slenderman in the seaweeds…? 

 

141 remember the etymology of ‘kelp’, as presented in page 18, and Calla’s dream (note 137, on p.94). 

142 a children-snatching, online-urban-legend apparition with unnaturally long limbs. 
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7.4.2 The psychopomp 

Talking to Mùrlach about why seaweeds scare people, Wolfie, who happened to hear, 

commented, matter-of-factly: “Oh yeah, I have a friend who has a MEGAPHOBIA of 

seaweed!” After much consideration, I dare to say that, at a subconscious level, seaweeds 

confront people in the water with their fear of death. 

Most of my interviewees, having beheld seaweed communities from a boat, often mentioned 

“looking down”, and what is “underneath”.  Underwater worlds, far from the reach of light, 

are chthonic-coded: remember Osprey’s “seaweed and its mysterious place in the depths, the 

place where the darkness comes from…” This symbolic location “underwater and underneath” 

might symbolically make seaweeds into psychopomps: companions of the downwards-

voyager from the abovewater world into quasi-primordial places of dark watery wonder –and 

danger– as well as guardians of their points of access. Interestingly, there are suggestions of 

historical remainders of this role for the waterhorse, where their dragging people into the 

lochs are interpreted as leftover Pictish elements of transportation into submerged 

otherworlds: 

 “There were human dwellings, a world of its own in the depths under the ocean and 

under the land lakes. . .” (MacIlle-Dhuibh, 2014:131). 

Perhaps similarly, one of the Celtic otherworlds143 was Tír fo Thuinn, "Land Under Wave" 

(MacKillop, 1990:405). Certainly, during seaweed-talks, I heard plenty people mention stories 

of “cities underwater”, and foreign, sealskin-wearing rowers arriving on Scottish shores. 

 

143 People often asked whether I would go to the Outer Hebrides, since “there, people do a lot of things with 

seaweed”. These islands are sometimes euphemized as “the edge of the world”, and Gaelic traditions are 

stronger there, as we saw in Chapter 6. The way in which people spoke about the Outer Hebrides was 

interesting; as though not only were they far away, but also remote in other ways. If we consider that other 

Celtic otherworlds were islands (like Hy Brasil and Tír nan Óg, MacKillop,1990:267 & 406 respectively), 

then, again, we find seaweeds entangled in narratives of mythological otherworlds. Although these are 

vernacular narratives teased out from discourse analysis (something which I, having a background in 

Linguistics, cannot help), it would be interesting to follow them and see where they lead. 
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These tales, as the frequent presence of seaweeds in tales of drowning, beg the possibility of 

this symbolism be at least entertained. 

7.5. Discussion: Unfolded Identity and Symbolic Relations 

“What is in the water there that can do you harm? There’s something about the 

unfathomable depths… what’s in the abyss?  

 

Logically, that shouldn’t give you a fright.” 

-The Visiting Storyteller 

Sometimes, people became aware of the powerful contradictions in what they were saying. 

For instance, after reminiscing for a bit, Faireag (70s) concluded: 

“…Seaweed is interesting on the beach, but I don’t like it in the water… it’s 

menacing, frightening. A danger zone. Still, I love water, and swimming.” 

Likewise, Cressy and her friends (teenagers) would rather swim in open water where they can 

see, far from the “slimy and creepy” bladderwrack. “I got no problem with it when I can step 

on it, on the beach, where I don't have to touch it”, said Cressy; and distinguished wracks 

from kelp, that is “magnificent”, and “friendly” … 

… and “stays where it should”, i.e, deep and away, where “you don't interact with it”.  

In anthropology-speak, people become “matter out of place” in seaweed-water (Douglas, 

2002); which is a problematic state of existence. When I asked Mùrlach why he thought there 

is such a big difference between engaging seaweeds in the water and out, he answered: 

“I’m quite happy looking at it, but it’s instinctively unsettling swimming in it, ‘cause you 

don’t know what’s down there… A bit of kelp on the beach, you pick it up, muck 

around with it. Feed it to the sheep… if you got tangled up in them; they’re not benign 

anymore. The only way you could get in trouble with them is if you’re in the water 

already and you’re not naturally evolved to be in the water. Then you’re at some risk.” 
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Seaweed in the water, in particular the touch of a seaweed, triggers awareness of being in a 

reasonably foreign medium that is ambiguous (both benign, by providing food, and evil, by 

allowing drownings); and moreover amply inhabited by creatures that, sometimes, escape 

logic. What is more, seaweeds are liminal, and appear, more so or less so, intertwined in 

folkloric narrations where people are pulled underwater through various means. I find that the 

concept of ‘bricoleour’ thought, discussed in Chapter 5, could apply also in this case; since 

the worlding of the environment with these more-than-human possibilities is drawn from all 

interpretive sources available144. 

I wrap this chapter up with a note on the possibilities of supernatural inhabitation of the 

environment. Kohn has posited that “ends are not located outside the world but constantly 

flourishing in it”, and that to enchant the world is to exercise resistance to modern forms of 

knowledge, that present the world as a mechanism without ends or meaning (2013:90).  

Let me remind the reader that people do not often actively think about seaweeds; rather, 

seaweeds tend to be pulled along, peripherally, into people’s environmental perception. As 

such, I would say that the paradoxical duality of seaweeds, unfolded in their ontology as both 

benign and fear-striking, is a subconscious elaboration. However, as the stories do exist, 

seaweeds are addressed as agents, and the fear is expressed as real, I dare to say that the 

supernatural is another facet of the interanimation of people and the environment in the loch. 

And, though this enchantment might not be an entirely aware choice, Evans-Pritchard amply 

described how no one is truly impervious to the compelling power of magical/fantastic 

thought, and the subtle ontological shifts it causes (1976:244). Where the void of knowledge 

is filled by imagination, possibilities are endless, and nuance the respect afforded to these 

‘wild’ place-species –as The Visiting Storyteller said, citing Robert Burns, “I didn’t believe 

those trumperies, but they still affected me”.  

 

144 Lévi-Strauss actually developed his theory on savage thought in the context of myths and units of meaning. 

The elements of mythical thought, he wrote, lie half-way between percepts and concepts. Therefore, when the 

“elements that compose the world” are individualized and ascribed a meaning, their possible significations are 

“limited by the particular history of each piece and by those of its features”, as well as the language employed 

(1966:19). Opening the treasury of possible interpretations in the Highlands could place anecdotes of 

drowning people entangled in seaweed alongside folkloric sources (traditional songs, and folktales such as the 

each uisge, witch’s claws, etc).  
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Chapter 8: The Hope of Seaweed 

Historically, as has been explored in previous chapters, seaweeds accompanied people in 

times of hardship. We can recall the general sentiment of the ortha feamainn’s “Bestow, 

Thou Being of bestowal”. Darach-ruadh even theorizes that people might not be fond of 

eating them because, unconsciously, they are still associated with hard times weathered in 

companionship. Still, every now and then, seaweeds become a receptacle of people’s 

expectations that their hard work can be put to something fruitful that brings some sort of 

prosperity. Most notably, nowadays, people’s impression of the Kelp Industries is (dreams of 

prosperity interlaced with oppression notwithstanding) that those were times when seaweed-

work paid off. The sentiment could be summed up in the quote that Prof. Cheape (2020) 

brings up; 

Suas an fheamainn their na seòid, O, gu bheil òrsna sgeirean sin.  

‘Up with seaweed the lads will say, O, for there’s gold on those rocks.’ 

And, though “[seaweed] industries have shown a tendency to instability” (Kenicer et al., 

2000:140), there is an “apparent ability of the seaweed industry to re-invent itself” (ibíd., 

p.143). This final chapter explores how, today, the thought of putting seaweed to work brings 

hope to people.  

8.1. “The sea’s the obvious choice” 

Some 50 years ago, Ara and her then husband moved to Camusbane. He was employed with 

the estate, but she, a teacher, had to get a job doing something else. “It’s the only job I could 

get, it didn’t matter”, she said: “No one actually cared, a job is a job, and that’s enough”. Her 

words affirm the pragmatism that was needed to get by in these ‘rough bounds’, where 

sources of labour were limited, as well as the high regard placed on hard and honest work. In 

contrast, in Kyle of Lochalsh, I met Ternie in the local recycling centre. She came to Scotland 

20 years ago from elsewhere in Europe, and gave me a very interesting outsider’s perspective. 

For her, seaweed as a concept was somewhat irksome, since it embodied the self-made, self-
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reliant rural spirit, that forces you to bow your head to your remoteness, and, bricoleur-style, 

make do with what you have at hand (consider the section “In the Commons”, in Chapter 3). 

The sources of employment in present-day Arnisdale have changed since Ara’s time, but not 

particularly increased; they include some establishments in Glenelg (like the pub or the ferry, 

which have seasonal variations), maintenance jobs, the fish farm, and some small-scale 

commercial fishing; some ‘oddities’ like estate workers and health professionals; and remote 

(online) work. As was mentioned in the introduction, young people have to get creative to get 

by. It could seem surprising that in the UK, the heart of the developed “Centre”, there still 

exist places which are rural, remote, and continuously strategizing for economic 

sustainability, yet many European countries face similar situations of depopulation and 

precariousness in rural areas (see Syssner, 2020).  

Traditionally, the sea-commons could become a source of income. For example, Crane and 

Jolly used to live across the loch, in Knoydart. There, they collected scallops, and for 11 

years they also had a mussel farm. Crane dived, and Jolly fed the hose, watched the 

compressor, made sure the anchor didn’t drag. “The sea’s a great place!” Crane told me with 

humour, one evening when I visited, “someone has to provide you a job, otherwise.” He 

meant that, for those seeking to make a living independently, in the spaces of the world that 

are still free, “the sea’s the obvious choice”. And yet –“The sea is free…” Crane said, “but 

it’s not anymore”. He spoke with resigned indignation about how the sea is increasingly 

“carved up” with licenses and permits: “Before, you could make a living from fishing. Now, 

if you’re young you’ve either to have family with a license, or a lot of money to purchase 

one”.145 

 

145 See, for example, the Swedish case in Gilette et al.,2022; for an account of how this situation of ‘regulating 

with prohibitions’ (p.46) is in current unfolding in other countries too. 
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8.2. The Resource “Seaweed” 

Around 50 years ago, an alginate company from Lewis came to Arnisdale with big boats, and 

made bales of seaweed. Once a week, the boat would collect the bales, and take them away to 

be processed. Many neighbours remembered the sequence, yet not exactly what the seaweeds 

were harvested for. After asking around in Scotland, Sweden, and Argentina, I can say that, 

generally, people in the ‘West’ know that seaweeds are useful, but not always exactly what 

for. This is understandable, because seaweed as a resource is so infinitely malleable, that it 

sometimes seems bordering on miraculous. During fieldwork, I personally encountered 

seaweed as an ingredient in tea, crisps; gin; soap, hand-creams, and shampoo, and even as a 

thickening agent in Skye-made paint146.  

Although the whole point of this study is to bracket out the use of seaweeds, it is important 

for the reader to understand just how many industrial uses they can have. Red and brown 

seaweeds contain phycocolloids (polysaccharides with gelling properties) –agar, carrageen or 

alginates– used for water-binding, and thickening various substances (Buchholz et at., 

2012:486). They are present in: 

Food: they “emulsify, and suspend a variety of food materials to make them smoother, 

creamier, and more appealing” such as cake mixes, frostings, and meringues 

(Abbott,1996:16), “ice creams, beer, pâtés, shampoo, soy milk, and pet foods inter alia” 

(see Abbott,1996:18 and Chapman,2013:9), 

 

146 And when I interviewed Tunnag, the first she told me was that she had seen in the national news that “they 

were feeding cows with dried seaweed mixed in the feed to reduce methane.” All these observations are 

consistent with what Kenicer et al. (2000) noted:  

“the most significant contemporary commercial applications of seaweeds in Scotland are for the alginates and 
fertiliser industries, although the health food and cosmetic markets are of growing importance. Although 
smallholders, crofters and gardeners continue to collect seaweed for use” (p.142). 
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Cosmetics: in hand lotions and face creams, and most toothpastes. Dental moulds for 

artificial dentures (Abbott,1996:18). Wound dressings (Kenicer et al.,2000:129), 

Printing dyes, and for better absorptivity of textiles. (Buchholz et at., 2012:486). 

Red and brown seaweeds also contain useful pharmaceutical compounds (with antibacterial, 

antiviral, or anti-cancer effects (Chapman,2013:9). They have proved effective in reducing 

blood cholesterol levels, and have anti-diabetes and anti-hypertension effects. (Buchholz et 

at., 2012:485). 

All seaweeds are also fertilisers (Kenicer et al.,2000:127), potential sources of renewable 

biofuels (Chapman,2013:11), and the only vegan source of iodine (Kenicer et al.,2000:130). 

They provide ecosystem services (Chapman,2013), and are biomonitors of pollution (Kenicer 

et al.,2000:132)147. 

  

Figure 19. Badderlocks growing on a rope. 

I heard of many commercial seaweed-aquaculture ventures close to Loch Hourn, which 

involve cultivating kelps on ropes (Figure 19). There is a “kelp crofting” enterprise in Skye 

 

147 Although quite complete, the list above is non-exhaustive. For more on the applications of seaweeds, see:  

•  Abbott, Isabella A.: “ETHNOBOTANY OF SEAWEEDS: CLUES TO USES OF SEAWEEDS” (1996) 

• Buchholz, Cornelia M.; Krause, Gesche, & Buck, Bela H.: “SEAWEED AND MAN” (2012) 

• Chapman, Russell L.: “ALGAE: THE WORLD’S MOST IMPORTANT “PLANTS”—AN INTRODUCTION.” (2013).  

• Kenicer, Gregory; Bridgewater, Sam & Milliken, William “THE EBB AND FLOW OF SCOTTISH SEAWEED USE” 

(2000). The table with the applications of alginates on pp.138-9 is especially interesting. 
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with top-notch infrastructure, and a sustainable aquaculture initiative in Portree that 

integrated shellfish and seaweeds into local restaurant schemes (although Robin and I asked 

around and we could not find it). In Plockton, I was told that the community is interested 

enough to be considering a project to expand the car park, turn it into another pier, and use it 

to pull in cultivated seaweeds. I also heard rumours of a company trying to harvest and grow 

seaweeds in Glenelg. And, on the nearby isle of Mull, there is a fairly well-known 

community-managed seaweed business. 

Amhsan and Brùdhearg spoke to me of proposed commercial exploitation in Loch Hourn –

but with scepticism, which Crane and Jolly also shared. It is, they agreed, complicated for 

small businesses to get money to start water-farms, then, in bad years, they feel the losses 

strongly, and in the end conglomerates take over148. From what I know, the closest Loch 

Hourn has come to seaweed-aquaculture was a proposal to combine it with the fish farm. 

However, the infrastructure wasn't compatible, because the tubes and pipes required would 

get in the way of the manoeuvrability of the fish farm’s vessels. 

Before moving on to the discussion about seaweed and hope, there are two cases I want to 

present to illustrate the local context for enterprising: KelpCutters LTD149, and the history of 

the fish farm in Loch Hourn. 

The case of KelpCutters LTD is interesting because it shows the possibilities for predation 

and overexploitation of natural resources in the commons of the sea, and the awareness of the 

government of the current lack of knowledge of and impact on seaweed ecosystems. I heard it 

in Mallaig from Faoil, the Harbour Master:  

“7 years ago, there was a business that wanted to cut kelp, but it was contentious… 

Kelp takes 7 years to grow, but they said it took less. It wasn’t a sustainable proposal. 

The local people knew it was sneaky, because when they submitted the business 

proposals, they said it was not dredging, but then they showed the machines that they 

 

148 They speak from what they have seen, such was the fortune of the fish farm across the loch. 

149 Not the real name. 
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wanted to use… and they knew it was going to trawl, and destroy. Kelp harvesting is 

a billion pound business. They’ve been doing it in Norway; but now they’re trying to 

backtrack. 

 Fishing groups, local groups, environmental groups objected. There was a hearing, 

and the Scottish Government had to put in restrictions.150”  

Regulatory bodies are aware that there is still a lack of knowledge about the environmental 

impact of wild seaweed harvesting (see The Scottish Government, 2016). When Faoil thought 

of the sneakiness of the proposal, and the predation, his demeanour was stern, mildly 

disgusted: “It was a bad business. I wasn’t for it… if the kelp is gone, everything is gone.” 

On the other hand, the case of the fish farm shows how the tendency of small local 

enterprises to aggregate into larger ventures for profit results counteractive to the 

employment opportunities that people expect –and gives volatility to employment sources 

through time. Salmon farming in Loch Hourn began in the 1990s, with a Skye company 

anecdotically owned by Jethro Tull’s frontman. At the beginning, the sites were small; 

located in the middle and inner parts of the loch, and the fish were “hand fed by quite a good 

sized workforce” 151. Eventually, the local company was bought by a larger Norwegian 

company, which is still the one that drives the fish farm today, under another name; and all 

operations moved closer to the mouth of the loch. 

Since the ownership shift, the fish farm has grown into a size that can be called industrial. 

However, the better technology and systematization of operations have meant that, although 

production has increased considerably, the amount of people employed by the farm has not 

increased in proportion. 

 

150 Interested readers can read more in O’Grady (2020). 

151 A detailed history of fish aquaculture in the loch can be found in the “Loch Hourn. Aquaculture Framework 

Plan” (The Highland Council [Comhairle na Gaidhealtachd], 2001). 

 



106 

 

8.3. Discussion: Growing 

Runner: “A lot of things are lost now.” 

Me: “Are they lost forever?” 

Runner: “… People are starting to go back and find uses, looking to do business, 

growing.” 

The successful seaweed initiative I had the chance to observe was all the way across the blue 

Minch, in Lewis, where Wren and I went to visit a friend of hers. They took me to a firm that 

makes cosmetics from wracks, based in Stornoway. There, I spoke to Minnie, who has been 

employed by them for seven years –a very long time; in these parts. As Lien says, speaking 

of affectivity in contexts of aquaculture would be an exaggeration, but she suggests ‘partial 

affinity’ (2015:63), which I think manifested when Minnie spoke fondly of “what seaweed 

has done for Lewis”. The business has thrived enough that, today, Lewisian “grassroots” 

seaweeds ship internationally. Knowing that there will be work in the sector, and that they 

will be able to come back home, young people dare to undertake university studies in, for 

example, chemistry or biology. 

After returning to Corran, I had the following conversation with Wren:  

Me: “I was thinking of what Amhsan said at New Years’, that it’s getting emptier and 

emptier, and that all these tiny west coast communities are going to turn into 

holiday resorts… It’s very sad, that mechanization is killing all the jobs… 

maybe even the fish farm, in the future.” 

Wren: “…and we can’t do anything because we don’t own the land152… Knoydart is 

thriving because they own their land. Compare it with Lewis, where we saw 

how so much is community owned.” 

 

152 she referred to the complex entanglement of land rights (in Arnisdale, still a tenancy system tied to the local 

Estate), crofting rights and obligations, and regulations to the commercial exploitation of the sea-commons. 
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There have been many instances, throughout this ethnography, that show how fear of 

disappearance, and things getting lost, is real153. The complicated situation of local 

sustainable employment is especially connected to attitudes towards heritage and tradition 

discussed in Chapters 5 and 6. Seaweed aquaculture is interesting for Highland communities 

because it generates direct socioeconomic benefits, provides jobs at different skill levels, and 

creates income (see Buchholz et at., 2012:482). It also has potential for embracing the 

contemporary sustainability zeitgeist (see Gilette&Grassen,2022), and, ideally, it can be 

managed so that: 

“[…] local knowledge generated through active bottom-up participation and the 

application of transparent decision-making processes are some of the building blocks 

behind improved coordination of all the sector’s stakeholders.” (ibíd.,484) 

Tellingly, Prof. Eun told me of the SAMS (Scottish Association for Marine Science) that 

“they think that anything that promises some money in the Highlands should be studied”, and 

seaweed is in focus; increasingly being researched from different angles. As things are now, 

seaweed-aquaculture fits into what Tsing calls the “latent common of weeds” the unexploited 

places with potential for progress (Tsing, 2015:282).  

Three previously mentioned features of seaweeds place them in an exciting space of 

commercial malleability: first, seaweeds, which are very resilient, are perceived to be eternal. 

Second, the peripheral seaweeds inhabit “the limit spaces of capitalism”, both in the 

environmental and metaphorical senses (Tsing, 2015:278). Third, seaweeds and imagination 

are interrelated: as children learn to play with it (is it a sword? is it produce in a tiny shop?) 

so do adults apply this imaginative potential in a ‘bricoleur’ way. The interplay of these two 

features would account for “the apparent ability of the seaweed industry to re-invent itself” 

(Kenicer et al.,2000:143). And, inasmuch as imagination drives re-invention of seaweeds, 

they become novel commodity-chains to be grasped “not through industrial discipline but 

through personal talents and as one of many precarious possibilities” (Tsing, 2015:280). 

 

153 Especially with the local history of forced exiles that followed the Clearances. This, as was mentioned 

previously, is experienced as a relatively fresh collective memory. 
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Currently, “the trend in Scotland, as elsewhere (Radmer, 1996), seems to be towards the 

development of low volume, high value products by small businesses for the UK market” 

(Kenicer et al.,2000:142).  For example, as was mentioned in Chapter 2, seaweed tastes 

unique, and there is increasing interest in capitalizing on this feature commercially 154. 

I was told that, at the beginning, similar expectations were placed on salmon farms: that they 

would recruit locally, that they would provide secure and long-lasting employment for these 

remote communities that, otherwise, seem emptier and emptier as the years go by155. In a way, 

seaweed is the new salmon –especially if the latent promise of something is identified. Like 

the Harbour Master in Mallaig said: “we take it for granted... it’s a resource, but we don’t 

think it’s a resource. In seaweed harvesting projects, there’s potential, for fisherfolk to 

diversify”.  

All the context in this chapter is necessary to grasp the momentous significance of the hope 

of seaweed: meaningful, perhaps even wholesome, employment; and the choice to remain; to 

struggle against displacement, precarity, and maybe even disappearance. 

Never charity we seek, 

just honest wages once a week, 

and a place called home156 

 

154 Ecosystem services are provided for free by nature, but could have monetary value if provided by human 

agents (seaweeds, for example, capture CO2 and are nurseries for marine creatures with commercial value). 

They are a good incentive to tone down dangerously extractive Anthropocene ambitions, as the case of 

KelpCutters LTD exemplified. However, as Escobar quotes, “we are in between stories” (2018:138), in 

transitional times to postextractivism, wherein accounting for the “interdependence of all beings” and needing 

to reconnect with the nonhuman world” (ibíd., 151) “challenge the onto-epistemic formation embedded in the 

current dominant form of capitalist modernity” (ibíd., 137). Here is where the weight of this ethnography also 

kicks in; in laying bare what seaweeds mean to people, it might inform ways in which postextractivist 

practices “reconnect with nonhumans” (Escobar,2020:141). 

155… and that they would be environmentally sustainable, which is a controversial topic. The Scottish 

Government is currently preparing a Seaweed Review that will shed light on potential scopes, scales and 

locations of seaweed-based industries, how the supply chain for various seaweed industries may develop, and 

the wider socioeconomic consequences on other industries and communities resulting from local seaweed-

based industries (The Scottish Government, 2020). 

156 from “Four Stone Walls”, a song by Capercaillie. 
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Conclusion: Sanctuary 

One evening, I listened quite fascinated to Wren and Robin discussing the back and forth of 

what it means to be domesticated, or feral, or outright wild. Seaweeds, as it turns out, shape-

shift between these states. Perhaps, if we are lucky, they might do so in perpetuity. After all, 

they are one of the beings that have lived the longest on planet Earth (Chapman,2013) and 

although they are sensitive to environmental change as are we all, they are also quite resilient. 

Time and again, the things that this investigation revealed truly surprised me: the seaweeds’ 

ontological fluidity, their peripheral (and yet established), place in people’s awareness of the 

sea, the environment, and the phenomena of nature; and the seat of respect they hold. And yet, 

most of all, I heard Mùrlach’s words, “seaweed is like protection … a sanctuary, until the sea 

comes back”. Sanctuary can mean157 : 

 a holy place, (or) 

 a place that offers refuge, (or) 

 an area of land within which wilderness is protected and encouraged to grow, (or) 

 immunity from punishment. 

Seaweeds really are a sanctuary for non-use relationality. They foster experience of and 

connection with nature (Chapter 2). They are a reservoir of alternative multispecies 

companionships (Chapter 3). They enshrine people’s co-construction of identity with the 

landscape, and store awareness of the environment (Chapter 4). They encourage alternative 

modes of knowledge, keep traditional knowledge, and shelter the ingenuity of “savage 

thought” (Chapter 5). They are a vehicle for finding “the thing that got lost”, and 

reconnecting with indigenous/ancestral ways of being in the world (Chapter 6). They cause 

people a pang of fear, and remind them of the respect owed to the wild and wilderness of 

nature, while also preserving the world’s enchantment (Chapter 7). And they encourage 

hopes of dignified employment, and endurance (Chapter 8). 

 

157 [sanctuary] https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/170516 
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I will take a moment for some final reflections; starting with why, all things considered, there 

is a dual perception of seaweeds. Inevitably I must begin by re-mentioning matter-out-of-

place and ontological transgressions: an interplay of “we shouldn’t be there, it shouldn’t be 

here”; and the fact that these displacements also dislocate control: people cannot help the 

dumping of seaweeds on streets and fences after storms just as little as they can micromanage 

their own often perceived vulnerability in the water. Indeed, the medium water, with its 

offsetting lack of sight and excess of touch, brings about a sensory re-hierarchization and 

realignment that can be experienced as problematic.  Furthermore, more holistically, the 

tideline marked by the seaweed is the threshold element that divides, in the words of an 

interviewee, “the province of mankind”, where human agency can influence permanently the 

landscape; and the “wild kingdom of the seas” where no change done by people is ever 

permanent158. Finally, it might be possible that this seaweed-duality is widespread, since I 

have heard people in places as distant as Sweden and Argentina express revulsion at seaweed 

touch; while still keeping affective seaweed memories, and marvelling at the freedom and 

wilderness they evoke.  

Secondly, if only one symbolic investiture must be afforded to seaweeds in the Scottish 

Western seafront, then it is my opinion that they embody respect: for all the reasons for 

which I have called them a sanctuary. In them, the awe and the danger of nature coexist –like 

Uaine said, “the sea… you can’t beat it, it’s always gonna win”.  

Thirdly, the importance of marine sources of protein will continue to increase in the 

Anthropocene (Costa-Pierce,2016). Although the ‘Western’ world is still learning how to eat 

seaweeds (Birch et al.[2019]’s Australian survey, for example, matches my observations in 

Scotland), the interest is there to do so; and the need might be there soon, too. Bearing that in 

mind, I would like to share a recommendation from the report “Ecosystem Services and 

Gaelic: a Scoping Exercise”, reminding that consumption can only benefit from the wisdom 

of tradition and emplaced practices: 

 

158 remember Figure 12 in “Peripheral Ones” (Chapter 3). 
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“There is a strong tradition of eating seaweeds in the Scottish Gàidhealtachd, and it 

would be good to see that reprised, and strengthened, in the years ahead, for reasons of 

health, connection to local environment and sustainability.” (MacLean, 2021:69) 

A final reflection on ethics: almost at the beginning of my fieldwork, Pilibín told me: 

“seaweed is food, shelter, oxygen, many things we take for granted”. People mentioned time 

and again that they took seaweeds for granted; something that can only be said after having 

paused, and reflected. Writing from a distance, I am more and more convinced of the 

importance of the ethnographic space; which enables people to pluck themselves out of the 

stream of time to be in the here and now and become themselves also remembrancers, and 

present-ers, with the chance to take a moment to reflect on what the natural world means. It is 

quite an Anthropocenic attitude to do this less and less; and the ethnographer’s privilege to 

have tools to counteract it, and contribute “toward the end of helping make life more worth 

living” (Madison, 2020:102). For all the findings that this study has produced, still I am of 

the opinion that “slowing things down, creating a space for critical introspection, might 

indeed be the contribution of anthropology” (Karlsson, 2018:24). 

The opportunities for further research branch out innumerably from each chapter. I present 

this work feeling I have only managed to skim the surface of seaweed/human relationality; 

and hope for the chance to continue investigating it in the future. Nevertheless, there is one 

topic in particular I feel deserves to be looked at: the strong, mystifying relationship between 

gender and wild swimming. A noticeable number of women let talks of seaweeds lead them 

to expressing that they felt “like mermaids”. There was something there, entwining women, 

the ontological transgression into waterspaces, and an almost primeval expression of freedom. 

To conclude I will say that, for better or worse, relationships define us. This sea anthropology 

of life has shown a locally nuanced understanding of nature, where seaweeds, cultural usages 

regarding water and knowledge, folklore, and the mediating languages cooperate in 

interanimating the lifeworld. And, perhaps because it was a dark, dreary, rainy, and gloomy 

winter, and people in Arnisdale welcomed the disruptive airs brought by unexpected 

anthropological questions, I remember smiles. Generally speaking, the Highlanders think that 

seaweeds are all right. Interesting, useful. A bit strange.  
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Before the turn of the year, I was to meet some friends on Skye, to go sightseeing. I was 

fortunate to hitch a ride there with The Visiting Storyteller, who had passed by Corran again. 

Driving between lochs and snowy bens, through the winding road towards the Misty Isle, we 

spoke some more about otherworldly creatures; seaweeds and songs. At some point, he 

recited for me a bit of a poem called Inversnaid159 by Gerard Manley Hopkins. We have 

heard people say through this study, “if the seaweeds were gone, we would not know our 

coasts, our seas, anymore”. Maybe not even ourselves, grandiose as though it may sound. 

Hopefully we will never find this out... What a fitting verse, then, The Storyteller chose that 

day: 

What would the world be, once bereft 

of wet and of wildness? Let them be left, 

o let them be left, wildness and wet; 

long live the weeds and the wilderness yet. 

 

 

  

 

159 Full text: https://hopkinspoetry.com/poem/inversnaid/ 
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APPENDIX 1 

 

“The each uisge” 

as narrated by The Visiting Storyteller 

 

“A kelpie is... in the Highlands, it’s called an each uisge. Waterhorse. And… a 

demon… they’re a kind of warning devise to keep children away from water. It 

works! Because… a person in a nearby village had to go to school, and he had to go 

past the loch, but he wouldn’t go near the loch, it took another 10 minutes to go to 

school because he went over the hill… because his grandmother told him there’s a 

waterhorse, in the loch. So even 50 years ago they were still using waterhorses to 

scare little children…. they were used for two reasons, to warn young girls who 

went up the shillings (during the summer time, the cattle and sheep were taken up 

to the mountains and there’d be a little house, very small. There they’d spin the 

sheep wool and they’d make butter, milk the animals…) because the young girls 

went up on their own, sometimes two or three of them… then who’d be attracted to 

youg girls who’d go up the mountains? Young men… so they’re always warned not 

to get connected to young men up the mountains cause they’re most certainly 

waterhorses in human form. 

The waterhorse can transform. They’re usually male, but they can sometimes be 

feminine. People genuinely –genuinely- believed in them. Not just maybe, truly truly. 

In the lowlands they live in the rivers, in the highlands they live in the lochs… the 

lowlands are full of rivers.” 

Me: “How would you recognize a human kelpie? [the people around fall into laughter] Hey! 

It’s important!” 
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“Well… there was a young girl who was spinning wool, she’d made her butter… she 

saw a young man coming up from the loch. He was very handsome, he had a great 

thick mane of hair, and he said, hello; and she said, hello!, and he said, I’ve been 

walking for a bit, do you mind if I sit down beside you? She said it’s fine, and they 

chatted away, and he yawned, he’d had a quite a long walk, and then a quick swim 

in the loch to cool down… you know, do you mind if I put my head on your lap? So 

he lay down, and she began to spin, to the side, and she’s looking and she saw a little 

leaf in his hair, and she pulled the leaf out, and it was a plant, in his hair. Then she 

found another one, and she pulled that too… and when she pulled it out, she began 

to think… oh, no. And then she parted the hair, and she saw that it was full of sand. 

And she thought, oh damn, it’s a waterhorse… what to do, it’s on my lap! So she had 

scissors, cause she was cutting the wool, and she had a pinafore… so she went… snip 

snip……….. And then she just slipped, very gently… until she was on the other side 

of the building, and then she ran like hell. And her mother was actually coming to 

get her, she saw her in the distance. But she was running as fast as she could for the 

allt, for the burn160, that was coming up in the distance down the hill, because she 

knew that the waterhorse can’t cross running water, (the kelpie can, but the 

waterhorse can’t) because it’s a present from God, and it’s sacred. So she’s running 

as hard as she can to make it, and the man turns into a black stallion, with steam 

coming out of his nostrils, fiery eyes, and he comes after her harder and harder, 

closer and closer…. she’s almost at the stream and he’s almost upon her, and then 

she crosses… she lept, went across the other side, just as her mother came. And the 

mother said to the horse, “Leave! Go! Return, return where you came from, or I will 

call your name to the four brown boundaries of the world!”. And he screamed, and 

turned, and ran, and dived into the loch, and even though they looked for him, he’d 

disappeared, and was never… 

 

160 stream. 
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seen… 

again. 

[the listeners round Wren’s table clap] 

“The kelpie, the waterhorse, is the greatest folk lore item in Scottish folklore… 

there’s many creatures in it, but it is the prime embodiment of Scottish folklore. I 

don’t see it as hateful, I see it as protection, they protect children. And people say 

they’re evil, because they eat people… but I say, so do tigers!” 

  



128 

 

APPENDIX 2 

This Appendix contains some artistic expressions of seaweeds shared with me during the 

meeting held in the cèilidh house on January 21st to inform the community about the 

fieldwork. 

 

Figure 1. Close-up photograph of a bladderwrack, by Dianne Whalley. 

 

 

Figure 2. A heron stands on the wracks at high mid-tide, by Dianne Whalley. 
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Figures 3 and 4: Photogravures of seaweeds, by the instagram user rosgomer 

(https://www.instagram.com/rosgomer/) 

 

 

 

https://www.instagram.com/rosgomer/

