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An Early History of the Bahá'í Faith in Stornoway/Western Isles 

 

The Hebrides was first mentioned by 'Abdu'l-Bahá in 1916 in the Tablets of the 

Divine Plan where Bah§'²s were urged to ñspreadéthe synopsis of the divine 

teachings in, among other places, the Shetland Islands, Hebrides and Orkney 

Islands.ò 

 

It is not known whether any visitors were made to the islands prior to 1953, when 

Knight of Bahá'u'lláh, Geraldine Craney, arrived in Stornoway to take up her 

pioneer post. Although her stay was short there were still several people who 

remembered her. Geraldine Craney was an office clerk who originally lived in 

Bray, Ireland, but moved to Nottingham, England, where she found the Bahá'í 

Faith in February 1953. Her acceptance of Bahá'u'lláh resulted, unfortunately, in 

her total rejection by her family. When the goals of the Ten Year Plan were 

announced, this new believer decided to fulfil the one for the Hebrides, arriving on 

the island of Lewis on 9 October 1953. Called a ñstrangerò by native residents, as 

were all outsiders, Geraldine lived alone on Lewis until 1959.  

 

In the summer of 1957 Hand of the Cause Dr. Grossman flew to Inverness for his 

trip to the Hebrides. He went by train to the Kyle of Lochalsh, and there joined the 

boat in the early afternoon, and, sailing up to Stornaway, he arrived in the early 

evening. Here it was his joy to·meet Geraldine Craney, Knight of Baha'u'llah for 

the Hebrides. In these islands he found the older people many years behind the 

times, both socially and culturally. The islanders live a hard life, in bitter weather 

most of the year. Their chief concern is a battle for material existence, and progress 

is likely to be very slow. 

 

A 22-year-old German Anneliese Haug arrived in Stornoway on 27 April 1959. 

Overcoming tremendous difficulties of language, culture, employment and 

isolation Annaliese remained in her post leaving and invaluable legacy of trust, 

respect and love. Initially she tried to find Knight of Bahá'u'lláh Geraldine Craney 

but could not, so she began looking for work. Not being British, she had to get 

permission to work and several times lost jobs because she could not obtain that. 

Finally, in July she received a letter saying she had to leave the country but almost 

immediately afterwards she was offered a job taking care of an elderly woman, her 

husband and three adult sons. For the following two and a half years, Anneliese 

was able stay in Stornoway and share the Faith with those she could. In 1962 she 
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was offered an office job which she held until 1966 when she became a caregiver 

for a succession of people. 

 

During the 1960s, travelling teachers and visitors helped to reduce the isolation of 

the sole pioneer. Teaching work was almost entirely sustained by the Inverness 

community. In October 1964, the first opportunity presented itself for the general 

public to encounter the word ñBah§'²ò, with the insertion of the first quotations 

from the Writings in the Stornoway Gazette. 

 

With the continued insertion of the quotations in 1965 some opposition to the Faith 

became apparent. It would seem that indirect approaches met with a more 

sympathetic response. A Persian dinner arranged by Gloria Faizi in 1965, to raise 

money for the swimming pool fund is still remembered with appreciation and was 

favourably reported at the time, although no mention of the Faith was made in 

connection with the event. 

 

The first weekend school took place from 1-4 April 1967 in the Scout Hall, Keith 

Street. It was attended by Betty, Harold and Anne Shepherd, Topsy and Jimmy 

Bennet and Brian Dilworth. The programme was as follows: 

Saturday Evening, Public Meeting. 

Sunday Afternoon, Devotional. 

Sunday Evening, Consultation with pioneer. 

Monday evening, slides of the Holy Land. 

Tuesday Evening, Discussion 'Religious Unity'. 

 

Although it was advertised in the paper no one locally took part. Although 

apparently on Tuesday evening, one young man appeared, who was already 

conversant with the Bah§ô² Faith having read several books and followed a study 

course based on 'The New Era'. There was a brief report posted in the paper which 

elicited an opposing lengthy letter against the Faith using quotes from the Bible 

headlined ñStrange Cult in our Midstò. Regular quotes from the Writings continued 

to be placed in the Gazette with the Inverness Bahá'ís as the contact. 
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In 1969 Richard St Barbe Baker came to Stornoway for the first time: 

 



5 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6 
 

 

 



7 
 

 



8 
 

 

 

 

Although the arrival of a short term pioneer had raised the Faith to group status, a 

group was not firmly established until 1969 with the arrival of two more pioneers, 

Doreen Holdsworth and Roderick Grant, to take up teaching posts at the local 

primary school. 
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For the first time direct local interest was expressed, and 1970 saw the gradual 

strengthening of the group with the arrival of more pioneers.  

 

April 1970 the Provost was happy to accept a copy of Bah§ôuôll§h and the New 

Era. The Rector of the Nicolson Institute and a Church of England and Church of 

Scotland minister were happy to accept the book The Call of Bah§ôuôll§h. The 

Town Clerk and the Matron at the hospital also accepted Bahá'í books. 

 

In a report from the Bahá'í group they wrote: 

ñThe tremendous support from the Bah§'²s everywhere made this island vibrate 

with a new, very strongly felt spirit and made the people more receptive to the 

Faith. The week prior to the Bahá'í week and the week itself brought many 

blessings. Mrs. Shepherd and two other dear friends from Newcastle had a 7 

minute Radio interview about the Bahá'í week on VHF which is heard in the 

Highlands and the Western isles and is also recorded. Press releases were in the 

local paper as well as in the widely read Press and Journal; some people are 

reading Bah§'² books without wanting to take part in the week.ò Posters were 

displayed throughout the town for the Bahá'í week and Proclamation Fortnight. 

 

ñBah§'² youth from all over the country during those two weeks (21 March to 1 

April) did tremendous work and made very many contacts by going to the cafés, to 

the dances, and giving parties, and many local youth took part in the Bahá'í 

weekéCertainly if it had not been for the two dear young girls (Minou Eshragh 

and Mahnaz Sohrab)  from the Chelsea and Kensington Community, who did such 

wonderful contact making for us, the local youth would have not been so 

plentifuléTo follow up we are having weekly study classes, firesides, fortnightly 

meetings in one of the hotels with notices in the local paperéò There were about 

25 visiting Bahá'ís altogether. 

  

However, in that same year, 1970, the first concerted opposition appeared in the 

press, both local and national when the Bahá'ís were refused an application to use a 

room in the Nicholson Institute by the Lewis Education sub-committee, and in 

consequence there were many letters in the Stornoway Gazette. Here is an example 

of a few of them. 
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The attacks were faithfully recorded by a Gazette reporter Peter Graham who was 

to become the first declarant in the Western Isles.  
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This active Bahá'í group in 1970 was comprised of Annaliese Haug, Roderick 

Grant, Minou Rouhani, Alma Gregory, Rita Bridge, Doreen Holdsworth, and 

Verdun Wake. However, Rita Bridge, Doreen Holdsworth, Verdun Wake and 

Annaliese Haug, who pioneered to Crete, all left the island later that year hence the 

need for more pioneers to form the first Spiritual Assembly at Ri v§n 1971. Alma 

Gregory when she arrived in 1970 determined to stay there for the rest of her life 

and ñbury her bonesò in Stornoway. Which she did! She passed away in 1997. 

Alma was originally from America but came with her mother to England so that 

she could go to boarding school. In her teenage years she mingled with all the early 

believers and had the bounty of spending time with Shoghi Effendi, the student, on 

numerous occasions. She later served on the National Spiritual Assembly of the 

British Isles. 
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Elaine and Calum Grant arrived 19 April 1971. Zarrin Jahanpour, Mrs. Hakimeh 

Rawhani, Enayat and Pixie Rawhani all arrived on 20 April.  
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At Ri v§n 1971, the first Local Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá'ís of Stornoway 

was formed in the presence of a representative from the National Spiritual 

Assembly. The members were Minou Rouhani, Calum Grant, Elaine Grant, 

Roderick Grant, Alma Gregory, Enayat Rawhani, Hakimeh Rawhani, Pixie 

Rawhani and Zarrin Jahanpour. At this time the community numbered 9 adults, all 

pioneers, and two children. For some time after this, accommodation was to 

continue to prove a problem. Since 1969 pioneers had lived in tents, caravans and 

lodgings. Firesides were difficult to hold. Feasts and Holy Days were observed 

regularly but with difficulty. The circle of contacts continued to grow and 

individuals moved out into the community in their attempt to put into action the 

principle of ñwork in the spirit of serviceò, working in the youth club and hospital. 

This early ñteaching projectò has, in one instance, continued uninterrupted to this 

day. With the acquisition of permanent accommodation, regular study classes and 

firesides were established. 

 

In 1971 the Consultant Surgeon at Lewis Hospital was presented with a book. The 

Lord Lieutenant, the Convenor of the Council, the Sheriff etc. were all offered the 

Proclamation Book but mostly no response except some interest from the Lord 

Lieutenant. 

 

Minou Rouhani left May 1971. She was replaced by Jim Bradly who pioneered to 

Stornoway. It was very hard for Jim to find work. He and Enayat initially took care 

of peopleôs gardens for a pittance. One day the owner of one of the homes gave 
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them a big bunch of rhubarb. On the way home they met one of the church 

ministers. They had an amicable conversation and he said they were welcome to 

come and pick rhubarb from his garden any time. However, when he realised they 

were Bahá'ís his whole manner changed and he could not turn around and run back 

down the road fast enough! Later Jim got a permanent job in an electrical firm 

shop until he left the island in 1972. 
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In the summer of 1971 two young travelling teachers, Tawfik Rushdy and Farid 

Delshad spent some time in Stornoway. They would sit on a wall in the centre of 

town and talk to the local youth who tended to be very shy. Eventually, at their 

invitation, some of the youth would come and hang out at the Rawhani home in the 

industrial part of town.  After the summer the youth disappeared except for one 

interesting incident. As the Holy Day for the Birth of Bahá'u'lláh approached (12 

November), Pixie bumped into one of the youth, Louise Nicholson, and asked her 

to let the other youth know that they are welcome to attend this Bahá'í celebration. 

None of the youth did participate. However, a few weeks later there was a knock 

on the Rawhani door and in trooped three of the local youth. They sat down, were 

given coffee and said very little. Then one of them came and handed Pixie a 

present of a silver coloured dish with a milk and sugar set saying how sorry they 

were that they had missed her birthday! Although deeply embarrassed Pixie 

expressed her gratitude and the boys upped and left soon after. Not to be seen 

again until Tawfik and his friend returned the following summer.  

 

During their years in Stornoway right from day one, despite its dilapidated 

condition, the Rawhani residence at 42 Inaclete Road (built in 1884), which 

included two then three, and later four children, was home to many pioneers and 

travelling teachers. In August 1971 Mrs. Rawhani and Enayat left the island, the 

former to Iran and the latter to finish his studies, both returning in January and 

April respectively the following year. This left Pixie and Zarrin alone with three 

children under three, no car, no phone and one paraffin heater in a house where the 

windows of the house were rotten, the front door had a big hole in it, the stairs 

were riddled with woodworm, water came up through the concrete floors and the 

walls and bedclothes were damp in the mornings! Zarrin worked briefly in a local 

café then took a more permanent job in the fish factory. It was very challenging 

because the other workers would all speak Gaelic in front of her. The other 

drawback was returning home stinking of fish! 

 

Four visitors came up in the New Year including Shahram Firoozmand and Dennis 

McKeown.  

 

 



19 
 

 
 



20 
 

 
 

 



21 
 

On Friday, 3 March, the Baha'is attended Women's World Day of Prayer. It was 

the first time that Baha'is had been welcomed by the local churches and had joined 

with them in worship. The World Day of Prayer provided an opportunity for a 

representative of the Spiritual Assembly to meet the minister in whose church the 

service was held. A request for permission for the Bahá'ís  to attend the service 

resulted in a two hour discussion on many aspects of the Faith, during which the 

minister produced and read from one of his Bahá'í  Prayer books! 

 

In May of 1972 the Stornoway Gazette printed a picture of Sammi Anwar from 

Arabia and Beth Bowen from the U.S.A. In a letter to the Scottish Goals 

Committee, the Local Spiritual Assembly asked them to stress to the young ladies 

that if they bring their car it should not have the foot-high lettering of ñBah§'²ò on 

it. ñThis is a matter of real importance for it has been proven beyond all doubt that 

such teaching methods, which can be successful on the mainland, are not 

acceptable on the Island of Lewis. They could, in fact, do real harm to the Cause 

here and further increase certain difficulties for the resident pioneers.ò 

 

 


