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Alastair Mcintosh, February and April editions, 2024

1. Magne Oftedal and the Gaelic of Leurbost (with book download link)
2. The Late Ishbel Maclennan and Community

The book that | am going to talk about was
published in Oslo in 1956. That was shortly after |
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. | 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 | now
regret the opportunity that | 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, Isle of Lewis.

Oftedal had spent about 9 months in the village
between 1950 and 1951. His 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
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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.

| went on from Leurbost and the Nicholson to
study science, not linguistics, Most of Magne
Oftedal’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 |
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 religious
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 | 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 torr de na boirionnaich glic
agus torr de na daoine gorrach ... “where many
of the women were wise and many of the men
stupid.” | can only imagine that must have been
near Stornoway. It couldn’t have been in Lochs.
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The Gaelic of Leurbost has long been out of print,
but | 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 pencil
marks, in which Temes makes minor comments
and corrections to Oftedal’s work.

Out of gratitude for all that Leurbost and the
wider parish of North Lochs gave me as a child,
| have scanned the entire book. | encourage
others to copy it and put it on other websites.
The publisher seems to have wound up around
1985. 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 tell them that
the original that | 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

Sad news spread quickly across the world of the early passing of Ishbel Maclennan. She was a leading light in the Pairc Trust, the BBC and the
Free Church of Scotland. Professor Alastair Mcintosh, originally of the Gleann Mor surgery, writes that in both 2015 and 2019 she and friends
at the Orinsay Hall hosted visits from community leaders abroad. These had come from West Papua Province in Indonesian New Guinea. It
was a sharing of experience around land, empowerment and community wellbeing. Ishbel said to them:

“Community doesn’t just happen on its own. It’s hard work. If we don’t make it happen for ourselves, nobody will make it happen. You
also need sackfuls of humility because you’ll never make progress if you think you’re going to have it all your own way every time. Progress
doesn’t happen without making a lot of wrong decisions. People want big solutions to the community’s problems, but there are no big
solutions. Big solutions don’t work. It’s the little things that make the difference.”

On learning of Ishbel’s passing, one of the Papuan leaders Maria Latumahina wrote: “It is so sad, indeed, | remember her holding us so well

in our visit. Deepest condolences.”

Alastair added that we often hear concerns in the community that, when a soul like Ishbel leaves us, their values will go too. “Well, they
might! But only if we who remain standing don’t pick up the fallen baton, and pass it on to the next generation. Ishbel’s life stands as a

reminder of Christ’s teaching of how to be a community: ‘Love one another; as | have loved you

"

Tributes have been paid to Ishbel Maclennan, a member of the Free
Church of Scotland’s Communications Group, who has died after a

short illness at the age of 57.

Ishbel was a member of Pairc Free Church in Lewis and was involved
in many ventures that helped to build and maintain a thriving rural
community. She was part of the Free Church Communications Group

over the past few years.

Ishbel was a large part of the community. She began work as a BBC
journalist with Radio nan Gaidheal in 1987 and before long she led
the news team. She was highly respected by her colleagues and as
senior manager she led the Gaelic Radio Station to many awards.
Rev Alasdair Macaulay, Chair of the Communications Group, paid

tribute to Ishbel:

“Ishbel was my boss when | took a job as a trainee journalist in
the Gaelic News department in Inverness in 1993. Her great

skill-set and the ability to pass on pearls of wisdom were a huge

help to me. Little did she or | know that the skills that she
helped to teach and refine, would later be used to communicate
the greatest news of the gospel of Jesus Christ. It was a delight

then decades later to reconnect on the Communications Group

Donnie.”

of the Free Church. Ishbel possessed a sharp mind and being a
wonderful communicator, she was a great asset to our work. Her
passing is a huge loss to her family, the church, her colleagues,
and many friends far and wide. We extend our sympathy to

her husband John, her sister Morag, and brothers, Angus and


https://
https://bit.ly/Gaelic-Oftedal

