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My wish has been simply to gather some specimens of the wreck so plentifully strewn on the coasts of old Scotland, and to carry it where others may examine it; rather to point out where curious objects worth some attention may be found, than to gather a great heap. I have not sought for stranded forests. I have not polished the rough sticks which I found; I have but cut off a very few offending splinters, and I trust that some may be found who will not utterly despise such rubbish, or scorn the magic which peasants attribute to a fairy egg.


John Francis Campbell, Popular Tales of the West Highlands, vol.1, 2nd edn, 1890


There were many many things he (Hugh MacNeilage) would say in Gaelic that he would never think to say in English. It was as though he had a secret knowledge that only existed in Gaelic and which he could only reveal to those whom he trusted and knew the language. The language was the key to something beyond the language.


Lachie MacLean, Knock, in Timothy Neat, When I was Young, 2000


Everything depends on who you are, what you think, what you feel, what you see, where you stand and what stands around you, where you come from, where you will go. And there is a difference between the lives of half a dozen children brought up on Eilean nan Roan off the Sutherland coast amidst Presbyterian rigour and the thousands of children being brought up in Shakespeare’s now suburban, multicultural West Midlands. Both experiences are vivid but one is relatively common, the other very rare. These books [When I was Young, etc.] are proud to present that which was always rare, and will not be again.


Timothy Neat, When I was Young, 2000


He who loses his language loses his world.


Iain Crichton Smith
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FOREWORD


The three-hundred-mile-long shoreline of Mull is deeply indented by sea-lochs, and from early times population centres were to be found on or near the coastal plains, known in Gaelic as An Lethir Mhuileach collectively and, in some instances more specifically, as, for example, Lethir Thorloisg, the Torloisk coastal plain. Remains of Viking settlements are still to be seen near the shore.


The interior of Mull is opened up by long glens between the hills and there, too, are to be seen the remains of inland settlements of the past.


The Island of Mull is ‘cut into two nearly equal parts by a deep bay from the Atlantic called Lochnakell or Lochnangaul which penetrates into the country so far as to be scarce three miles distant from the coast of the Island at Aros Bay on the Sound of Mull’ (O.S.A.).


The two ‘halves’ of Mull joined by this ‘three-mile-long’ isthmus were traditionally known in Gaelic as An Leth Iochdrach and An Leth Uachdrach, the low-lying half and the high-ground half, and referred to in English as North Mull and South Mull respectively. An imprecisely defined area in south Mull, inland among the hills, is known as Braigh Mhuile, the upland country of Mull. South Mull itself consists of two parts – the South West and the South East.


The Revd Dr John Walker, Report on the Hebrides 1764 and 1771, describes the extent of the three ecclesiastical parishes of Mull:




Mull contains three very extensive Parishes.


1.  The Parish of Ross, all the South West part of the island, on both sides of Loch Screedan, consists of the two united Parishes of Kilfinichen and Kilvickewin (24 miles long, 12 broad, 1,676 inhabitants). The island of Icolumbkil is in this Parish. Four places of worship: Kilfinichen, Bunnessan, Torvia and Icolumbkil. No church or manse in any.


2.  The Parish of Torasay, comprehending the united Parish of Pennigown, lies on the South East part of the island (19 miles long and 15 broad, inhabitants: 1,200). Three places of worship: Torasay, Pennigown and Kinlochspelven. No church, manse or glebe.


3.  The united Parishes of Kilninian and Kilmore, all the North parts of the Island (27 miles long & 18 broad) 2,449 inhabitants. The Island of Ulva is in this parish. Places of worship: Kilninian, Kilmore, Aros and Ulva. No Manse or glebe. At Aros there is kept one of the 4 Latin Schools which are supported in the Highlands upon the Royal Bounty. Teacher, £25 yearly, 30 Scholars. English, writing, Latin, Greek, Elements of Mathematics and Book-keeping.


The total population of Mull 2,325.





Island Voices is focused on North Mull, an area coterminous with the United Parish of Kilninian and Kilmore as described by Walker, known by local Gaelic-speakers as An Leth Iochdrach. It is an area of great historical interest, with sites and placenames and tradition that link it with events and movements of Scotland’s past. There are reminders here of the old Dalriadic Kingdom, of the Norse settlers, of the Lordship of the Isles, of the Clan system with its feuds and intrigues, of Jacobitism and the break-up of the Clan system with the subsequent changes in land-holding. Here, too, we have the familiar records of the kelp industry and its collapse, of potato cultivation and the potato famine, the introduction of Lowland sheep and the resultant clearances, evictions and emigrations.


World events had also reverberations upon the lives of the people of North Mull: the expansion of the British Empire and the wars in Europe, India and North America and elsewhere, the two World Wars in the 20th century, all had a profound effect on the local communities and their way of life.


A great deal of the history of Mull has been written, not by the Gaelic-speaking islanders but by visitors reporting on them in English. Fortunately, however, there were local genealogists, historians and scholars who preserved in manuscripts, written in Gaelic, the oral traditions, songs and family history that had been passed down orally through the generations. An outstanding family in North Mull who rendered this invaluable service to the people of Mull were the Morisons of Kengharair, descendants of the ancient clan known as Clann Duiligh or Clann Mhic Fhraing.


With the growing literacy in both Gaelic and English and the proliferation of periodicals dealing with Celtic and particularly Gaelic matters, much of the folklore of the Gaelic speakers was preserved and translated into English for the benefit of those who had no Gaelic. Island Voices takes account of these written sources because they are derived from the spoken word of the local people, but adds to them material collected directly from local people over the past ten years. All of them were articulate in both Gaelic and English and recorded in both languages, but it was in Gaelic that these traditions and tales were handed down. Some of them are from the distant past while others are vivid recollections of the teller’s own lifetime and experiences. Some have never been recorded previously.


Gathered together, these recollections provide a colourful and many-faceted picture of life in this part of Mull and fill in details that are absent from the more formal accounts, written mainly in English, by outsiders ‘looking in from the outside’. The official Reports, Statistical Accounts, Estate papers etc. give details of population statistics, lists of trades and occupations, of buildings, schools and churches, of exports and imports, of health and medicine, fishing and agriculture, whisky-making and excise. In the oral tradition we hear about individuals, boat-builders, millers, blacksmiths, fishermen and farmers, doctors, ministers, teachers, lairds, the men who made whisky and evaded the excise cutters: about cures, beliefs, customs and superstitions, songs and stories about contemporary happenings and neighbours. The statistics of the official reports and accounts are fleshed out and personalised. Taken together, the written and oral tradition gives a rounded picture of North Mull and its people.


In his introduction to A Very Civil People, Hugh Cheape (ed.) quotes the author, John Lorne Campbell, as saying, ‘I have been glad to give Gaelic-speaking Hebrideans a chance to have their own say in translations of some of their memories recorded in their own language.’


The author of Island Voices could well echo this sentiment: in it, the Gaelic speaking people of North Mull have been given ‘a chance to have their own say’.


 






	Perth, 2001


	Donald W. MacKenzie











Chapter 1


CHILDHOOD AND SCHOOLING


FOSTERAGE



Both Dr. Samuel Johnson and James Boswell, who passed through Mull in 1773, speak of the inhabitants. The former makes mention of fosterage, marriage, roads, and a great frost. Fosterage consists in a laird sending his child to a tacksman, or tenant to be cared for and brought up.


‘In Mull the father sends with his child a certain number of cows, to which the same number is added by the fosterer. The father appropriates a proportionable extent of ground, without rent, for their pasturage. If every cow brings a calf, half belongs to the fosterer, and half to the child; but if there be only one calf between two cows, it is the child’s, and when the child returns to the parents, it is accompanied by all the cows given both by the father and by the fosterer, with half of the increase of the stock by propagation.’


In some instances this custom was so exacting as to bring the fosterer to the brink of financial ruin.


J. P. MacLean, History of the Island of Mull, vol. 2, 1925


EDUCATION AND RELIGIOUS INSTRUCTION IN THE 18TH CENTURY



The affairs of the Society for Propagating Christian Knowledge were directed by Lowlanders, who had the same liking for the Gaelic language as they harbored for papacy. Hence Gaelic in the schools was suppressed, and any caught using it was summarily punished. The majority of the children knew none other, and hence they learned only mechanically to read the Proverbs, Confession of Faith, Shorter Catechism, Vincent’s Catechism, Protestant Resolutions, Pools’ Dialogue and Guthrie’s Trials, which with their very poor completed school books, they utterly failed to comprehend. As a result when they left their books their learning was also lost.


The absurdity of the situation finally dawned upon the Society; so in 1767 the directors caused the New Testament to be printed in Gaelic, followed by translations of other works, which were introduced into the schools.


The teacher instructed all the children in the principles of the reformed religion, and catechised them twice a week, and prayed with them twice a day publicly. He was also catechist for the district.


The teacher now worked on a more rational system. In 1811 Gaelic spelling books were introduced. The Act of 1872 introduced better buildings and improved teachings.


J. P. MacLean, History of the Island of Mull, vol. 2, 1925


SOCIAL CHANGES WITHIN THE EDUCATION OF THE LAIRDS’ FAMILIES



The loss to the islands of the young men who settled in America [after the Seven Years’War (1756-63)] had its effect on those who stayed at home. It was, however, those who returned home from the war who had the greater influence. Larger numbers had been exposed to southern influence than ever before, and those who came home had money in their pockets with which to copy the new fashions . . .


The traditional method of educating a laird’s son was to have him brought up in a tacksman’s or a tenant’s family. This method had meant that the laird and his people shared a cultural heritage, and an easy familiarity existed between them. It did not help prepare gentlemen’s sons for success in the wider world that was now open . . .


The marriage pattern of the lairds was to be affected by the new fashions. At the start of our decade all those in Mull, Coll and Tiree were married to the daughters of neighbouring proprietors. Five years later a change is perceptible. Ardgour had married the daughter of a wealthy non-Highland Glasgow merchant. Lauchlan, the new laird of Torloisk, had also married outside the area . . .


The most outward change was in housing. In the past only the heads of ancient families such as Duart, Lochbuie, Coll and Mackinnon, who had risen to prominence under the Lords of the Isles, lived in castles. Other lairds had lived in one-storey huts little different from those of the people . . .


Johnson noted that the lairds had discovered ‘the art of spending more than they received’, and the fact that the new, fashionable way of life was expensive was constantly commented upon . . .


A commercial age increasingly required men in business, or at least familiar with business methods, if they were to retain their estates.


Nicholas Maclean Bristol, Hebridean Decade, 1982


EDUCATION IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY



The common language of Mull is the Gaelic, though several can speak English: and were the schools properly encouraged, this language would gain ground fast, but they are for the most part ill managed and ill attended; indeed, the encouragement given to school-masters, not only here, but in the greater part of the highlands, is insufficient to induce persons properly qualified to undertake this useful office. In general, the common labourers are better paid, and better able to support a family, than the school-masters.


There are two stated ferries in the island, one to Morven, and the other from Achnacraig to Kerrera, and thence to the main land near Oban.


Thomas Garnett, Tour through the Highlands and Part of the Western Isles, 1811


EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY PROPOSAL TO ESTABLISH A COLLEGE AT AROS CASTLE



It should be noted that there was a gathering of Highland chiefs at the old castle of Aros to consider the possibility of establishing a college where Highland youths could be as well educated as in the south, and the seat of the institution should be at Aros. What steps were taken to realize this enterprise may not be known; but the unfortunate battle at Culloden was destructive to its realization.


J. P. MacLean, History of the Island of Mull, vol. 2, 1925


THE LATIN SCHOOL AT AROS



The most important improvement instigated by the church was the provision of schools. In 1761 the Assembly’s first commissioners recommended that there should be one of the ‘higher kind’ at Aros for teaching Latin and Greek ‘together with arithmetic, writing and other branches of literature’, and in 1764 Dr Walker noted that it had thirty scholars. The Maclean lairds and their allies were not to control it. In 1771 Kingerloch wrote to Airds in favour of one Alexander Campbell, ‘who is married to our friend Big Chrissy Roy Maclean my uncle’s daughter’, but he was not appointed.


Nicholas Maclean Bristol, Hebridean Decade, 1982


LATIN SCHOOL



At Aros there is kept one of the 4 Latin Schools which are supported in the Highlands upon the royal Bounty. The Schoolmaster has a salary of £25 a year and has usually about 30 Scholars. Besides English and writing, he teaches Latin and Greek and the Elements of Mathematicks and Book-keeping.


The Revd Dr John Walker, Report on the Hebrides of 1764 and 1771


COCK-FIGHTING IN SCHOOLS



In the olden days school life was varied by games of shinty and cock-fighting. The latter was observed once a year, and the fighting took place in the school room. The fighting took place before the school and parents, – the minister usually present. Every boy was compelled to bring a bird. The victorious bird was returned to its owner. The defeated ones and those escaping became the property of the schoolmaster.


J. P. MacLean, History of the Island of Mull, vol. 2, 1925


EDUCATION IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY



When the population was larger than it is now, more school accommodation was necessary; at the time of the New Statistical Account there were eight schools in the parish, but their exact location is not easy to establish. On the hill between Reudle and Ensay are the ruins of a school believed to have been built between 1860 and 1862 and to have been closed after the erection of the present Fanmore School near Kilninian about 1877. An old school at Killiemore, three or four miles east of Ulva Ferry, belonged to the class of schools known as ‘parliamentary’.1 There was also in existence as late as 1865 another school known as the ‘parish’ school. One or other of the foregoing schools may have been the third Ulva school mentioned in the New Statistical Account. Killiemore school was in use within living memory and may have been closed when the present Ulva Ferry school, situated on the mainland as being more convenient, was opened. All that remains of the two old schools of the island of Ulva comprises overgrown mounds.


In more recent times there were schools at Sorn, Ensay, Tenga and Gometra, all except the first being classed as ‘side’ schools, which were not required to be kept open for as many days annually as was necessary in the ‘public’ schools. When the education authority took over responsibility for education in 1919, it tried to improve the side schools by requiring the same annual number of attendances as were made in public schools and by replacing, as opportunity occurred through vacancies, their unqualified instructors by certificated teachers. All these schools were closed during the years from 1923 to 1941, because the pupils dwindled to one or two or vanished altogether. If any reasonable number of young children returned to these areas, local schools would doubtless be again set up.


There are at present four schools in the parish, one each at Dervaig, Mornish, Fanmore and Ulva Ferry, and in no case does the roll exceed twelve pupils.2 The regrettable fall of the school population in a short time may be judged from the fact that, in 1900, the school children were more than four times greater, being actually 145. All these schools give instruction in primary subjects only. For their secondary education the local pupils must go to a junior secondary school such as Tobermory or a senior secondary school such as Oban High, but in either case the pupils must leave home and live in hostels or in lodgings.


Mrs E. MacKenzie The Third Statistical Account of Scotland:The County of Argyll, 1961




1.  In 1838 it became compulsory for every quoad sacra parish to have a school.


2.  In 1958 the roll at Dervaig had risen to 16.






TRESHNISH SCHOOL, 1910–1920S



Peter walked to school from Haunn. He was the only pupil from Haunn (only two families left at Haunn then), and the other 10-12 came from other areas in Treshnish, Ensay and Calgary. The teacher at that time was a Miss Frazer from Tobermory, and, at first, when he was five years old, there was a Miss Shanks.


Peter stayed at school until he was fourteen and apart from school holidays, time was not given off to help at home.


The generation before, when there was ten in the family, they walked the four miles to Mornish School and went barefoot in the summer. Some children went to Kilninian School further back, but in Peter’s time Rheudle School was closed, as Crackaig and Glac Gugairidh were no longer occupied.


The teacher at Treshnish did not speak Gaelic and it was discouraged even in the playground. Gaelic was taught at Dervaig by Mr MacMillan. There was little music or singing taught.


Peter MacLean, Dervaig. Recorded for An Tobar, 1996


SCHOOLING IN ULVA, 1920S



Well, I never went to school until I was twelve years old when I went to Oban High School. There was no school in Ulva when we were there. The school was across the ferry. But my father got permission to teach us at home, and that was easy enough for him to do because he had been a teacher before he went in for the ministry. He taught in many schools in the Islands and Highlands. He was with the Ladies’ Schools, and he got permission, therefore, to educate us at home.


It was in our own home we were learning reading and writing and the like. And the education we got was somewhat different from that of the others, for my father was teaching Latin to us, and I could read ‘Caesar’s Gallic Wars’ when I was about ten years old. And he was also teaching us something he himself called Euclid, and that was Geometry when we were pretty young and that’s how we were educated until we were the age to go to high school. We had to sit the qualifying examination but we got that without any trouble. But it was at home that we got our first education.


Donald W. MacKenzie. Recorded by Ann MacKenzie, 1992



MORNISH SCHOOL, 1930S AND 1940S



This was my first teaching post and the numbers of pupils varied; a dozen, fifteen and once down to five. There was no other teacher, but at one time there were sixty pupils. All the subjects here taught – English, Gaelic, arithmetic, reading, drawing but they were not taught in Gaelic. None of the children had Gaelic naturally and Gaelic was just a ‘lesson’ to them. They learned rhymes and songs and a singing teacher came round once a week. Gaelic was not spoken in the homes of the children and their parents did not encourage them to speak Gaelic; English was important. Incomers were getting land and houses, and bringing in non-Gaelic workers so they thought that Gaelic would not help them. Playgroups (cròileagain) are the only hope for Gaelic as learning in primary and secondary schools is too late. Children must learn young otherwise they will never get the correct sound.


Mary Morrison, Penmore. Recorded by Ann MacKenzie, 1992


CHILDREN’S GAMES



Gaelic conundrums, tongue-twisters and guessing games formed part of the fireside entertainments. One guessing game was accompanied by a Gaelic rhyme:




H-aon a mhicean, han a bhuicean


Maide-sùirn, cùl an dùirn


Seall romhad ’s as do dhéidh


Cia meud adhairc th’ air a’ bhoc?


Little son, little buck


Kiln-flue, back of fist


Look before you, look behind


How many horns has the buck?





This was recited as you submitted the top of your head to the knuckles of another player’s fist. At the end of the last line the knuckle wielder would raise a number of fingers or none at all and you had to guess how many. If you guessed wrongly all the participants would join in the skull-knuckling.


Donald W. MacKenzie, As it Was, 2000



CHILDHOOD GAMES – PLOLLY/POLOLLY



This game has been played in Tobermory (and possibly other Mull schools?) until recent times (1950s–60s), and is described as being mainly a summertime amusement. A box is marked out, sometimes using an old ornament (plaster) of their mothers to draw a rectangle divided into six squares. Each person throws a ball or stone into the box and if successful, hops around from square to square until the last is reached and then they return in reverse order to the first box.


Iain MacLean, Morag MacDonald and Willie MacAllister, Tobermory. Recorded for An Tobar, 1996, and from further notes from Willie MacAllister


POTATO YO-YOS



A hand-made toy can be seen in the Isle of Mull Museum, Tobermory, which was made of a stick about eight inches long with a potato on the end, which was prevented from moving by a hazel nut shell above it. By attaching a string to the top of the stick a yo-yo was created. It was donated by Roddie MacNeill, Salen.


PLANT GAMES



Plant games played at Tobermory at school and in the holidays:




1.  Making whistles by blowing across the edge of grass or reeds held between the thumbs.


2.  Boats made with seilisdeir [wild iris], the Gaelic name used even when speaking in English to describe the game.


3.  Making ‘peewits nests’ by ‘thumping out a hollow with a stone and placing four stones in it’. [There was no real purpose to this game apart from making several of these].


4.  Using plantain stalks in a game sometimes known as Mary Queen of Scots. The stalk was held out to the opponent and each took turns to knock the head off, with their own plantain.


5.  A leaf [the plant was not known but it was suggested that it was a sourock = sorrel] was picked apart by two people so that the veins of the plant were left. The amount of veins would show how many lies were told and if they were big or small.


Iain MacLean, Morag MacDonald and Willie MacAllister. Recorded for An Tobar, 1996





Note: These games, although mentioned in a recording of schooldays in the 1950s, are of a much earlier date and were also spoken of by Donald W. MacKenzie.



RANN CLOINNE: CHILDREN’S RHYME





An Cat glas agus an Luchag:


Thuirt an cat glas ris an luchag:


‘Luchag, luchag anns an toll,


Càirdeas is coibhneas ma thig thu mach.’


Thuirt an luchag ris a’ chat ghlas:


‘’S eòlach mis’ air an dubhan crom


Th’ agad ann am bonn do chas;


Mharbh thu mo phiuthair an dé


Is thar mi fhéin air éigin as.’


The grey cat said to the little mouse:


‘Mousey, mousey in the hole,


Friendship and kindness if you come out!’


The little mouse said to the grey cat:


‘Well I know of the bent hook


You have in the sole of your feet;


You killed my sister yesterday


And I myself barely escaped.’





Peter learned this rhyme from his grandfather’s brother who died when Peter was six or seven.


Peter MacLean, Dervaig, 2000



A PUZZLE FOR MULL PEOPLE



Tha achadh ’am Muile ’s shuaicheanta ’chumadh, cha’n’eil glac ann, no tulaich, no stubag, no reidhleach; seachd croinn ann le’n gearrain treobhaidh comhla ’san Earrach, gun aon diubh bhi’n sealladh a chéile.


There is a field in Mull of very strange shape, without valley, or hillock, waterhole or plain; seven ploughs can work there together, all out of sight of each other.


This is a conundrum (Gaelic tòimhseachan) typical of its kind, for children. There is no such field in Mull or anywhere else! The catch is in the third line: ‘Seven ploughs with their horses ploughing together in spring’.


The seven ploughs with their horses are seven moles tunnelling under the surface of a field.


Anon., The Celtic Monthly, vol. 15, 1906–07
Translation and notes by Donald W. MacKenzie


A CURIOUS OLD GAELIC PLAY



The following curious play has been sent us by Mr Donald Beaton, Queensland, who says he heard it last at a Ceilidh in Dervaig, Isle of Mull, fifty-two years ago, and saw it acted at Arisaig, fifty-seven years ago. It is after the style of ‘Murachan is Mearachan’ or the English rhyme, ‘The House that Jack Built’.


CLEAS-CHLUICHE


Dh’fhalbh Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich do’n tràighe a dh’iarraidh maoraich; cha’n fhac i tràigh no lìonadh riamh roimhe, ’s ’nuair thàinig an lìonadh mu’n cuairt di shaoil i gu’n robh am bràth (deireadh an t-saoghail) air tighinn.


Dh’fhalbh Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich agus ràinig i Pocan-a’-bhaile-fhàsaich. “A bheil thu stigh a Phocain-a’-bhaile-fhàsaich, so am bràth air tighinn.” “Cò chuala na chunnaic e?” arsa Pocan-a’-bhaile-fhàsaich. “Mise chuala ’s a chunnaic e,” arsa Dubhag-ton-ri-teallaich, “fo m’ bhonnaibh a thàinig e.”


An sin dh’fhalbh Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich agus Pocan-a’-bhailefhàsaich agus ràinig iad Fàsach-a’-bhaile-fhionnaich. “A bheil thu stigh Fhàsaich-a-bhaile-fhionnaich, so am bràth air tighinn.” “Có chuala na chunnaic e?” arsa Fàsach-a’-bhaile-fhionnaich. “Mise chuala ’sa chunnaic e,” arsa Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich, “fo’m bhonnaibh a thàinig e.”


Dh’fhalbh Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich agus Pocan-a’-bhailefhàsaich agus Fàsach a’-bhaile-fhionnaich agus ràinig iad Tierna Loch-odha. “Bheil thu stigh a Thierna Loch-odha, so am bràth air tighinn.” “Có chuala no chunnaic e?” arsa Tierna-Loch-odha. “Mise chuala ’sa chunnaic e,” arsa Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich, fo ’m bhonnaibh a thàinig e.”


Dh’fhalbh Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich agus Pocan-a’-bhailefhàsaich, agus Fàsach-a’-bhaile-fhionnaich, agus Tierna Loch-odha agus rainig iad Gobha-’bhaile-bhric. “Bheil thu stigh a Ghobha-’bhaile-bhric, so am bràth air tighinn.”“Có chuala no chunnaic e?” arsa Gobha-’bhaile-bhric. “Mise chuala ’sa chunnaic e,” arsa Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich, “fo m’ bhonnaibh a thàinig e.”


Dh’fhalbh Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich agus Pocan-a’-bhailefhàsaich agus Fàsach-a’-bhaile-fhionnaich agus Tierna Loch-odha agus Gobha-bhaile-bhric agus ràinig iad Minidh agus Ceap. “Bheil thu stigh a Mhinidh agus a Cheip, so am brath air tighinn?” “Có chuala ’sa chunnaic e?” arsa Minidh agus Ceap. “Mise chuala ’sa chunnaic e,” arsa Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallich, “fo m’ bhonnaibh a thàinig e.”


Dh’fhalbh Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich agus Pocan-a’-bhailefhàsaich agus Fàsach-a-bhaile-fhionnaich, Tierna Loch-odha, Gobha-bhaile-bhric, Minidh agus Ceap agus ràinig iad Daorad-am-sgailc. “Bheil thu stigh a Dhaorad-am-sgailc, so am bràth air tighinn?” “Có chuala ’s a chunnaic e?” arsa Daorad-am-sgailc. “Mise chuala ’s a chunnaic e,” arsa Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich, “fo m’ bhonnaibh a thàinig e.”


Dh’fhalbh-Dubhag-ton-ri-teallaich agus Pocan-a’-bhailefhàsaich, Fàsach-a’-bhaile-fhionnaich, Tierna Loch-odha, Gobhabhaile-bhric, Minidh agus Ceap ’s Daorad-am-sgailc agus ràinig iad am Fear-a-bha-’san-t-sloc. “Bheil thu stigh Fhir-a-bha-’san-t-sloc, so am bràth air tighinn?”“Có chuala no chunnaic e?” ars’ am Fear-a-bha-’san-t-sloc. “Mise chuala ’sa chunnaic e,” arsa Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich, “fo m’ bhonnaibh a thàinig e.”


Dh’fhalbh Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich, Pocan-a’-bhaile-fhàsaich, Fàsach-a’-bhaile-fhionnaich, Tierna Loch-odha, Gobha-’bhailebhric, Minidh agus Ceap, Daorad-am-sgailc, am Fear-a-bha-’san-t-sloc agus ràinig iad Tuthadair-na-h-atha. “Bheil thu stigh a Thuthadair-na-h-àtha, so am bràth air tighinn?” “Có chuala na chunnaic e?” arsa Tuthadair-na-h-àtha. “Mise chuala ’s a chunnaic e,” arsa Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich, “fo m’ bhonnaibh a thàinig e.”


Dh’fhalbh Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich agus Pocan-a’-bhaile-’fhàsaich, Fàsach-a’-bhaile-fhionnaich, Tierna Loch-odha, Gobhabhaile-bhric, Minidh agus Ceap, Daorad-am-sgailc, am Fear-a-bha-’san-t-sloc, agus Tuthadair-na-h-atha agus ràinig iad Tuthadair-a’-mhuilinn. “Bheil thu stigh a Thuthadair-a’-mhuilinn, so am bràth air tighinn.” “Có chuala no chunnaic e?” arsa Tuthadair-a’-mhuilinn. “Mise chuala ’s a chunnaic e,” arsa Dubhag-tòn-riteallaich, “fo m’ bhonnaibh a thàinig e.”


Dh’fhalbh Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich agus Pocan-a’-bhailefhàsaich, Fàsach-a’-bhaile-fhionnaich, Tierna Loch-odha, Gobhabhaile-bhric, Minidh agus Ceap, Daorad-am-sgailc, am Fear-a-bha-’san-t-sloc, Tuthadair-na-h-atha agus Tuthadair-a’-mhuilinn agus ràinig iad an Gearan-bacach-bàn. “Bheil thu stigh a Ghearain bhacaich, bhàin, so am bràth air tighinn.” “Có chuala no chunnaic e?” ars’ an Gearan bacach bàn. “Mise chuala ’sa chunnaic e,” arsa Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich, “fo m’ bhonnaibh a thàinig e.”


Dh’fhalbh Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich agus Pocan-a-bhailefhàsaich, Fàsach-a’-bhaile-fhionnaich, Tierna Loch-odha, Gobha-’bhaile-bhric, Minidh agus Ceap, Daorad-am-sgailc, am-Fear-a-bha-’san-t-sloc, Tuthadair-na-h-atha, Tuthadair-a’-mhuilinn agus an Gearan bacach bàn, ’s chaidh iad uile gu léir a bhàthadh anns a’ Bhràth.


C. Beaton, The Celtic Monthly, vol. 14, 1905–06


This belongs to a genre of tales, rhymes, games, recited by or to children for amusement and, I suspect, for developing their verbal skills and could be accompanied by mime. (Donald Beaton saw this one ‘acted out’ in Arisaig.) Such stories or rhymes begin with a simple statement which recurs again and again, with each repetition having accretions added till the final repetition is very long like the carol ‘The Twelve Days of Christmas’. By the time you come to the twelfth day think of all the gifts that have been added to the gift given on the first day, ‘a partridge in a pear-tree’! Similarly, ‘This is the House that Jack Built’ ends up with a whole menagerie of animals and an assortment of people.


In the Gaelic examples of these kind of stories/rhymes the names of people are fanciful and made-up-nonsense or rhyming names e.g. Muireachan and Mearachan.


The names of the people in the story in the Celtic Monthly are fantastic:




Dubhag-tòn-ri-teallaich: Little black-one-backside-to-hearth


Pocan-a’-Bhaile-fhàsaich: Little-squat-one-of the deserted village


Fàsach-a’-Bhaile-fhionnaich:Wilderness of the rough village


Tierna-Loch-odha: Lord of Loch Awe


Gobha-’bhaile-bhric: Smith of the dappled village


Minidh agus Ceap: Minnie and Ceap


Daorad-am-sgailc: Dearness-the-bald?


Fear-a-bha-’san-t-sloc:The man who was in the pit


Tuthadair-na-h-àtha:Thatcher of the kiln


Tuthadair-a-mhuilinn:Thatcher of the mill


Gearan-bacach-bàn:The lame white gelding. (See p. 195 below.)





Synopsis of the story: Little-black-one . . . goes to the shore to gather shellfish. She had never seen ebb and flow before and when the tide came in around her she thought the end of the world (Bràth) had come. She goes to Pocan . . . ‘Are you in, Pocan?’ she says. ‘The end of the world has come.’ ‘Who heard it or saw it?’ said Pocan. ‘I heard it and saw it,’ said Dubhag, ‘coming in under the soles of my feet.’ The two of them go to the next person and the same conversation takes place and the three go to the fourth person and this continues until all twelve arrive together at the shore and they are all drowned.


Note: The word used for ‘the end of the world’ (bràth = doomsday, judgement) is now used only in the phrase gu bràth meaning ‘forever’, e.g. Alba gu bràth (pronounced bràch) = Scotland for ever.


Under bràth Dwelly gives:




Seachd bliadhna roimh ’n bhràth


Thig a’ mhuir air Eirinn ré aon thràth.


(Seven years before the day of judgement


The sea at one tide shall cover Ireland.)





Perhaps the story originated in Ireland.


Translation and notes by Donald W. MacKenzie, 2001





Chapter 2


PAST EVENTS


NEW YEAR – HOGMANAY



New-Year’s night, or Hogmanay, was variously known as ‘the night of the candle’ (oidhche Choinnle) and ‘the night of the blows or pelting’ (oidhche nan Calluinnean, a Challuinn). The former name may have been derived from some religious ceremonies being performed by candle-light, as is suggested to be the origin of the English name Candlemas (2nd February), or from a candle being kept lighted till the New Year came in. The other name is said to be from the showers of rattling blows given to a dry cow’s hide used in the ceremonies of the evening, colluinn being also used to denote a thundering blow, or what is called in the Lowlands ‘a loundering lick’ (stràic mhòr). Thus, thug e aon cholluinn air (he gave him one resounding blow); bi tu air do dheagh cholluinneachadh (you will be severely beaten). The word, however, as was long ago pointed out by Lhuyd (Archaeologia Britannica, 1707) is from Calendae, the first day of every month, this being the beginning of the whole year, and the night being in the Highlands reckoned as preceding the day.


Towards evening men began to gather and boys ran about shouting and laughing, playing shinty, and rolling ‘pigs of snow’ (mucan sneachda), i.e. large snowballs. The hide of the mart or winter cow (seiche a mhairt gheamhraidh) was wrapped round the head of one of the men, and he made off, followed by the rest, belabouring the hide, which made a noise like a drum, with switches. The disorderly procession went three times deiseal, according to the course of the sun (i.e. keeping the house on the right hand) round each house in the village, striking the walls and shouting on coming to a door:




A challuinn a bhuilg bhuidhe bhoicinn


Buail an craicionn (air an tota)


Cailleach sa chill,


Cailleach sa chùil,


Cailleach eile ’n cùl an teine


Bior na da shùil


Bior na goile


A challuinn so,


Leig astigh mi.


‘The calluinn of the yellow bag of hide,


Strike the skin (upon the wall)


An old wife in the graveyard,


An old wife in the corner


Another old wife beside the fire,


A pointed stick in her two eyes,


A pointed stick in her stomach,


Let me in, open this.’





Before this request was complied with, each of the revellers had to repeat a rhyme, called Rann Calluinn (i.e. a Christmas rhyme), though, as might be expected when the door opened for one, several pushed their way in, till it was ultimately left open for all. On entering each of the party was offered refreshments, oatmeal bread, cheese, flesh, and a dram of whisky. Their leader gave to the goodman of the house that indispensable adjunct of the evening’s mummeries, the Caisein-uchd, the breast-stripe of a sheep wrapped round the point of a shinty stick. This was then singed in the fire (teallach), put three times with the right-hand turn (deiseal) round the family, and held to the noses of all. Not a drop of drink was given till this ceremony was performed. The Caisein-uchd was also made of the breast-stripe or tail of a deer, sheep, or goat, and as many as choose had one with them.


The house was hung with holly to keep out the fairies, and a boy, whipped with a branch of it, may be assured he will live a year for every drop of blood he loses. This scratching and assurance were bestowed by boys on one another, and was considered a good joke.


Cheese was an important part of the refreshments, and was known as the Christmas cheese (Càise Calluinn). A slice, cut off at this feast, or a piece of the rind (cùl na mulchaig), if preserved and with a hole made through it, has strange virtues. It was called laomachan, and a person losing his way during the ensuing year, in a mist or otherwise, has only to look through the hole and he will see his way clearly. By scrambling to the top of the house, and looking through it down the fàr-lus (the hole in the roof that served in olden times for chimney and window), a person can ascertain the name of his or her future husband or wife. It will prove to be the same as that of the first person seen, or heard named. A piece of laomachan is also valuable for putting under one’s pillow to sleep over.


In this style the villagers, men and boys, went from house to house, preceded in many cases by a piper, and drowning the animosities of the past year in hilarity and merriment.


J. G. Campbell, Witchcraft and Second Sight, 1902


THE OLD NEW YEAR: COUNN MORRISON, KENGHARAIR



Tha cuimhne ’am math gu leòr air Counn Morison agus ’se ’n t-Seann Bhliadhn’ Ùr a bhiodh e gléidheil ’s anns an am sin tha mo sheanair anns na Haunn a’coiseachd gu Ceanngharar far an robh e a’ toirt a staigh a’ Bhliadhn’ Ùr – an t-Seann Bhliadhn’ Ùr – agus tha fhios agam gu robh òran air choireigin a bh’ aig mo sheanair, nuair a ruigeadh e ’n dorus bha e gabhail seo. Agus tha fhios ’am, seo aig am na Nollaig, chan eil fhios, bha date air choireigin ann agus dh’fheumadh, ‘feòil bheag’ dh’abradh iad ris, sin a’ chiad fheòil a bh’ aca.


Translation: I remember Counn Morison well and it was the old New Year that he was keeping and at that time my grandfather from Haunn used to walk to Kengharair, where he stayed, to bring in the New Year – the Old New Year – and I know that my grandfather had a certain song and when he reached the door he sang this. And I know that Counn Morison used to kill a sheep at that time, at Christmas time, I don’t know, there was some date, and they had to have the ‘little meat’ as they called it, and that was the first meat they had.


Anything similar done at Christmas or Hogmanay?


They kept Hogmanay (Oidhche Challainn) right enough.


Older traditions like taking the fleece, the Token?


Peter had never heard about it.


Peter MacLean, Dervaig, 2000


Notes:


1.  The Gaelic word for the fleece, or token, is caisean in Dwelly: ‘caisean – anything curled, wrinkled or hairy: the dewlap or skin that hangs down from the breasts of cows’; ‘caisean-uchd: the breast strip of a sheep killed at Christmas or on New Year’s Eve and singed and smelled by each member of the family, as a charm against fairies and spirits.’ MacAlpine adds: ‘In Islay at any time, but never for the sake of the fairies.’


2.  ‘A strip torn from the breast of a cow killed at Christmas was singed and sniffed by everyone in the household as a security against evil spirits. Alexander Forbes says in Gaelic Names of Birds, Beasts, etc, that a spoon made from a horn lost by a living cow was thought to heal many diseases when food was eaten from it. When the cow died the efficacy of the horn spoon ceased.’ (Mary Beith, Healing Threads: Traditional Medicines of the Highlands and Islands, 1998)


HOGMANAY



By Hogmanay, houses had to be cleaned and tidied and all accounts had to be settled.


At the stroke of midnight doors and windows were to be opened to let the Old Year out and the New Year in. On New Year’s Day neighbours visited each others’ houses, the first-foot, preferably a dark-haired male, presented the housewife with a bit of coal or black bun. The traditional greeting was ‘Bliadhna mhath ùr’ and the response was ‘Mar sin dhuit fhéin is móran dhiubh.’ (‘A good New Year; the same to you and many of them.’) The songs which were practised in the weeks leading up to New Year were sung, and drams were drunk. New Year’s Day was a holiday. The season of the year was called in Gaelic a’ Challainn (the first day of the month) and Hogmanay was called Oidhche Challainn (New Year’s Eve) a time when, in my father’s boyhood in Lewis, young men went guizing and repeated traditional rhymes, demanding items of food from the housewives.


Donald W. MacKenzie, As it Was, 2000



ST BRIDE’S DAY – FÉILL BRÌDE



There are many traditions associated with St Bride’s day – the first day of spring. (1st of February. O.S., and 13th February N.S.) but I have not been able to find any Mull references to this. It would be interesting to have any accounts of this important day in the old Celtic Year.


Notes from J. G. Campbell, Witchcraft and Second Sight, 1902, and Ann MacKenzie, 2001


APRIL FOOL’S DAY



All-Fools’ Day is variously known in the Highlands as ‘The Day of going on Fools’ Errands’ (Latha na Gogaireachd), ‘Cuckoo Day’ (Latha na Cuthaig), and ‘The Day of Tricks’ (Latha nan Car). Its observance is on the 1st of April, N.S., and this argues its very recent introduction into the Highlands. The tricks and practices of the day are the same as elsewhere, the sending of acquaintances on sleeveless errands. Sometimes, but only rarely, there is some ingenuity displayed in taking advantage of local and passing events to throw the most suspicious off their guard, and send them on fools’ messages.


J. G. Campbell, Witchcraft and Second Sight, 1902


EASTER AND CHRISTMAS



Easter and Christmas were not celebrated by special services in church as they are in most churches in Scotland today. That is to say, that the commemoration of the resurrection and the nativity was not tied to particular dates in a calendar. Easter and Christmas were eagerly awaited children’s festivals. At Easter relations and friends sent us chocolate Easter eggs; at Christmas they sent us Christmas cards with celluloid transparent panels and parcels containing books, toys, games, paints, crayons and sweets. It was a time when apples and sweets mysteriously appeared in unusual places and when strange footprints of enormous size appeared in the snow if a snowfall coincided with the festive season. We hung up our stockings near the fireplace and in the cold, dark Christmas morning, half asleep but in a fever of anticipation, we pulled out little wooden and tin toys, games, an orange and an apple. At home we sang Christmas carols – ‘O come all ye faithful’ and ‘Child in a manger’, the English version of the Mull Carol composed by Mary MacDonald, ‘Leanabh an Àigh’.


At Christmas, on birthdays and other special occasions my mother would make a large, fruit steamed pudding – we called it a dumpling, made, not in a cloth like the ‘clootie dumpling’ but in a large bowl with the top covered with muslin and placed in a large pot of water and boiled for several hours. Flour, sugar, suet, spices, sultanas and I know not what else went into the recipe to produce a rich, satisfying meal in itself when served hot. When cold it was sliced and eaten like a cake and any left-overs could be fried.
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