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An Early History of the Bah&'i Faith in Stornoway/Western Isles

The Hebrides was first mentioned by 'Abdu’l-Baha in 1916 in the Tablets of the
Divine Plan where Baha'is were urged to “spread...the synopsis of the divine
teachings in, among other places, the Shetland Islands, Hebrides and Orkney
Islands.”

It is not known whether any visitors were made to the islands prior to 1953, when
Knight of Baha'u'llah, 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 Baha'i
Faith in February 1953. Her acceptance of Baha'u'llah 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 “stranger” 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 Baha'u'llah 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 “Baha'i”, 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 Bah4’i 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 “Strange Cult in our Midst”. Regular quotes from the Writings continued
to be placed in the Gazette with the Inverness Baha'is as the contact.
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In 1969 Richard St Barbe Baker came to Stornoway for the first time:
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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.



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 Baha 'u’llah 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 Baha 'u’llah. The
Town Clerk and the Matron at the hospital also accepted Baha'i books.

In a report from the Baha'i group they wrote:

“The tremendous support from the Bahd'is 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 Bah&'i 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 Bah&'i 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 Baha'i books without wanting to take part in the week.” Posters were
displayed throughout the town for the Baha'i week and Proclamation Fortnight.

“Bahd'i 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 Bah&'i
week...Certainly 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
plentiful...To follow up we are having weekly study classes, firesides, fortnightly
meetings in one of the hotels with notices in the local paper...” There were about
25 visiting Bahd'is altogether.

However, in that same year, 1970, the first concerted opposition appeared in the
press, both local and national when the Bahé&'is 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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This active Baha'i 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 Ridvan 1971. Alma
Gregory when she arrived in 1970 determined to stay there for the rest of her life
and “bury her bones” 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 Ridvan 1971, the first Local Spiritual Assembly of the Bahd'is 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 “work in the spirit of service”, working in the youth club and hospital.
This early “teaching project” 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 people’s 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 Bahd'is 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 Baha'u'llah 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 Baha'i 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.
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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 Bah&'is 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 Baha'i 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 “Baha'i” on
it. “This 1s 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.”

Spommtg five days in l.awls were two voung ladies m our phutom‘aph &mmi ﬁmwaﬁ'
(left) from Arabia, and Beth Bowen, from D elaware. U.S.A., who are. pictured: with two | -
Stornoway residents, Enayat Rawhani, originally from Persia, and Jim Bradley, formeriy |
of Sheffield. Al four are meémbers of the Baha'i Faith, Sammie and Beth are at the

| moment travelling round the worid and this was their first visit to Scotiand.  Before |)

/ coming to Stornoway they 'spent some timein Belfast and are planning a. trfp to the

Shetland Isles. The girls play guitar and sing ang while in Lewis entertained at the |
Y.M.C.A,, Youth €lub and the R.A.F. unit. They pomted out that members of the Baha‘i‘ \
_ Faith had Men resident in stornaway for fng‘ ]
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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 Baha'is 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 Baha'i Prayer books!

The Spiritual Assembly appointed a publicity committee right after it was formed.
This was followed by a youth committee in 1972, and a Teaching, deepening and
consolidation committee in 1973. The Local Spiritual Assembly in those days had
some growing pains. Sometimes it was a great struggle to even finish a meeting.
However, whenever there was opposition to the Faith in the newspapers the
Assembly was as strong as a rock.
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In 1972 three Bahd'is were granted leave of absence on three Bah&'i Holy Days.
Bah&'i children were granted leave on three days at the primary school and all Holy
Days at the secondary school. Our visiting Auxiliary Board member Joan Gregory
reminded us that this demonstrates the recognition of the Faith. However, Baha'i
teachers were refused leave of absence on those days.

1972 saw the continuation of public meetings. In the summer of 1972 the Bah@'is

went out to the villages. Their primary purpose was to say prayers and then if
possible find opportunities to talk to the local inhabitants.

Also in the summer the Rawhanis bought a peat bank for £1. This allowed them to
dry out and warm up a second room in their home for Feasts and other gatherings
during the coming year.

Mrs. Rawhani left the island in 1972 to pioneer with other members of her family
to the Netherlands.

1972 saw the most dramatic expansion of the Faith, with eleven youth declarations
between May and December. The first youth enrolled in the Faith in 1972 - James
MacPherson (“Speedy”, he served on the Assembly in 1976), Ian Stephen (“IB”) -
see the photo of the first youth enrolments April 1972. Angus MacDonald
(“Angel”), Louise Nicholson, Colin McCormack, Wilma Alliston, Stuart MacLean
(withdrew).

1973 enrolments were Norman Campbell, Norman Strachan, Joyce Cook, Joanna
Nicholson (withdrew 1976 - she joined an obscure sect while off the island!), Janet
Campbell (withdrew 1976), lain MacDonald, Scott and Kathleen Murray, Carol
Cook, Anne Slater (under 15, did not redeclare at 15), lan MacDonald, Catriona
MacDonald (Nov 1972), Jane Stephen (March 1973), Peggy Marie MacLeod,
Kenny Stephen (October 1974, he served on the Assembly in 1976) Austin Brown
1974 moved south), Maureen Knight (September 1975), Derek Alliston (January
1976), Richard Knight (March 1976), Marjorie MacLennan (1977).
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In October 1972 we held a week of activities, including a prayer vigil, which
culminated in a weekend school. In December/January a number of activities were
held supported by some youth from the mainland.
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Marietta MacDanald was the first adult islander to express her belief in the Faith in
December 1972 and she served on the Assembly in March 1973.

In January we celebrated World Religion Day, and were able to hold a Unity Feast
in the Retirement Centre. They invited us to use their premises anytime and indeed
that is what we have done and are still doing in 2024. Many Unity Feasts were held
primarily in the Retirement Centre. After a while the parents of some of the local
Bahd'i youth would participate. At the same time the friends were holding firesides
in their homes.

During that time the short obligatory prayer was translated into Gaelic. It is
interesting to note that a retired church minister contributed towards the translation
and permitted a recording to be made when he recited the prayer in Gaelic. Around
this same time some of the Baha'i youth participated in the discussion at a meeting
of the Stornoway Youth Fellowship and were invited again to their next meeting.
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Some travelling teachers during those years were Peter and Sammi Smith, Eline
Mackie, Alan McFadyen, Vera and John Long, Geoff Bridle, the Davidsons, the
Shepherds, Ada Williams, Charles MacDonald, Topsy and Jimmy Bennett,
Barbara and Charles Pierce and Scott Thomson and many more.
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In August 1973 Nick and June Saunders pioneered to Stornoway. This allowed our
Auxiliary Board member Ernest Gregory to be relieved of his temporary service on
the Assembly. Board members Ernest and his wife Joan both visited the island at

different times.

In the summer many visitors arrived including the “Hand-in-Hand” team. Belle
McNeilly, Karen Kerr, Jeremy Fox and two American youth. We showed the film
“It’s Just the beginning” many times as it was so well received by everyone.
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The team went out into the villages teaching, i.e. praying and hoping to meet
people. Prayers were in fact said in some sixty villages and active teaching has
taken place in over fifty. In some villages, when going from door to door to invite
people to a public meeting, up to 400 houses were visited. At church on Sunday the
local minister made it clear to the local people that they should not attend the
public meeting on Monday. Only he came and stood outside!

The tempo of community life quickened and the acquisition of a centre was
seriously considered. There was a week of activities in October in the Arts Club
and weekly firesides and deepenings at 42 Inaclete Road. This was followed by a
weekend school.

Firesides for youth were held in relays, those for their parents and other adults had
a regular attendance of 10-12 seekers. Holy Day and Unity Feast celebrations
regularly attracted 20 — 40 friends of the Faith. In March 1973 there were a further
three declarations, some being attracted by the attacks in the press earlier in the
year. Naw-Ru0z was celebrated by some 60 participants.

The Assembly was faced with the task of confirming and strengthening the new
believers, enabling them to withstand the many pressures to which they were
subjected. As a link between the Assembly and the community, which was now
scattered over a 20 mile radius, the periodical ‘Communication’ was launched in
April 1973 with Pixie and Alma serving on the Editorial Board. Wilma was also
invited to assist them. It continued to be produced for some 59 issues.
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Although named the Spiritual Assembly of Stornoway, this body had been
authorised by the National Spiritual Assembly to accept declarations from outside
the civic boundaries. Problems of deepening were magnified by poor or non-
existent transport and by isolation.

Zarrin Jahanpour left the community in the summer of 1973. That year Bah&'i
books were presented to the local library and the Nicholson Institute. In August a
request was received from the Reverend Mackinnon in the Manse on the Isle of
Barra for the book Christ and Baha'u'llah.

Also in the summer, the “Islands 73 team of six arrived, visiting eleven localities
in Lewis and Harris. Brian Averill from the US participated with his songs and
guitar. The first comprehensive selection of the Writings in Gaelic was produced.
During 1973 there were eleven declarations. and the Retirement Centre, was in
regular weekly use by the Bah&'i community. The Assembly began to hold
receptions for the new believers, and deepening institutes, study classes, firesides
and devotional meetings were held practically on a daily basis. The end of the year

30



saw the first Baha'i marriage on the island, that of Nick and June Sanders. This was
held in the home of one of the local youth, Anne MacDonald, who lived with her
mother Carol.

The year was crowned by the visit of Hand of the Cause, Dr. Muhajir in December.

In our efforts to teach minorities on the island Scott Murray was instrumental in
reaching out to the “Tinkers” especially one beautiful family with children, the two
youngest being severely mentally and physically challenged. We visited them
when we could and encouraged them to seek government assistance. We also
befriended the Pakistani families who mostly owned the draper shops.

A one day school was held during the winter of 1973-74. In January 1974, the
Rawhanis started renovations on their home which were finally completed on the
eve of their departure in 1977!

As a result of the boundary changes made by the government at Ridvan 1974 the
Spiritual Assembly of the Bah&'is of Western Isles was formed now having
jurisdiction from the Butt of Lewis to Barra Head.
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By Ridvan 1974, there were seven Baha'i working in the Harris Tweed jacket
factory owned by Samual MacDonald, including Enayat Rawhani, Scott Murray,
Zarrin Jahanpur and Catriona MacDonald, and when it closed, the Faith threatened
to become entangled with the subsequent ‘work-in’. Constant vigilance by the
National Spiritual Assembly, the Board of Counsellors and the Local Spiritual
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Assembly clarified the situation which probably resulted in the most widespread
public mention of the Faith in the Western Isles.
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The fate of the Samuel MacDonald Ltd.
factory in Stornoway, closed two weeks ago
because of a shortage of cash, will be settled
atathe ting of credi of the P
to be held in Stornoway on March 29,

The two principal creditors — the High-
lands and Islands Development Board who
helped to set up the firm with a £15,000
loan, and the Bank of Scotland — hope to
find private capital and expertise to keep

the firm going. And following press reports
_dl¢ of the work-in by the 30-odd 1

B

—
moved by Mr MacDonald.

Relations between Mr MacDonald and
his empl were never cordial. He con-
siders the islanders were slow to pick up the
new skills i d in 1 i
jackets and believes this is the main reason
the factory never achieved production tar-
gets which would have brought in profits to
cover costs.

His employees, in contrast, lay most of
the blame on poor management. They cite,
for i the si ion last N b

P

several b have exp d in-
terest in taking over the factory as a going
concern.

The work-in, which started on March 11,
was never more than a gesture. Without
electricity and the patterns for making
jackets, the workers could do nothing about
finishing off work in progress. And on the
first day after the factory was closed by Mr
Samuel MacDonald, he ripped out the tele-
phone in a fit of anger at the occupation of

" the building by the workers.

“The main reason for the work-in was
simply to hold the work-force together,"”
said Enayat Rawhani (29), the Iranian
shop-steward, who went personally last
Monday to Inverness to try to persuade the
Highland Board to set up a holding
operation.

“The closure of the factory came as a real
shock to us,” says Scott Murray, designer
and cutter and a member of the shop-floor
committee. “We knew MacDonald was in
trouble, but as far as we were concerned the
take-over by Pitlochry Knitwear was all

sewn up.” .
The Pitlochry Knitwear Company pulled
out at the last minute and their decision
came immediately on top of the death of
Mr George Henney, production manager at
the factory. The two events, combined with
the urgent demands of suppliers who ha
not been paid for materials sent to Samue
MacDonald Ltd., convinced Mr
Donald that liquidation was the only cou
open to him.

Hearing a rumour that the factory w:
closing, representatives of the workers went
to see Mr MacDonald on
(the factory was closed

day week).

ork for nothing to keep

were told to get out.
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Monday, he foun

Lewis,

The shop-floor committee
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Friday, March 8
because of the three-
They were told that letters
explaining the situation would be sent out
hto all the workers. ;
The next day, the representatives again
approached Mr MacDonald, offering to
the factory going
i somcnewatranpmentcouldbemadg’;

came into t 3

but then found that the
! raing. -
all-important_ patterns were MISSIig,

when Mr MacDonald set off for a market-
ing trip to Japan. He not only missed the
'plane from Stornoway — and had to
charter a aircraft to Glasgow — but, m
seriously, he forgot to leave work to be di
during his four-week absence. Mr H
and Mr Murray between them had to work
out production schedules based on ind
ligent guesswork to keep the factory
ating.

An indication of Mr MacDonald’s atti-
tude to his workers was the prolonged
battle fought several months ago before
chairs were installed in the canteen so that

the girls could sit during their tea-b

Suggestions that the workers are militant
— unofficially given as the reason wh
Pitlochry Knitwear pulled out at the

minute — appear to have no foundation.
The local girls are notoriously reticent int
defence of their rights. And this reticence
was the only reason Enayat Rawhani was
persuaded to become their spokesman.
a member of the Baha'i faith he is
bidden from any direct involvement in
politics and he was only too well aware that
his position as shop steward was liable to
lead to conflicts between his faith and his
wish to use his fluency on the workers’
behalf.

“We are ready to co-operate fully with
said Mr Rawhani, “and 1
that our actions have not
by militancy but merely by
a desire to keep a well-trained work-foree
k -
ing of Mr King, who urged Mr Rawhani to
to prevent the work-force

management,”
must emphasise
been motivated
together.” In this respect, he has the b
do all he could

from breaking up
Attempts were

Board — who might
pay electricity bills —

spokesman for the board said:

Stornoway.

made to have electricity
restored to the factory so that work in hand
could be finished. But once the firm w
officially in liquidation, the Highland
have guaranteed
felt they could not

°

interven y.
Reply?n?‘iﬁcism that the Board had
not even sent an official to Stornoway {c
 discuss the situation with the workers, a

“We are working quietly, but very hard
to find new backers for the firm. Na
purpose would have been served in going 1@
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In August 1974 Tom and Ann Shaw arrived on the island and at the end of the year
Scott and Kathleen Murray pioneered to the Isle of Mull. John and Ann-Marie
Boyle also left the island that year. Two of our Baha'i youth left the island for work
and studies. During the summer we had a few community outings one to Garry
Beach and another to Coll beach. Both were well attended by people of all ages. In
October four Bahd'is participated in a conference in Inverness to consult on
teaching plans for the North and Western Isles as part of Arctic and sub-Arctic
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Europe. At the conference we reported that there were 11 adults, 17 youth and 7
children currently in our community.

“Little Lamp”, a children’s magazine, was produced.
In January 1975 a one day school was held at number ‘42°.

From 20 March to 13 April 1975 there were activities practically every day,
including Naw-RUz, in the Retirement Centre which was particularly focussed on
the children and well attended by them; there were arts and crafts, a Nineteen Day
Feast, a gathering to discuss the topic “How can Bahd'is relate to the turmoil in the
world around them?” There was a one day teaching conference, another discussion
evening “How can we effect change?” There was an arts workshop, another
discussion evening on “unity in diversity”’, Sylvia Schulman’s piano recital in the
Nicolson Institute, a Unity Feast, a slide show “He Has Come to the Nations™, a
fireside on “Baha'u'llah’s Purpose for Humanity”, and a one day school with the
Covenant as the theme. Counsellor Betty Reed joined us for the first weekend and
inspired the friends during the teaching conference. She and Auxiliary Board
member Ruth Riding visited the island a few times.

The visit of the pianist, Sylvia Schulman, aroused a storm of controversy resulting
in a good deal of press publicity.
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There was another week of activities from 3-10 August. We were grateful for
Marjorie Georgi’s participation. While she was here she was able to visit
informally with many island people as well as visiting the Baha'is themselves.
During the week we had a delightful evening of poetry and music in the
Retirement Centre. An excellent panel evening was held in the Arts club. Among
the topics discussed were: “Baha'u'llah’s Purpose for Mankind”, “The Teachings
and Principles of the Faith” and “The Purpose of Pilgrimage”. As one of the
believers noted: “The quality of singing at the Unity Feast may not have been
perfect but certainly the volume is improving, and together with the stories taken
from the life of 'Abdu'l-Bah4, and the spirit of fellowship that was enjoyed created
a very happy evening.” The week also included a barbecue on Ness beach where
the warm fire was very welcome.

During the Priems’ visit to the island they were warmly received at the Arts club
where they presented a programme entitled “An Artist’s Source of Inspiration”
with slides and a talk. They gave a similar programme in Ian Stephen’s home as
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well a programme about Bernard Leach. The Priems travelled around the island
and had opportunities to meet local people.

A one day conference on 14 September enabled all the Bah&'is in the Western Isles
to gather together and consult about the development of the community.

In 1975 The West Highland Free Press published a long feature article titled
“Arabian Knights in the Western Isles.”
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Over the years the Faith has been attacked from the pulpit and pressure has been
put on parents and grandparents of local Baha'is. Bah&'is who teach in schools
stand to be dismissed if they talk to pupils about the Faith. Religious
discrimination is thought to have been practised against Baha'is applying for jobs.
For example Enayat Rawhani after he arrived in Stornoway tried unsuccessfully to
find a job. One person, Mr. McLeod, after a long chat, did offer him a job but the
next day he came and found Enayat and said that he could not give him the job
after all and offered him £20 in lieu of a week’s notice which of course Enayat
refused. Mr. Mcleod admitted the hypocrisy but he had to succumb to the pressure
put on him by the church not to hire a Baha'i. Some non-Baha'is have been
‘accused’ of being members of the Faith and this has been used as an excuse to
discriminate against them too.

A summary of attacks in the press to 1975:

January 1965 — 3 letters on occasion of the first quotes in the paper

March 1967 — Six letters after first weekend school.

August to December 1970 — 14 letters, six articles (4 national dailies) on
application of use of school premises

Jan to March 1973 — 8 letters, 2 articles on erroneous allegation of ‘Baha'i
Bookstore’ in Stornoway.

March 1974 — 30 articles, mostly national dailies, 2 radio interviews on Jacket
factory “work in”

April 1975 - 6 articles (2 national dailies) on refusal of school premises for a piano
concert.
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Clobbered Again

The spectre of intol i $
head in Lewis th?seiféﬁe&?.‘iﬁd.ifi
district education committee
abruptly cancelled a hire of the
Assembly Hall at the Nicolson
Institute which they had earlier let
the Baha'i Faith in the Western
Isles who were organising a piano
recital by Sylvia Schulman, the well
known concert pianist.

Total confusion was only avoided
throug}) a last-minute booking
becoming available in the
Caberfeidh Hotel, Stornoway —
and the piano there proving
suitable.

Basically the previous decision to
let the school hall was overturned
because the Baha'is are Baha'is. In
1970 the ed‘uf:ation committee had
tz}ken a decision in principle not to
hire hal.ls to the Faith. During the
debate in committee at that time a
barrage of ministers and attendants
proceeded to clobber the Baha'is
fro.m a great moral height and the
Faith was described as ‘‘an alien
faith as far as the island is
concerned.” Their decision at that
time was taken in the context of an
application by the Baha'is for the
hire of a classroom in the Nicolson
Institute to hold meetings.

Explaining the turn-about, Mr
Angus MacLeod, director of edu-
cation for Lewis, said that when he
approved the booking for the
Nicolson he had been unaware of
the policy decision because it had
been made prior to his arrival on
the island to take up his post. He
had informed the organiser that the
let would have to be cancelled.

Displaying a degree of tolerance
she could have been forgiven for
disregarding, Miss Schulman, who
has appeared on concert platforms
throughout Britain, South. Africa,
Rhodesia and Iceland, and has
broadcast many times, commented:
“This is the first time we have not
been able to hire a
understand the situation.”

It was her first visit to Stornoway.
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Richard St Barbe Baker returned to the island in September 1975. He stayed at 42
Inaclete Road, where unfortunately all weekend he had to listen to the cows
mooing in the market next door as they awaited their fate at the Monday market!
However, during his stay he was received by the Provost, the Rector of the
Nicolson Institute, the Principal of Lews Castle College and the head of the
College of Agriculture. The chairman of the National Spiritual Assembly was also
received by the Rector of the Nicolson Institute.
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Every Saturday, the community met to make articles which could be sold for the
Fund. This activity raised an appreciable amount and enabled everybody to
participate to a greater extent to contribute to the Lifeblood of the Cause.

In 1975 there was an Icelandic project which resulted in Jane Stephen’s pioneer
move to Iceland where she has remained. There was also an intensive teaching
week in the summer followed in September by a one day community conference,
which included a programme for children. During this time the Baha'is created
exhibition materials and held an exhibition in 1976.

In 1977 The Assembly purchased 17 copies of the Proclamation of Bah&'u'llah
giving many as gifts to the Western Isles authority. We also sent Baha'i books to
the Ullapool library where continual efforts were made to open the community to
the Faith. Our own Baha'i community library was always kept well stocked. In
April the Assembly appointed an all purpose committee rather than the previous
separate ones for youth, teaching and publicity. However, later in the year a
publicity officer was appointed once again. The Assembly placed quotations from
The Hidden Words in Gaelic and English in the Stornoway Gazette.

In 1977, 500 copies of a special issue of ‘Communication’ were ordered and
distributed across the Western Isles as well as to Ullapool, friends of local Baha'is,
Bah&'i youth residing off the island at that time, the area convention, regular
subscribers, the Isle of Skye Peace Centre, and other administrative bodies. In
September there were 4 newspaper articles and 3 letters (national dailies) regarding
the mass distribution of ‘Communication’.
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Two of our youth, James McPherson and lan Stephen went travelling teaching in
Mull.

By this time, pressure on the youth declarants had taken their toll. Many were
inactive, had withdrawn or left the islands. The challenge to hold a Baha'i wedding
caused some to fall by the wayside. In those days youth had to reconfirm their
Faith at 21. It was quite challenging to follow up with a couple of them as they
lived outside Stornoway. Several active adults left, some to pioneer, others because
of lack of accommodation or employment. The community thus became burdened
with a large number of inactive believers. This trend was to continue for several
years. In 1975 there was only one declaration, three in 1976 and one in 1977.
During these years the eighth and ninth members of the Assembly tended to
fluctuate all the time with people leaving and new Baha'is having to take their
place. For example, Richard Knight served on the Assembly in 1976.

Other travelling teachers during those years were Sandra Hardy, Richard Parkes,
Alan Macfadyen, the Pearces, and Scott and Kathleen Murray in 1975.

In 1977 the Rawhani family were required to move to London on account of
Enayat’s election to the position of secretary of the National Spiritual Assembly.

By 1977, a now diminished community was able to assess its resources, evaluate
past experience and embark on a renewed programme of proclamation and
teaching. Proclamation letters were sent to the Lord Lieutenant and Reverend
Donald Macaulay and other dignitaries. The Assembly compiled a ‘Study Pack’ of
materials for use in schools. This was distributed to 15 secondary and junior
secondary schools in the Westen Isles and also available in a local shop. Free
Church reaction formed the last period of opposition in the press to date.

In 1978 a new dimension opened with the settlement of a Baha'i family in North
Uist and one in Barra. Three separate Feasts had to be held and, at Ridvan 1979, a
new Spiritual Assembly had members from Barra, the Uists and Lewis. A new
format had to be adopted. Assembly meetings were held every six weeks at
considerable expense to a dwindling community. A most successful trip in January
1980 produced three separate groups of contacts. Although there are no Bahd'is in
Barra and the Uists at that time, the arrival of pioneers opened Benbecula. By 1990
there were additional Baha'is in the Uists.
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In 1979 a ’Year of the Child’ issue of ‘Communication’ was sent to the Chairman
of the Education Committee, Director and Assistant Directors.

In 1980 ‘The Baha'i Faith and the Gaelic language’ issue of ‘Communication’ was
sent to the Gaelic Advisers, colleges, local radio etc. The Gaelic translation of the
Writings was sent to Colleges, An Communn Gaidhealach, and to the Council who
listed it in their catalogue. Baha'i books were presented to libraries in Stornoway,
Tarbert and Benbecula.

Christ and Baha'u'llah was offered to all the Church ministers although only one
reply was received.

Here is a summary of the development of Baha'i literature in Gaelic:

1960s — Pamphlet Creideamh na Baha'i

1973 — Booklet Tagadh Bho Sgriobtiurean

1974 — Translation of the short obligatory prayer for the Baha'i World volume XV
1976 — Three hundred booklets sent to Canada

1979 — Literature displayed at National Mod and publicised in Gaelic Cpouncil
catalogue

1980 — Translation of full bilingual cover of ‘Communication’ and issue of ‘The
Baha'i Faith and the Gaelic Language.’

There is a distinctive trait of shyness and conservatism in Hebrideans which can
only be overcome with patience and wisdom although a 100 people attended
intercalary parties in 1980.

Sadly with lack of manpower after 1978 and into the 1980s the Assembly ceased to
function as it had in the earlier years which needless to say affected the teaching
and proclamation work.

February 1981 saw the second Baha'i wedding in Stornoway, that of Tawfik
Rushdy and Mary Keogh, who were living at 42 Inaclete Road at that time.
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In March1985 the Bahd'is were refused to change the use of a house to a Baha'i
Centre on Francis Street.
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Week ending 4 May 1985
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1990-1991 - The Lewis and Harris Spiritual Assembly was elected. Ann Moqgbel
moved to the island with her two children. A weekly ‘open house’ was held at
Elizabeth and Royce Emerson’s home. Elizabeth and Royce Emerson and their
five children had moved to the island in 1989 and stayed until 2005. Royce worked
for the Western Isles Health Board until he retired. Liz mostly worked as a speech
therapist or with children with special needs. She was also able to give cello
lessons for a while and teach music in a primary school for a year.

During the year we received a number of visitors — Wendi Momen, Paddy
O’Mara, John Parris, Marjorie Giorgi and Ramin Habibi.
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Regular children’s classes were held every Sunday in Sheshader at Ray and Mina
Sheppard’s home, and in Stornoway, and there were youth evenings in Leurbost on
Fridays. Weekly adult classes were also held. Ray and Mina had moved to the
island in 1984 and, although Ray has passed away, Mina has continued to live in
their same home in Sheshader to the present day (2024)
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Once again advertisements have been placed in the Stornoway Gazette. About 100
people attended the Naw-R0z party.

They lost the Spiritual Assembly again in 2001 when there was a change of
boundaries

In 2024 there was an article in the Stornoway Gazette regarding the sit-in in the
jacket factory 50 years ago:

https://www.stornowayqgazette.co.uk/business/fifty-years-on-an-iranian-shop-
steward-and-a-lewis-work-in-4574624
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