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Mary Beith was born in London in May 1938. After leaving school, she taught English in
Germany, before enroling on a journalism course in Poole. Mary was named
Campaigning Journailst of the Year in 1975 for her undercover work in an animal testing
laboratory and she also spent time undercover in Northern Ireland. Mary moved to the
Highlands in the late 1980’s, eventually settling in Melness, Sutherland. We are lucky to
have a collection deposited here, dedicated to Mary Beith, and containing some of her
work and papers.
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It was in Melness that she started writing a fortnightly column for the West Highland Free
Press. Mary had previously researched the history of herbal healing, and the use of it in
Highland, especially Gaelic, history and culture, so her column was based around this
subject. You can see two examples of her column here.

She went on to become an expert in the field of herbal medicine, and
was often called upon to give advice, or lectures, at various events. She
was interviewed many times on radio about the subject, and we have
recordings of some of these interviews here.

BOGMYRTLE

(Myrica Gale)
Gaeslic: Rideag
A small shrub 2 or 4 fest high with reddish stems. The flowers
appear before the leaves, The fruit is small with two wings. Yellow
dots are scattered over the leaves, which have a pleasant aromatic scent,
It was used for numerous purposes: as a substitute for hops, or
tannings beds were strewed with it, because it was supposed to destroy
insects. It was also boiled and the tea drunk by children to kill
'the worms'. A yellow dye is obtained from th. plant.
Badge of the Clan Campbell, Mimﬁ& 3

s A

Thistle heads from several varieties were put on a flat stone and broken
open by pounding with another stone. The inside is good to chew. Thistle
tea was claimed to dispel depression and melancholy.
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MARY BEITH

Mary went on to write a book called “Healing Threads, Traditional Medicines of the
Highlands and Islands”, originally published in 1995. Again, we have notes and
illustrations from the book here, amongst her papers. Some of the diagrams depict
the methods that conditions such as epilepsy may have been dealt with, or “cured”, in
times gone by. Other illustrations show various plants, along with a caption as to how
they would have been used, either as a dressing, or a tea drink, for example, and also for
what ailments they could have helped with. Some are still used today, like the use of a
docken leaf on a nettle sting.

One of the other areas that Mary explored was the
influence that medicine and remedies used in the
Far and Middle East had on the ones used here in
the Highlands and Islands. As people began to
travel more widely, ideas for methods and
ingredients used would change, with some
ingredients being transported from country to
country. 7 T R T

It is obvious when looking through Mary’s
collection, that she was very highly thought of,
in academic and alternative medicine circles.
She was widely published in various
media, and people from all walks of life to the
time to write to her, send her notes, and even
Christmas cards. She died in 2012, leaving
three adult children, and a wealth of
information for future generations.
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