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Magne Oftedal and The Gaelic of Leurbost by Alastair Mclntosh 

The book that I am going to talk about was 
published in Oslo ki 1956. That was shortly after I 
was born, and four years before our family moved 
to Lewis. For the first 3 years we lived in the now-
derelict Halfway House on the Lochs Road. When 
Dr Hector Macdonald retired, we moved in to 
the surgery at Gleann Mor. There my dad was the 
North Lochs doctor, and that was me, growing up 
there with my sister Isobel. I became a Leurbost 
child, was quickly helped to find an enduring 
sense of belonging there. 

However, it took me many years to appreciate 
the cultural depth of the village that raised me. 
Learning Gaelic was not encouraged in those 
days. There were 19 of us in the Primary 1 class 
of Leurbost Junior Secondary School in 1960. 
In accordance with educational policy, we were 
told that you had to have the English "to get 
on" (and some would add, "to get out"). The 
Other children were therefore encouraged to 
learn it from those of us who came from fluently 
bilingual homes. My hearing was never good, 
my aptitude with all languages is poor, but I now 
regret the opportunity that I missed to have 
learnt the language as a child: especially, as it was 
our village that the Norwegian linguist, Magne 
Oftedal, studied for that 1956 book: The Gaelic of 
Leurbost, isfe of Lewis. 

Oftedal had spent about 9 months in the village 
between 1950 and 1951. HJS study is 369 pages 
long, and it comprises Volume 3 of a Norwegian 
Universities Press "Linguistic Survey of the 
Gaelic Dialects of Scotland". Some of us today 

are fast becoming bodachs and cailleachs, and 
it is remarkable to think that some of the key 
informants that Oftedal thanks were the people 
that we grew up amongst. 

I went on from Leurbost and the Nicholson to 
study science, not linguistics. Most of Magne 
Oftedai's book on Leurbost's Gaelic dialect 
is therefore away over my head. It is written 
in English, but with highly technical section 
headings such as, "Initial Mutations", "Adjectival 
Prepositives" and "Morphophonemics''. But I 
can understand and love his first chapter, "The 
Community". Here he portrays a lovely picture of 
how the village was in the early 1950s. 

He tells us that, "All religious services and 
meetings are conducted in Gaelic throughout," 
but that, "In spite of the severity of their rehgious 
views, the villagers are good-humoured, kind-
hearted people. They are very hospitable and 
friendly to strangers." And towards the end of the 
book, in both Gaelic and English, he provides a 
collection of stories and songs from the village. 
Neither Alex George, Rusty or I can remember 
hearing these stories. But to give an idea, one 
ends with a spiritual moral about the crofter's 
cabbage patch that was robbed by a ghostly 
presence. Another tells of a man running down 
the brae to chase a ball of cheese, in a village 
... ann anns an robh tbrr de na boirionnaich glic 
agus torr de na daoine gorrach ... "where many 
of the women were wise and many of the men 
stupid." I can only imagine that must have been 
near Stomoway. It couldn't have been in Lochs. 

The Gaelic of Leurbost has long been out of print, 
but l was fortunate to get hold of a copy from a 
German antiquarian bookseller on E-bay. He had 
purchased the entire library of the late Professor 
Elmar Temes of the University of Hamburg. 
Termes was himself a linguist who, in 1973, 
published a study of the Gaelic of Applecross. An 
added bonus of this copy is its scattered pencii 
marks, in which Temes makes minor comments 
and corrections tD Oftedal's work. 

Out of gratitude for ail that Leurbost and the 
wider parish of North Lochs gave me as a child, 
I have scanned the entire book. I encourage 
others to copy it and put it on other websites. 
The publisher seems to have wound up around 
19S5. However, should the ghostly presence of 
Professor Oftedal come chasing you for theft 
of copyright, or that of Professor Temes come 
chasing after his signed copy, just tefl them that 
the original that I scanned, and in which the 
pencilled mark-up can read more easily, now 
resides and might be inspected at... number 66 
Leurbost! 

The PDF of the scan is 12 MB in size and can be 
downloaded at this case-sensitive URL: https:// 
bit.ly/Gaelic-Oftedal 

Get The Gaelic of Leurbost 
free with this QR code, or at: 
https://bit.ly/Gaelic-Oftedal 
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