
Durness Parish School 
 
Education within the parish almost certainly pre-dates the opening of the parish school in 1766. The Mackay 
family seems to have been keen on the idea of education even as early as the first part of the 17th century. The 
noted minister of Durness, Rev Alexander Munro was tutor to the family of Mackay of Renevie (Skerray) until 
he became minister in Durness about 1734 and it is likely a tutor would have been employed at Balnakeil House 
as well. It is possible the minister himself would have educated a few favoured localsl.  
 
In 1709, the Scottish Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge was set up. The purpose of the 
Society was to establish schools in the Highlands and Islands in order to promote Christian learning, but also to 
help stamp out Roman Catholicism and Gaelic. In 1740, the Presbytery of Tongue, which encompassed the 
parishes of the Reay Country (the MacKay Clan lands), was eager to establish schools throughout the area and 
it was the Rev Murdoch MacDonald of Durness who was the keen advocate the working of the SSPCK.  
However it took some time to raise the funds for the school building and it was not until 1765 that the 
construction of the building below the Manse on the shore of Loch Croispol started. On the 22nd December of 
that year the Kirk Session noted that the building had not been finished. They offered John MacKay of 
Sarsgrum (a township in the parish) £40 Scots to complete the work immediately. This he seems to have done, 
for  on the  24th March 1766, the session inspected the school and agreed it was worth £40. The timber came 
from Westmoine, the Eastern part of the parish encompassing Hope and Eriboll, cost 6/- (shillings) including 
the carriage. The timber almost certainly came from the managed woodlands at Arnaboll. The door, lock, 
window and bands were paid for by the session and the £40 by Lord Reay. 
 
Unfortunately not much is known about the school beyond this, although a search of the SSPCK records would 
no doubt through up more information. A local story relates it was the first parish school in Scotland, but this 
seems unlikely. It may well have been the first parish school in the Reay Country.  In 1826 an entry in the 
Durness Labour Book showed payment for the thatching on the Schoolhouse. This is interesting as a number of 
pantiles have been recovered from the site of the school and it has been presumed the roof was tiled. However 
from the Day Book in 1824-25 a number of men were employed to land tile from the ship ‘Betsy’ at Rispond 
and in 1826 men were employed to secure the tiles at the manse for the winter. 
 
The Parish School came to a somewhat ignominious end. At some point about 1840, the minister and the 
Headteacher had a major disagreement. He was sacked by the Presbytery on the recommendation of the Kirk 
Session. However, he applied to the Court of Session and was reinstated. Very few children attended and after 
the opening of the General Assembly School in Durine about 1844 and the Free Church School in Sangomore 
two years later,  it ceased to be attended. However, the headteacher remained in post for another fifteen years 
with no pupils! He retired as a consequence of the Parochial and Burgh Schoolmasters (Scotland) Act 1861. The 
school was then closed. Judging by the state of the building, it would seem likely the building was not occupied 
after this and gradually fell into ruin. There are no references in any of the later census accounts to someone 
living at the school and there are no local traditions of it being anything other than the parish school. 
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