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The Early Burd Plants a Spud

In this month’s issue:
Back FC on Tour in France  •  Hunting Mursgein

Rising Stars of the BBC

Plus: Artist in Residence, Letter from Afar, Veterinary 
Physiotherapy and much more!



2

Following in the footsteps of 
Coinneach Mòr in last month’s 
issue, I’m writing May’s column in 
the air, London-bound for a work 
meeting for my ‘day’ job. We are 
going to discuss a new style guide for one 
of the journals I regularly copyedit for. This 
is such an undertaking that the team of 
three copyeditors has been summoned from 
Scotland (a Leodhasach, a Shetlander and a 
Perth-ite) for a 3-hour meeting. The impor-
tance of clarity, correctness and above all 
consistency in a monthly medical publica-
tion that publishes scientific articles from 
around the world can’t be underestimated, 
especially when a lot of the writers are 
non-native English speakers. You may not 
realise it when reading such a journal but I 
can guarantee you would notice if it wasn’t 
copyedited properly and a consistent style 
applied. Every newspaper and magazine 
you pick up follows a certain style guide (the 
Guardian’s one is quite famous and is used 
by a number of other publications). The same 
can be said of LATN. We publish a variety of 
articles written by many different people, so 
while it’s important to retain authors’ voices, 
I have tried to implement a few style rules 
to make the reading experience a bit nicer, 
and I read and edit every word before we 
go to press! I have yet to put the style on 
paper, but I will get round to it before I pass 
on the baton to the next person to sit in this 
chair. Anyway, that’s my wee shout out to the 
copyeditors and proofreaders of the world. 
They (we) are the secret heroes (or control 
freaks) of publishing! 

It’s nice to be asked to attend a meeting. Since 
going freelance in 2011 I don’t get as many 
opportunities to go to meetings or attend 
training courses as more often than not I am 
expected to pay my own expenses, and it’s 
not cheap. This short trip is costing hundreds 
of pounds. Thankfully, the publisher is treat-
ing me this time, but it reinforces what a hold 
the travel companies have over us island-
ers. If I lived in the central belt, I would be 
able to fly to New York for significantly less 
than its costing to go to London for the day. 
We are at such a disadvantage and it limits 

our travel opportunities 
as we always have that 
added factor/cost of an 
extra flight or ferry trip. 

Maybe you are lucky 
enough to have a job 
that enables you to see 
the world as part of 
your work, like Robert 
Matheson, who has sent 

us in his report of a trip almost as far away as 
you can get: Antarctica. Ian Macdonald has 
sent us a letter from Dubai and our Weather 
Watch columnist is off to the States to chase 
tornadoes. Our ‘Rising Stars of the BBC’ also 
enjoy the perks of travel as part of their work 
as journalists/TV presenters. Possibly most 
interesting of all (and definitely most ran-
dom) is the tale of a theatre director who has 
written a play after visiting Back last summer 
and is touring around Europe in a Back FC 
tracksuit top playing a ghost footballer…read 
it for yourself on p. 15! A really international 
issue for you this month. A bit closer to home, 
we have some lovely photos from the recent 
‘Latha nam buntata’, organised by CeBac to 
commemorate the 100 year anniversary of the 
land raids of Upper Coll and Gress. They got 
fantastic weather for it as you can see on our 
front cover (we’ve included a small selection 
of the fantastic photos taken on the day but 
far more are available on our Facebook page–
have a look at the photo album). Kate Muir is 
looking for help with 1st Back Brownies and 
we also meet a veterinary physiotherapist.

This is a jam-packed issue—we got so much 
sent in this month we’ve had to hold off pub-
lishing some of it until June (unheard of!). 
We can’t thank you enough for your support. 
Please keep sending your material and ideas 
as it makes a huge difference.

Until next time,

Jayne 

P.S. The spelling of 'Burd' on the front cover 
is intentional: it is not a mistake! Read the 
village news for a clue.

 www.facebook.com/LochaTuathNews

 @lochatuathnews

 instagram.com/lochatuathnews

Cover image courtesy Impact Imagz
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Back
Induction
On 22 March a large crowd was present at 
the High Church in Stornoway to witness 
the induction of Rev. Gordon Macleod 
to serve as the congregation's minister. 
Gordon, who is from Stornoway, previ-
ously served as NHS chaplain in the 
Western Isles Hospital. His wife Diane 
is the daughter of Norman and the late 
Katie Ann Maciver, 65 Back. We extend 
our best wishes to Gordon and Diane as 
they settle into their new parish.

Player of the Year
Congratulations to Martin Maclean (mac 
Calum and Mina, 58 Back) who was 
recently awarded Brora Rangers FC 
Supporters Club Player of the Year and 
Player of the Year. Martin, who lives in 
Inverness with his wife Esther, has been 
playing for Brora FC since the 2011/12 
season. Back FC and indeed the whole 
village are very proud of you Martin. 
Well done! 

Vatisker
Bereavement
We pass on our sympathy to Gill 
Thompson and family (Taigh na Caladh, 
22c) on the passing of Gill’s father John 
Oswald on 8 April aged 99 years. Mr 
Oswald was in the Intelligence Corps in 
World War II and served in France, Italy 
and the Middle East. He spoke seven 
languages and worked in International 
Export for the British Steel Corporation. 
He spent the last few months of his life 
living in a nursing home in Devon, close 
to his granddaughter. He died peacefully 
after a short illness. 

Retirement
Best wishes go to Finlay Ferguson, 5 
Broadbay View, who recently retired 
from his job in IT at Comhairle nan Eilean 
Siar, where he had worked since 2002. 
Wishing you and Ina many relaxing years 
in the garden. 

First Lamb for Young Crofters
Congratulations to Angus and George 
Maclean (mac Ally and Lisa), 43 Vatisker, 
on the safe arrival of their very first lamb. 
We hear they are over the moon! Ewe and 
lamb doing well.

Coll
Wedding
Congratulations to Murray (mac Isma 
and Ian Maclean), 43 Coll, and Emma 
Murray, Tong, who were married in St 
Columba’s Old Parish Church on 12 April 

2019. We wish them both all the best as 
they start their married life together.

Bereavement 
Our sympathy goes to the family of the 
late Jean Dyer (Sine Luke), who passed 
away recently in Stornoway. Jean was 
born and brought up in Outend Coll and 
went to Back school where she was known 
as Jean Macleod A and Sine Darridh was 
Jean Macleod B, which was a common 
thing in those day when there was more 
than one pupil with the same name.

Gress
Birthday
Birthday congratulations to John 
Macdonald (Swannie), who was 85 years 
old on 27 March and to Angus Mackenzie 
(Aonghas Mob), who was 80 years old on 
6 April. We hope you enjoyed your days.

Engagement
Congratulations are extended to Andrew 
Macleod (Andy Gress) and Kirsteen 
Macleod, daughter of Angus and Dolina 
Macleod, Newhaven, New Tolsta. They 
became engaged on 11 April and we wish 
them every happiness for the future.

Get Well Wishes
Get well wishes go to Charlie Clarke (20) 
who has been in hospital but is home at 
this present time. Denis and Margaret 
Erskine (5) are also well and at home after 
being in hospital.

Land Struggle Commemoration
One hundred years ago the men of Back 
and Tolsta who had taken back the vil-
lage of Gress from the hands of Lord 
Leverhulme in a series of land raids in 
March of 1919 planted potatoes in the 
fields round Gress Farm to further stake 
their claim to the land and to help feed 
their families over the autumn and win-
ter months. Instead of returning from 
the trenches of WW1 to a Land Fit For 
Heroes, as they had been promised, 
they returned to an island blighted by 
poverty, and reeling from the tragic loss 
of the Iolaire disaster. To mark these 
events, on Saturday 13 April, the chil-
dren of Gress planted a crop of potatoes 
in the field across the road from Gress 
Lodge—The Centennial Crop. A good 
turnout of villagers cheered them on as 
each child, ably assisted by Coinneach 
Smith and Donald Macleod (Am Burd), 
planted at least one potato in good Gress 
soil, fertilised with buckets of seaweed. 
The proceedings were filmed for BBC 
Alba’s An Là news programme, with 
interviews given by Iain Mackinnon, Am 
Burd and a number of village children. 
Our thanks go to members of CeBac, and 

those who by ploughing, gathering sea-
weed or engaging in all the other behind 
the scenes tasks made this happen. The 
biggest thanks of all goes to those men 
who stood their ground 100 years ago. 
Heroes all. 

Tong
Wedding
Congratulations to Emma Murray 
(nighean Alison and Donald, Dubbin, 
23A Milkinghill) and Murray Maclean 
(Coll) who were married in St Columba’s 
Old Parish Church on 12 April 2019. It 
was a lovely service by Rev. William 
Heenan. The bride and groom enjoyed 
a truly special day with their closest 
friends and family.

Get Well Soon
Two village stalwarts have recently 
spent time in hospital. We send our 
best wishes to Calum (Cim) Murray and 
Donald (Churchill) Macleod. We look 
forward to seeing Cim and Churchill 
out and about again and enjoying their 
company.

Book Fairies
Book Fairies is a national scheme where 
book fairies put books in a telephone 
box for the next person to discover and 
enjoy. Like a library, you can borrow, 
read and return any books you are lucky 
enough to find. Anyone can be a book 
fairy as you can donate your own books. 
The scheme was started in Tong recently 
but unfortunately the books were found 
vandalised and ruined. It is hoped that 
we can re-start the scheme very soon, so 
keep your eyes peeled for hidden books 
with the green and white book fairies 
stickers.

Rally Driving
Ali (Nomie) Macleod took part in the 
Strathspey Stages rally in Elgin on 20 
April, driving his rare Escort MK3 BD3 
rally car. Ali and his co-driver Thomas 
Jefferson finished a respectable 30th out 
of 57 competing cars, finishing the race 
in a time of 49 minutes and 43 seconds.

Highland Dancers
Grace Anne Macleod of Aird Tong, and 
Amy Campbell, Laxdale, are delighted 

As Na 
Bailtean



4

Martin Maclean (Back) 
photo courtesy Eileen 

Gorman 

New Babies

New Baby
Beth Donna Stewart (Upper Coll) 

Lath a

Buntata
nam

 Upper Coll Commemorative Potato  Planting

Am Burd showing them how it's done 

Amelia Mackay 
(great, great 
granddaughter), 
Melanie 
Mackay (great 
granddaughter), 
Harris Mackay (great, 
great grandson), 
Norman Stewart 
(grandson), Alick 
Angus Graham (son) 
and his wife Anne 
Graham, George 
Stewart (grandson), 
Coinneach Stewart 
(great grandson).

Coinneach Smith 
and his helper get 
to grips with the  
seaweed

 Murray and Emma Maclean (Tong)

Wedding

Pl ayer of the Year

 George 
and Angus 
(Vatisker)

Fir
st L

amb!

 Grace Anne Macleod and Amy 
Campbell (Tong)

Scottish AreaFinals

As na 
Bai ltean 
Pictures

Four generations of the descendants of Donald 
Graham (Domhnall Piugh) 19 Upper Coll
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to be representing the Western Isles at 
the Scottish Area Finals in Oban in May. 
Grace is the granddaughter of Murdo 
Soda and Annie Mary, Aird Tong, and 
Chrissie and Neil Spread, Coll. Amy 
also has strong Tong connections. She’s 
a granddaughter of Neilan and Dolina 
Stewart previously of 9 Tong.

Upper Coll
New Baby
Once again we are pleased to announce 
another addition to the Upper Coll family!

George and Kathleen Stewart, Point, 
welcomed daughter Beth Donna Stewart 
on 15 February. She is a wee sister for 
Cailean, Kate and Seoras, and a tenth 
grandchild for John and Isabella Stewart, 
29 Upper Coll. Congratulations and best 
wishes to all.

Land Struggle Commemoration
On 13 April, under a blue sky and bright 

sunshine, young children of the village 
and their families gathered in Upper 
Coll to remember the beginning of the 
struggle for land by the forefathers of 
many of them, 100 years ago. The setting 
up of the village of Upper Coll was, as 
we all know, the result of the efforts of 
these brave men.  

Alice Currie, piper from Coll, opened the 
proceedings, Kenny Maciver addressed 
the crowd and Murdo Macdonald 
made a prayer, as would have hap-
pened in 1919. Then, remembering 
the ‘raiders’ who claimed land on 
Coll Farm, each child planted a 
potato on a small piece of com-
mon grazing behind the Raiders’ 
Memorial Cairn. It is hoped that 
when the potatoes are harvested, 
another inter-generational com-
munity event can be held, using 
the harvest! Please feel free to pull 
out a few weeds if you are passing 
over the summer! See p. 24 for a 
full account of the event.

Bereavements
We send our sincere condolences to 
Eddie and Liz Rogers and family on the 
loss of Eddie’s Dad, Arthur on 23 March, 
aged 79, in Llanberis, North Wales.

We also send sympathies to Joan Murray, 
30 Upper Coll (Seonag Ruairidh Uisdean) 
on the passing of her sister Catriona, in 
Giffnock, aged 88 years.

Loch Iùbh, air taobh siar Rois. Bha tuathanas 
chreachain aca – is h-abair gu robh iad math 
dhan ith. 'S e am prìomh rud a tha a' tighinn 
gu m' chuimhne ge-tà cuairt a rinn mi tim-
cheall air Leòdhas, na Hearadh, Uibhist, 
agus an t-Eilean Sgitheanach an-uiridh, a' 
coinneachadh chroitearan ann an diofar 
sgìrean is a' bruidhinn riutha mu na bailtean 
aca, a' stoc aca, agus na bha a' cur dragh orra. 
Ged a bha gach àite eadar-dhealaichte, bha 
làn fhios agad fhathast gu robh thu a-measg 
nan Gàidheal, is gach baile sa robh sinn gu 
math fialaidh, còir. Ach thug sin beagan na 
b' fhaide na aon latha! Am moladh tu na 
meadhanan do dh' òigridh na sgìre fhathast? 
Mholainn gun teagamh. 'S e gnìomhachas a 
th' ann far a bheil diofar dhreuchdan ann an 
diofar àitichean, bho na bailtean mòra gu 
na h-eileanan – rud a tha air m' fhàgail sa le 
cothrom a bhith far am bu mhiann leam ann 
an Leòdhas. 'S e coimhearsnachd gu math 
blàth a th' anns na meadhanan Gàidhlig 
cuideachd, le freumhaichean sna coimhears-
nachdan a tha nas làidire, 's mathaid, na 
meadhanan na Beurla.

Coinneach Mac a' Ghobhainn, 28 
bliadhna a dh' aois. 

'S ann an oifis Steòrnabhaigh a tha 
mi-fhìn ag obair aig BBC Radio 
nan Gàidheal, man rannsaiche air 
prògraman rèidio leithid Prògram 
Choinnich ach le beagan preas-
antadh is riochdachadh na chois 
cuideachd. Rud sam bith air a bheil 
feum! Thogadh mi an Griais, ged 
's e bloigh Niseach is Tungach a th' 
unnam, agus an-diugh 's ann an 
Tolastadh bho Thuath a tha mi a' 
fuireachd – ged a tha mi air ais is 
air adhart à Griais fhathast. Tha m' 
obair air mo thoirt a dh' iomadach 
àite, ach tha mi toilichte a bhith an-
diugh ag obair ann an Leòdhas. Cuin 
a thòisich thu aig a' BhBC? Thòisich 
mi ann an 2012, nuair a dh' fhàg mi 
an oilthigh. Cha robh mi buileach 

cinnteach dè dhèanainn 
às deidh dhomh Oilthigh 
Ghlaschu fhàgail, ach bha mi 
gu math fortanach cothrom 
preasantaidh fhaighinn air 
Rapal air an t-samhradh 
sin. Coltach ri gu leòr eile, 
thòisich mi le cùmhnant son 
mìos neo dhà... is tha mi ann 
fhathast! Dè as fheàrr leat mu 
dhèidhinn? Chanainn gur e 
na th' ann de chothroman 
rudan eadar-dhealaichte 
fheuchainn. Thòisich mi aig 

prògraman ciùil is òigridh, far an d' 
fhuair mi air bliadhna chuir seachad 
ag obair aig Sabhal Mòr Ostaig còm-
hla ri oileanaich, a' sgrìobhadh is a' 
deasachadh dheilbh-chluich son a 
chraoladh. Às deidh sin bha mi aig 
na naidheachdan ann an Inbhir Nis 
son bliadhna neo dhà, agus a-sin 
bha cothrom agam gluasad gu obair-
camara is naidheachdan a lìbhrige-
adh. An-diugh tha mi ann an sgioba 
far am faigh sinn a-mach a chlàradh 
ann an àitichean iomallach a cheart 
cho math ri ar n-obair sa stiùidio 
fhèin – agus tha e an-còmhnaidh 
air leth math a' luchd-èisteachd is a' 
luchd-amhairc a choinneachadh, air 
neo far an àidhear. Dè a' latha-obrach 
a b' fheàrr a bh' agad? Son a' chiad 
sgeulachd naidheachd a bha mi-
fhìn a' clàradh a dhèanamh, chaidh 
mi a-mach air bòrd bàt-iasgaich air 

rising stars of the bbc
Meet…Coinneach Mac a' Ghobhainn

 Rev Gordon and Diane Macleod (Back News)

Induction
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severe flooding, we were sent home 
early and had to find another story 
sharpish. I was completely out of 
my depth but the team was great 
and we ended up doing a report on 
sepsis. Like most of our reports, the 
topic came with many sad stories, 
including that of a woman who lost 
her hands and feet to sepsis. She 
didn’t let it stop her though and 
climbed Kilimanjaro last year. We 
were delighted to hear recently that 
she has now received a double hand 

transplant—the possibility of which she’d 
almost given up on.

Since then I’ve been to Norway, Sweden 
and Finland, and I’ve just come back from 
Ireland, where we came across some great 
characters and fantastic hospitality. The best 
part of the job is undoubtedly the huge 
variety of people you meet along the way. 
It more than makes up for the hours spent 
standing outside in the cold!

I don’t get home as often as I did when I 
was based in Inverness unfortunately, but 
I still try to get up as often as possible. I’m 
occasionally able to go up for work, which is 
good, but at the same time limits the number 
of visits I can fit in when I’m there!

I’m fully aware that I wouldn’t be in the posi-
tion I’m in if I wasn’t a Gaelic speaker. I was 
fortunate to be brought up in a community 
where there is ample opportunity to speak 
Gaelic and that enabled me to get my foot in 
the door much quicker than I would have if 
I’d been trying as a monolingual.

This series of Eòrpa has come to an end, 
but we’re working one-off special at the 
moment that will be broadcast on BBC Alba 
on Thursday 9 May at 8.30pm and will, of 
course, be available on the iPlayer. I’ll be 
going back to day-to-day news after that and 
although I’m looking forward to it, I have a 
lot to brush up on. Maybe I’ll have got the 
hang of it all again just in time to go back to 
Eòrpa for the start of the next series!

My name is Annabel Maclennan (nighean Aonghas Ghobhaig agus Lena Ishbal 
Bhobshie). I’m 23 years old and was brought up in Gress along with my 
younger siblings, Màiri and Calum. 

I’ve been living in Glasgow for nearly 6 years now. The first four were spent 
studying Gaelic and English Language at Glasgow University. Since then, 
I’ve been working full-time for the BBC. 

I suppose you could say I fell into media work rather than ever making a 
conscious decision to take that route. I have been doing bits and pieces for 
the BBC since I was on sixth year. 
During the summers, as a student, 
I was lucky to be taken on as a 
researcher at Radio nan Gàidheal in 
Stornoway and would present Breab 
do Rapal from time to time. When I 
was a second-year student, Dè a-nis? 
advertised for a part-time presenter 
and I ended up doing that alongside 
my studies. It was great fun and a 
welcome distraction from the books.

With graduation fast-approaching, I 
toyed with the idea of teaching but 
after sending in the application, as 
luck would have it, a full-time post came up at Dè a-nis? I applied and my 
predicament of not knowing what to do post-university was sorted. An 
added bonus was that the job was based in Glasgow. I started in June 2017 
and my first day involved a flight home for a week-long shoot. Ideal!

I spent 10 months on short-term contracts at Dè a-nis?, but in early 2018, 
a permanent post came up in Gaelic News and Current Affairs. It was a 
Broadcast Journalist post and although I had very little journalistic experi-
ence, a week’s work experience in the Newsroom in Inverness had piqued 
my interest and I hoped to be given the opportunity to learn on the job. 
Luckily, I was and although I was gutted to have to leave Glasgow, I moved 
to Inverness to start my new job.

My training included camera-work and editing as well as reporting for both 
radio and television. Added to this was a lot of jargon and abbreviations 
that I didn’t think I’d ever get the hang of. Like everything else though, with 
practice, it was drilled into me. It didn’t take as long as I expected to get into 
the swing of things and it was great. My job involved finding stories and con-
tributors and then going out with a camera to film, conduct interviews, edit 
the footage for An Là and put something together for radio. As a new-start, I 
was lucky to have a camera-person out with me most of the time but many 
of those reporting on An Là regularly do everything themselves—often doing 
it all in one day. With a variety of shifts, each day was different and with 
such a large geographical area to cover, there was a lot of driving involved. 
Although the thought of that could be off-putting, it was great to be able to 
see parts of the Highlands I had never been to before—especially with the 
weather we had last summer.

After 6 months in Inverness the opportunity arose to work on the European 
current affairs series, Eòrpa. I jumped at it as it would give me the opportu-
nity to travel. It also meant a move back to Glasgow. Although I was enjoy-
ing the job in Inverness, I was missing the big city. It was nice to be based in 
Inverness during the summer months and it was much easier to get home for 
a weekend from there, but I was keen to get back down to the Central Belt.

Eòrpa works in cycles, so every 3 weeks, a reporter, director and cameraman 
will travel either to a European country or somewhere in Scotland to film 
two 15-minute reports or one half-hour special. My first trip was a bit of 
a baptism of fire. We were in Genoa and headed for Venice, but owing to 

Rising Stars of the BBC
Meet…Annabel Maclennan
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nan Gaidheal, and being part of the news 
reading team on An Là on BBC Alba. There 
was also the opportunity to take part in mile-
stone events like fronting election coverage.

Last year, I decided on a change of paths...I 
decided it was high time to learn English! It 
was a privilege to take over from Highland 
stalwart Craig Anderson, to cover the best 
patch in all of BBC Scotland—the Highlands 
and Islands. I've been doing it over a year 
now, and am thoroughly enjoying it. I'm 
able to cover things which are important to 
people in the area that I am from, and also to 
represent their stories to a national audience. 
I mainly work towards Reporting Scotland, 
and radio programmes like Good Morning 
Scotland and Newsdrive, but still try to con-
tribute to Gaelic output where possible. 

As always, though, it’s great to get some 
time off to return to Sgìr' a Bhac and to bring 
the family home to see Granny, Shen and all 
the relatives. There’s no better place to reflect 
on stories told, and others yet to be told, than 
on Coll Beach.

I was always inquisitive—nosy 
some might say—and I've also 
never had a shortage of things 
to say! Add that to the mix of 
politics and local reporting that 
surrounded me growing up, then 
journalism was the obvious career 
choice.

I'm Iain Macinnes, brought 
up in Coll (16A; mac Donnie 
Gazette, ogha de Phàdraig 
Murchadh Moilean). Many 
of the family still stay in the 
area. My mum Cathy and dad 
Donnie still live in Coll, while my 
sister Eilidh and her family live in 
Gress, as did my grandparents on 
my mother's side. I now stay in 
Inverness with my wife Eileen who 
runs a B&B in the town, and our two 
wee girls, Katie who is nearly five 
(the nearly is important at that age) 
and Lexie who will soon be three. 

On leaving school, I studied Gaelic 
at Aberdeen University, where I pur-
sued one of my other loves—music. I 
play the accordion, guitar and piano, 
and have been involved in a number 
of different bands over the years. I 
always knew, though, that I wanted 
to follow a career in the media; I 
think that was sparked by my Dad's 
work in journalism as a reporter 
on the paper which gave him his 
name—the Stornoway Gazette. He 
spent almost half a century with the 
paper, and many people still see him 
and the paper as one and the same 
thing. My grandfather's work in pol-
itics (Padraig Murchadh Moilean) 
alongside my mother's keen interest 
also helped foster an eagerness to 
keep up with current affairs.

After graduating, I began to present 
a number of different Gaelic pro-
grammes covering what you could 
call varied topics, from motoring to 
seafaring, I began to learn the craft! 
I then got a job as a presenter on 
Eòrpa at age 22. This led to some 
of the most exciting and rewarding 
challenges of my career so far in jour-
nalism. We covered the aftermath of 
the Georgian War in 2008—speak-
ing to the families of some of those 
who lost their lives. I visited islands 
and communities like our own from 
Samos in the South Mediterranean, 
to Samsø a renewable powerhouse 
island in Denmark. We met Heads 
of State, from Presidents to Prime 
ministers, but the real key to these 
stories was speaking to real people 
like you and I. It’s funny that even 
all these years on, the real people 
and their stories made much more of 
an impact on me than any politician! 

I then moved to Inverness and took 
on a presenting role across Gaelic 
broadcasting, for TV and radio. This 
included early morning starts to pre-
sent Aithris na Maidne on Radio 

Rising Stars of the BBC
Meet…Iain Macinnes
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To give a year’s subscription (10 issues) to a friend 
(UK only), or for yourself, complete the tear-off slip 
and send it with a cheque payable to LATN or cash 
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Back, Isle of Lewis, HS2 0LQ.

Email: lauragraham_92@hotmail.co.uk

A reminder will be sent 2 months before renewal is due.

International rates on application
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Delivery Address
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
Post Code__________________________________
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NORRIE'S GARAGE
 Cars and Commercial Servicing and Repairs 

 MOT  Tyres 

 Wheel Alignment & Wheel Balancing 

 Large Stock of Truck and Trailer Parts 

TEL: 01851 705398
Email: info@norriesgarage.co.uk

43 BELLS ROAD, STORNOWAY

ISLE OF LEWIS HS1 2RL

GOOD RANGE OF 
TYRES IN STOCK
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Hello, my name is 
Kate Muir, and this is 
a picture of me as a 
Brownie back in the 
70s! 

Since moving back 
here 3 years ago to 
live in my grandpar-

ents’ house at 29 Coll I took over the running of Back 
Brownies from Katherine Stewart, who had previously 
run it for 13 years. When we first moved, I enrolled my 
daughter, Jess, then 7 years old, at Back Brownies as she 
didn’t know anyone in the area and I thought it would be a 
good way for her to meet the local girls and for me to meet 
the other mums, not realising that I would be Brown Owl 
a few months later! 

I hadn’t made an active decision to take over the role, but 
when Katherine had said she was 
looking for help I was at a loose 
end, being between finishing my 
previous job as an neonatal nurse 
in Glasgow and taking on my new 
job as a paediatric nurse in Medical 
1 at the Western Isles Hospital, so I 
thought why not?

Most of us, well those who are female, 
have all been a Brownie at some 
stage in our lives and have ‘fond’ 
memories of campfire songs around 
the toadstool, camping in the rain, hostess badges and 
being in groups called the Ghillie Dhu’s, Pixies, Kelpies, 
Imps, Elves, and Sprites. Everybody wanted to be a Ghillie 
Dhu in the 9th Airyhall Brownies in Aberdeen when I was 
there…they were the cool kids! We all had a copy of The 
Brownie Guide Handbook and the Brownie Guide Badge Book. 
We had to make fairy cakes, peel potatoes, sew a button on 
and keep our shoes polished…How things have changed! 
Now we make cupcakes and learn about online safety, 
but we still play ladders, British Bulldogs and celebrate 
Thinking Day.

The uniforms have changed greatly too, back in my 
day it was a rather unattractive 
brown cotton dress you wore 
over your school skirt, a yellow 
necker and a woolly pom-pom 
hat. Then in 1990 Jeff Banks 
designed a mix-and-match out-
fit of a yellow t-shirt, sweatshirt 
and brown culottes. Now they 
wear yellow t-shirts, hoodies 
and leggings—a much better 
outfit for running around in! 

Back Brownies was started up 
by Joey Macleod back in the 

early 1970s. They met up in Back School and there were 
about 24 girls. In 1974 the girls did a guard of honour at 
Joey’s wedding. In 1978 and 1989 there were other guards 
of honour, at Mary Macdonald’s wedding and then at 
Kathryn Graham’s, respectively. There have been a num-
ber of Brown Owls over the years (apologies if I’ve missed 
anyone out: if I have please get in touch and I can get a 
more accurate archive): Mary Macdonald, Alice Murray, 
Kathryn Graham, Joan Maclean, Ann Macritchie, Catriona 
Maclennan, Donalda Murray, Karen France and, of course, 
Katherine Stewart. There have also been a host of helpers 
that have ensured the Brownies have ran over the years, 
too many to mention, but all incredibly important. I will, 
however, mention our current leaders in training though, 
Emily Currie and Charlie Healey. Without their help Back 
B r o w n i e s 
would not 
be running. 

1st Back Brownies:
We Need Your Help!

In 2010, the Brownies moved into The Hut, where we’ve 
been ever since. We still have around 20 girls between the 
ages of 7 and 10 years. It’s great fun and it allows the girls 
to challenge themselves in a safe space, to try new things 
and to learn about themselves, their community and their 
world. We try to have adventures and get creative, but most 
of all we just have fun.

We desperately need more volunteers to ensure Back 
Brownies continues so that the girls from Tong to Tolsta can 
benefit for another 50 years of this very special girl group. 

We meet up on Monday evenings 6.30–8pm during term time, 
but without further help we cannot con-
tinue to run Back Brownies. If you can 
lend a couple of hours a week, can help 
girls build their confidence, have adven-
tures, learn new skills and have loads of 
fun then please register your interest at 
www.girlguiding.org.uk.

We really do need you.

Kate Muir, Brown Owl, 1st Back 
Brownies 

 Guard of Honour at Joey Macleod's wedding

 The Jeff Banks-era Brownies

Brown Owl Kate with her modern-day Brownies 
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April saw the club put on a special thank you 
reception for all the volunteers, sponsors and 
funders (photo) that help to make the club so 
successful. From coaching the children’s foot-
ball, making cakes for an event, giving gym 
inductions, cutting the grass or fixing the heat-
ing, the list of jobs is never ending and it was 
great to have an opportunity to say a big thank 
you to everyone.

We also had another opportunity to challenge 
the family to some crazy golf. The leader board 
was back and we had some amazing scores. 
The golf will return later in the year, but we 
may need to mix it up a bit with some new 
obstacles for next time: you’re all getting too 
good at it!

The next blocks of keep fit and Boogie Bounce 
classes have all started but drop-ins may be 
available if you missed the first few so do get 
in touch. We also have another 4-week block of 
sewing classes starting on Wednesday 1 May.

Island Archers will be 
running another begin-
ner’s archery course in 
May. The first course was 
fully booked and really 
well received, so if you’re 
interested in learning the 
basics get in touch with 
them through their web-
site www.islandarchers.
org. The course will run 
on Friday evenings for 4 
weeks, starting on 3 May.

Finally, the badminton 
courts will be set up for drop-ins on Thursday evenings on 2, 9, 16 and 23 May. These trial sessions will help us 
to establish interest and the feasibility/demand for a regular badminton club in the future. So if you or your child 
would be interested in a badminton class, club or drop-in session in the future please let us know.

Back Footbal l and Recreation Club - What's on in May? 

Dates for your diary:
Boogie Bounce Mondays or Wednesdays (drop-ins 

may be available, call Alex to book 
07435643491)

Keep Fit                        Tuesdays 7pm or Thursdays 9:30am
Beginner's Bowls Fridays, 1–2.30pm (£1)

Back Art Together 18 May, 10.30am (picture framing)
Book Club 23 May, 7pm

Rainy Day Bike Club Thursdays, 12–3pm (last session for 
the summer will be 23 May)

Island Archers Wednesdays, 7–9pm

NHS Healthy Weighs Wednesday 24 April, 7pm
Archery Course 4-week beginners course starts 3 May

Badminton Thursdays 5-8pm (2-23 May trial)
Sewing Classes Wednesday 1 May, 7-8:30pm, 4-week 

block
If you’d like to find out more about any of the activities 

happening at Back FC and Rec. Club please contact Terri 
on 01851 820745 or visit our website www.backfrc.org.uk

Back A won the Mackay Cup on Saturday 13 
April, beating Western Thistle 1-0 in the final.

L–R: Tyler Gillies, David Anderson, John 
Maciver, Andrew Macleod, Sandy Macdonald, 
Calaen Macdonald, Jamie Macdonald.

Another trophy for
Back U15s
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My Journey from living in Back to 
Becoming a Veterinary Physiotherapist

My journey into both animal care 
and love for island life began when 
I was 6 years old, when my father 
(Clifford) and Mother (Helen) decid-
ed to move me and my three broth-
ers, Danniel, Carl and Luke, to the 
village of Back on the Isle of Lewis.

We were incredibly fortunate as 
children; growing up we were sur-
rounded by a multitude of animals, 
which my brothers and I had the 
responsibility of caring for. The 
need to understand and care for 
animals was born from my parents 
who have both had long established and successful careers with 
horses. 

I still remember the day when my father brought home my first 
pony, which was gifted to us from a great family friend. From that 
first moment, me and Chuckles (my pony) were best friends and 
the start of a lifelong obsession with horses.

Chuckles and I were a regular sight across the village and would 
be found regularly galloping across the wide open beautiful 
unspoilt and unpopulated beaches or swimming in the sea. 
Together we entered every competition we could and joined the 
Western Isles Pony Club, taking part in their rallies and camps. 
Chuckles was my responsibility and to ensure he had the best 
treats and a warm comfy stable, I took a part-time job helping to 
produce the renowned Harris Tweed hats while still attending 
Back school. 

From Back school, I then attended the Nicolson Institute, where 
my passion for animals continued to grow with Chuckles by 
my side and I went on to complete an HNC in Animal care at 
Oatridge Agricultural College. 

Still inspired and in love with horses, my career in the equine 
industry flourished. During my early years in the industry, I have 
had the great pleasure of being the head groom to a world indoor 
and outdoor carriage-driving champion, groom for the Great 
British Carriage Driving Team out in Conty, as well as head groom 
at a top international professional eventing yard.

Never satisfied and my thirst to continually improve my knowl-
edge and provide the best level of attention and care for both 
animals and their owners, my career took a change of direction 
six years ago when the studying commenced.

First, I completed a human sports massage therapy course where 
I learned massage, biomechanics and anatomy. This was the 
gateway course I needed to be accepted on to the ITEC Equine 
Massage Therapy Course run by Mary Bromiley. Learning first 

about the human body has 
been a great step as it also 
meant that I was able to 
provide massage therapy 
to owners and animals. To 
date, I have had the oppor-
tunity of providing therapy 
to elite athletes, including 
GB rowers, GB canoers, GB 
American football players, 
British Forces Personnel and 
triathletes.

My love for the great outdoors significantly grew when I added 
dogs into my adventures. I adopted a beautiful springer span-
iel called Bubbles, who became my first gundog. The pack has 
now grown to five and together we have had some really proud 
achievements, including being a part of the team representing 
Great Britain at the Anglesey country show, winning four open 
working tests with Lola ‘Edgegrove stitch of Cudannsa’, whom I 
have high hopes for this season in field trials, as well as our own 
litter of puppies. 

I then decided to further my career and broaden my expertise. After 
many long nights (and many a gin!) I completed a Post Graduate 
Diploma in Veterinary Physiotherapy at Harper Adams University. 

For me, being awarded this degree has been a real accomplish-
ment and my greatest academic achievement and has meant I 
could follow my passion for having a career in caring for the 
health and welfare of animals as well as their owners. 

In September 2018, Louise Allen Veterinary Physiotherapy was 
born. I can provide veterinary physiotherapy treatments to both 
horses and dogs, as well as sports massage therapy to their owners.

The primary goal of veterinary physiotherapy is to reduce pain, 
improve movement and restore normal muscle control and func-
tion in animals that have musculoskeletal conditions or imbal-
ance, or may be recovering from surgery or veterinary treatment. 
These sessions include a combination of manual therapies, elec-
trotherapies and exercise, and provide a specific rehabilitation 
programme. Veterinary physiotherapy can also be an integral part 
of competition and working animals, minimising the risk of injury 
and optimising performance potential.

I will be visiting Back and the island again soon and it would be a 
great pleasure to catch up with you all and provide physiotherapy 
to all those beloved animals.

Please use the details below to book an appointment. 
Louise Allen

Veterinary Physiotherapist, 
MNAVP, MAHPR
07790029944
louise@vetphysio.net
www.vetphysio.net

My Journey by Louise A l len

 Louise and spaniels

Client's dog receiving veterinary 
 physiotherapy treatment
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Sgoil a’ Bhac
EP5/6 Visit to Dun Eisdean

Before breaking up for the Easter holidays, EP5/6 visited Dun 
Eisdean. As well as interacting with the residents, our clarinet 
player Cara, along with the fiddlers in the class (Abbey, 
Cerys, Jess, Maree and Victoria), entertained them with 
some tunes, while our Highland dancer Emily performed 
some of her dance routines. Thank you to the staff of 
Dun Eisdean for providing juice, cake and Easter eggs!

Sumdog Competition

EP5/6 received a class certificate for being the 21 
March daily winners of the most recent Western 
Isles ‘Sumdog’ competition. At the end of the 
week-long contest in which they 
had to answer 1000 maths 
questions each, they 
finished in second 
place overall.

Fishing Trip

Chaidh Clas G1-2 
air turas iasgach 
a-null gu Loch 
Sandabhat air na 
Lochan. Dh’ionnsaich 
sinn sgillean iasgach bho 
James Anderson agus ghlac 
sinn breac. Nuair a thill sinn dhan sgoil bhruich 
sinn e agus dh’fheuch a h-uile duine pìos beag dheth. Abair là 
sgoinneil! Taing mhòr gu James, Carol Macdonald agus Malcolm 
Macphail airson tighinn còmhla rinn airson ar cuideachadh.

 Fishing trip

 Sumdog Certificate

 EP5-6 with Dun Eisdean 
staff

Roving Reporters

Katie, Lucy, Ajay, Katlynn, Aaron, Chloe, Robyn, 
Isla, Emma, Layla and Ruby have all contrib-
uted to this month’s issue.

Castle Trip

GM1-3 and P1/2 thoroughly enjoyed a fun 
day out in Lews Castle Grounds. They took 
part in workshops at Museum nan Eilean and 
learnt about the work being done around the 
castle, as part of a project with Breedon Hebrides. 
Thank you to all involved. Lylya has written about her 
exciting day:

Turas dhan a chaisteal

Air Dimairt chaidh sinn air turas sgoile dhan a Ghearradh 
Chruaidh le clas Mrs Cheesman. An toiseach chaidh sinn 
air a bhus. Nuair a ràinig sinn a chaisteal chaidh sinn 
a-steach dhan a bhuth-obrach le Mgr Macleoid agus rinn 
sinn tòrr actibhitaidhean. An uair sin chaidh sinn uile 
a-mach a dh’fhaicinn an obair a bha Breedon a dèanamh 

timicheall a chaisteal. Chaidh 
sinn a’ sireadh uighean teòclaid 

na Caisge cuideachd. Chunnaic mi 
tòrr rudan inntinneach mar craobhan 

agus dealan-dè. Bha digearan ag obair cruaidh.

An uair sin chaidh sinn cuairt le Miss Munro agus Miss 
Maciver. Chaidh sinn timicheall a Ghearradh Chruaidh 
agus chaidh sinn dhan a chidhe. An uair sin chaidh sinn 
air a bhus air ais dhan an sgoil. ‘S e am pàirt a fhearr leam 
nuair a bha sinn a’ sireadh na uighean teòclaid, ium! 

Le Lylya, GM 3

 Look what we found in 
the Castle Grounds!

Tong School
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Leanne Fund Presentation 
A rainbow dressing up day 
raised an amazing £102.70 
for The Leanne Fund char-
ity. We were delighted to 
present the very large 
cheque to Mrs Mitchell 
who leads this very 
worthwhile charity. 

School Improvements
We wish to say a big thank you to Scott Murray (for-
mer pupil of the school) for fixing our much-loved 
playhouse. Scott spotted that the playhouse was in 
need of repair and offered to fix this for the pupils. We 
are grateful to Scott for taking the time to do this on 
the first day of his Easter holiday from school.

Our boat is becoming more ‘ship shape’ by the 
day. Pupils and staff returned to school after the 
Easter break to discover the boat had been painted 
bright blue and sunny yellow. Thank you to Home 
Improvement Centre for supplying the paint and 
to Western Isles Insulation and Construction WIIC 
for supplying the materials. Thank you also to our 
kind volunteers who painted the boat as this was a 
brilliant surprise. 

Orienteering 
On 20 March, P7 went to an orienteering event with 
all the other P7s from the different schools on the 
island. The children participated in lots of fun activi-
ties to develop orienteering skills. As the groups 
were made up of children from different schools, 
this was a good opportunity to make new friends. 

Growing up in Africa
As part of their project about Africa, P2,3,4 wel-
comed Cailean’s dad into class one afternoon. Mr 
Smit grew up in South Africa 
and told the class about his 
childhood experiences. The 
children were fascinated and 
asked lots of questions. The 
pupils are grateful to Mr Smit 
for giving of his time. 

Easter Service
Our Easter service was held in Tong Mission 

House on 27 March. Reverend Ewan 
Matheson led the service. Some pupils 

shared their work and we saw bright and 
colourful Easter art work and we heard 
interesting Easter poems. Cailean’s poem 
is included below:

Easter
Jesus Christ rose today

Let’s stop and pray
And now I will dance and sway!

Look that way,
I think He is going to stay.

Everybody come and sing
Today I can hear the bells ring.

A time to forgive.
A time to give.
A time to care.
A time to share.
A time to treasure.
A time to be fair.

A time for peace to be put on the world.
A time for enemies to be friends.
A time for love for those who can’t love.
A time for the world to rest.

Blackhouse Visit
P2,3,4 set off on a wet and windy day to explore the Gearrannan 
Blackhouse village and the Arnol Blackhouse. This brought 
their project about island life in the past to life. The pupils 
would like to thank staff at both venues for their hospitality and 
for sharing their knowledge. Thank you also to Miss Maciver, 
Mrs Condy and Mrs Mackay for coming along to help. 

Ready for orienteering 

Cailean's dad speaking about 
growing up in Africa 

Thumbs up for the new boat! 

 Fun at the Castle
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Towards the end of February, I received a very interesting email 
from writer Nicolas Turon, who wanted to tell us about a theatre 
show in France he is currently touring with. During his visit to 
Back last year, Nicolas picked up a Back FC tracksuit top, which 
he now wears in the show as a costume! All of France now knows 
about Back FC and the Outer Hebrides. Intrigued to know more, 
I enlisted the help of Louise Reeves (how handy it is to have 
a French speaker on our committee!) and together we pieced 
together the story, with the help of Nicolas and also Barbara and 
Boyd Mackenzie, who met Nicolas when he stayed at their self-
catering accommodation, Pabbay House, last summer. 

We sent Nicolas a few questions to answer, which we’ve pieced 
together, and here is the story.

My musician Fabrice Bez and I are great readers of 
English-language novels and we like to create our own 
stories to make theatre shows that we play everywhere 
in the world, in theatres or on the street. This is our job. 
As a writer, I love travelling to find inspiration and write. 
I have been to Edinburgh five times, and it’s one of my 
favourite cities. For me, Scotland is a land of writers of 
mystery. Robert Louis Stevenson, Arthur Conan-Doyle, 
and so on.

When we discovered Peter May’s Scottish trilogy, in par-
ticular The Lewis Man, we immediately wanted to inves-
tigate the history of the ‘homers’, because childhood and 
its difficulties is a theme that is very important to us and 
close to our hearts. So, I wrote a text called ‘Fantôme’ 
(Ghost), which tells the story of a deported homer in the 
Hebrides. His new family calls him ‘Boy’ rather than giv-
ing him a proper name. At 10 years of age he has to start 
his life over again, that is why he is a ghost. As he says: 
‘To be a ghost like me, there is no need to be dead, to be 
a ghost you have to be born many times’.

Fabrice composed accordion songs on this theme and 
we ended up deciding to come to Lewis to create and 
rehearse the show. To meet the ‘ghosts’. 

We visited Lewis in September 2017: Stornoway, Back, 
Port of Ness. We had a big week! Our hosts, Boyd and 
Barbara Mackenzie, guided us to the ‘must-sees’. We 
visited the black houses on the west side and I think the 

Traigh Mhòr is one of the most beautiful things I’ve seen 
in my life. We also have the memory of a sublime coffee 
cake in the small café at Port of Ness. 

In the story, the boy who arrives in Stornoway and who 
is not given a name (Ghost) becomes a supporter of the 
local football club because the players have their name 
written on the back of their jersey. So I invented an imagi-
nary football club well before our trip to the island and 
called it ‘Ghost Football Club’. On our way to stay in our 
self-catering accommodation, Pabbay House, we pass the 
Back Football Club. In French, this would mean the club 
of ‘revenants’, which means ghost! What a coincidence! 
We had to stop. 

As we entered the club, I saw an order form for a jacket. 
So, without meeting anyone, I left money and the form in 
the mailbox requesting that the jacket be customised with 
three letters…spelling, of course, BOY.

A few weeks later, in France, the jacket of my character, 
arrived. I now wear it on stage as a costume when I play 
in the theatre or on the field when I’m playing football! 
The jacket is the same colour as that of our décor and the 
club I had imagined. There’s a lot of coincidences…

We have now played the show 16 times in eastern France. 

Ghost Footbal l Club

Listening intently 

 Training in Back FC tracksuits

Creative writing in Back FC colours 
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In the coming year we will perform 
it a lot more in France (Alsace), in 
Switzerland and in Belgium. We 
will carry with us the story of BOY, 
the Hebridean homers, and all these 
encounters and coincidences with 
the Isle of Lewis. On 1 May we will 
be playing in my own little French 
village of Dornot, where there is 
an incredible band of whisky fans 
(Islay, of course!).

While we didn’t get to meet 
too many people when we vis-
ited because we were working so 
much on writing the show, we are 
keeping in touch with Boyd and 
Barbara, and I really want to come 
back again as soon as possible 
to show this magic corner of the 
world to my wife and son, and all 
those who believe that coincidences are the best way to 
build good stories. 

Every time we play our show, we are with you and I keep 
an eye on the Back FC results via their Facebook page! 

Kind regards
Nicolas Turon

Well, isn’t that a different and interesting story for LATN? 
You can check out the show’s website for more informa-
tion here: http://www.compagniedeso.com/spectacle/29/
fantome-dark-side You can see Nicolas speaking about 
the show and hear some of Fabrice’s music. The more 
eagle-eyed among you might even spot a local or two 
having a party…I shall say no more…but try looking at 
video 3, around 6 minutes and 10 seconds in...!

Nicolas is a comedian and is the 
writer/director of the Compagnie 
des O, a theatre group that organi-
cally creates pieces. There is a lot 
of involvement of young people 
in workshop-type settings. He is 
very interesting to listen to about 
getting youngsters into theatre and 
engaging them.

If, like Louise and me, you haven’t 
heard of the Hebridean homers, 
which confused us a bit when 
we were trying to piece together 
the story, in summary they were 
children from broken homes in 
Glasgow who were relocated to 
foster families in the Hebrides. Few 

people have heard of them, yet the practice continued up 
until the 1970s. The practice was backed by the Catholic 
Church, so many of the children were sent to South 
Uist. The foster parents were paid a little by Glasgow 
City Council for the upkeep of the children and once 
the money stopped many of the ‘homers’ returned to 
Glasgow; however, a few did stay in the Hebrides to 
make a life for themselves. It took me quite a bit of dig-
ging online to find out anything of use, and could only 
really find two useful articles on the topic, one published 
in the Scotsman in October 2002 and the other in the 
Herald from February 1996. I feel this is something worth 
more attention so if you have a related story please do 
get in touch. 

The Editor, with the help of Louise Reeves

 Press coverage of Nicolas' play

In April 2019 a con-
tingent from Back 
FC travelled to Ross 
County FC to enjoy 
some hospitality and 
watch a match at 
Victoria Park.

Back FC Ross County Trip

L–R: (Back) Donald (Dano) 
Macdonald, Iain Maclennan, 
Duncan (Suggan) Maclean, 
Kenny Maciver, (front) Alex 
J. (Moley) Macleod, Alasdair 
(Red) Mackenzie, D.A. 
Macleod, Roddy Beaton, D.A. 
(Cab) Stewart.
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My name is Ian (mac Seonag Iain Doo) and I am origi-
nally from 43 Back. When I was asked if I wanted to 
send in a Letter from Afar, I couldn’t help but think 
about my mother’s late uncle Sammy Doo. Some 
of your readers will remember Sammy as a man 
who called a spade a spade and thought political 
correctness was how the local MP should do his 
job so please excuse the following, but it made me 
chuckle. When I first moved over to Dubai Sammy 
would quite often ask my parents ‘A bheil naidheachd 
sam bith ann bho na h-Arabach?’ Is there any news 
from the Arab? So here goes.

I left the island to go to college like so many of my 
class and unfortunately only seem to get back for 
holidays and ‘duty calls’. In that time, I studied in 
Aberdeen, and then lived in and around Oxford for 
8 years, from 1997 to 2005. Since 2005 I have been 
living and working in Dubai in the United Arab 
Emirates except for a year’s stint in Singapore.

At the present moment I am living in Dubai with my 
wife Hannah. Hannah is from Chipping Campden 
in the Cotswolds, which is a lovely part of the 
world, and where every Scot you seem to meet on 
your travels knows the words to the Proclaimers’ 
song ‘I would walk 500 miles’ (more about that 
later) them from the Cotswolds know the words 
from The Wurzels’ ‘The Combine Harvester’. I 
learnt this when her family were visiting, and we 
had a day out in Abu Dhabi. On the drive back I 
was outvoted 4-1 and had to listen to The Wurzels’ 
Greatest Hits. Who would have known they had a 
full album!

Back to the Proclaimers, who get an honourable 
mention as not only have I have seen them play in 
Stornoway Hall and in a club in Dubai, but they 

were also the first song at our wedding in Dubai. Hannah and 
I met in Dubai while working at the same company and got 
married in 2010 on the beach under the Burj Al Arab, a famous 
Dubai landmark.

I am currently working as a Project Manager, lucky enough 
to work on some exciting projects at the moment, including 
a zipline, a new mountain bike trail and new headquarters 
for skydivers in Dubai. While in Dubai I have mainly worked 
on fitting out and building new restraints and shops. Early 
on while working here I was working on a Starbucks store at 
Dubai Airport and on my first visit to the site I was escorted by 
several different people (way more than normal when one guy 
directs you). On arriving at what they thought was the site I 
had to tell them we were at the wrong location. The escorts 
became very confused saying you are Mr McDonald, and this 
will be where you build a McDonalds. After some explaining 
I was pointed in the direction of the Starbucks and received no 
more special treatment!

Hannah is currently working part time as Business 
Development Manager for a marketing company while also 
studying for an MBA. Hard for a Lewis man to admit he is not 
the smartest in the household. Hannah has been in Dubai for a 
year less than me and we were in Singapore together. During 
our time we have seen a lot of changes in Dubai as the city has 
grown massively. Apart from visits from my family, Hannah’s 
mum is a regular visitor to Dubai as she can’t get enough of 
the sun.

In Dubai we live in an area called Motor City, which is not a 
city but more of an area or neighbourhood. This was very con-
fusing when I first arrived as the place seemed to be full of cit-
ies: Healthcare City, Media City, Studio City and a Knowledge 
Village. None of these are cities or villages, but areas that focus 
or specialize in a specific industry and in Motor City they have 
race track which is normally quiet but can be really noisy 
when they have a race.

Living in Dubai has been interesting and eventful. From 
meeting my wife and getting married here to having the 

Letter from Afar......

Ian and Hannah at their wedding under the Burj Al Arab 

 Seonag Doo going native at Toraidhean Abu Dhabi
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opportunity not only to work in the UAE, but also visit-
ing and working in the neighbouring Arabic countries. 
Dubai and the region it is fair to say is a place of con-
tradictions. Only somewhere between 15% and 20% of 
the population are local, with the rest being made up of 
expatriates from all over the globe—the largest expatriate 
communities being from India and other Asian countries. 
This makes for a colourful melting pot of cultures. Islam 
is the official religion. Islamic holidays and holy days are 

1. A very happy-looking Duke the 
billy goat. Duke lives with Karis, the 
beautician at Serenity, and her family.

2. Twelve-week-old Rupert the 
pug lives in Tong with Isobel Ann 
Macdonald and 
family.

3. Calley the Collie. 
She loves water 
and especially the 
power hose! She’s 
originally from Uig, 
Isle of Skye and 
moved here 2 years 
ago with her owner 
John Nicolson.

4. Here is Winnie, 
Maisie's new 
cockapoo puppy 
at 12 weeks old! 
Winne lives at 
Whitewater, Back

1. 2.

4.

observed, with Ramadan especially eye opening. During 
the month of Ramadan, when Muslims are fasting, no 
eating is allowed in public between sunrise and sunset, 
although non-Muslims are allowed to eat in private. 
Other religions are welcomed, with churches from sev-
eral Christian denominations along with a Sikh Temple 
and Buddhist meeting place. The observance of tradi-
tional culture is something the local government is keen 
on but at times it seems at odds with the modern city-
scape of the world’s tallest building, manmade islands 
and indoor ski slopes. It doesn’t matter how many times 
we take visitors to see these attractions, it will never beat 
walking down Ma’s croft to the beach and looking out 
over Broad Bay: that’s special and money can’t buy that 
(unlike a giant indoor refrigerator!).

It is great, though, when we have visitors and we do 
have a laugh. Like when we visited a mosque down 
in Abu Dhabi when Seonag went all local or took Alex 
John back to where RAF Sharjah used to be, and he 
reminisced about the days when we has more like Tom 
Cruise.  

With that I will sign off but if anyone is ever passing 
through and are looking for a friendly tourist guide or 
just somewhere to put their feet up and have a cup of tea 
or maybe something a bit stronger feel free to drop by. 
Seonag has all the details.

Ian McDonald

 Alex John doing his best impression of Maverick in Top Gun

3.
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MURDO MACKAY PLANT HIRE

Access Roads, Site Clearances, 
Foundations, Drainage,

Landscaping Etc…

22 Coll, Back, Isle of Lewis

Tel: 01851820687

Mob: 07733067524
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22 Francis Street
Stornoway

Isle of Lewis
HS1 2NB

RMk
tel: 01851 704949
www.rmkgroup.co.uk

● Insurance Brokers

● Business & Personal

● Excellent Service
A D V I C E
YOU CAN
T R U S T

Storm Gareth 

Storm Gareth was the lat-
est named storm to bring 
strong winds and rain to 
the UK. It was the sev-
enth named storm of the 
2018/19 season. It hit the 
UK and Ireland on 12/13 
March. In the Western Isles 
71 mph was recorded at 
South Uist range and 64 
mph at Benbecula. Now 
that we are into spring/
summer the chance of a 
storm is low; however, 
last summer storm Hector 
occurred on 13 June, bringing winds in excess of 80 
mph to parts of Scotland. 

Stats 

March was a mixed month. Unsettled at times with fur-
ther spells of wintry showers. The worst of the storms 
missed us. April across the Western Isles has started 
off on a settled note. High pressure across Scandinavia 
is stretching across Scotland and has kept conditions 
very settled.  When the winds come from the east and 
south-east we tend to get the best of the weather here in 
the Western Isles. This was borne out on 5 April when 
Stornoway was the sunniest place in the entire UK with 
12.2 hours of sunshine. 

Storm Chasing 

Next Month I return to Tornado Alley in the USA to 
chase storms. This will be my fifth time chasing storms 
and I will hopefully be adding to the 13 tornadoes 
that I have already seen. My first trip was in 2011 and 
I witnessed zero tornadoes. We had storms to chase 
almost every day but it was a very quiet period at the 
start of May after a stormy April. Chasing storms and 
Mother Nature can be very unpredictable. I returned 
undeterred in 2012 and witnessed eight tornadoes, 

including seven on the 
same night outside the 
town of La Crosse, Kansas. 
My next trip was in 2014 
and I saw three tornadoes. 
2017 and 2018 proved to 
be very quiet years for tor-
nado activity in the USA. 

I first become fascinated 
by chasing tornadoes way 
back in 1996 at 8 years old 
when watching my gran’s 
VHS copy of the film 
Twister. I have watched the 
film so many times since 

then and had to buy replacements of the VHS copy as 
it got so warn out. In 2008 I found a UK-based weather 
forum called Netweather. On Netweather they headed 
out to the USA every year chasing tornadoes. The tours 
usually involve three cars and we have about 12 people 
in total on the tour. The trips are led by experienced 
storm chaser Paul Botten, who has seen almost 200 
tornadoes in his 12 years of chasing storms. 

I often get asked why I go chasing storms in the USA 
when we get bad weather here. Nothing in the UK 
compares to the thunderstorms they get in the USA. 
They are huge and can be seen for miles around. It is 
not just the tornadoes that make storm chasing fun, 
it’s getting to experience all the other kinds of weather. 
When I went in 2017 we experienced being chased by a 
storm in Colorado that had 3 inch hail which damaged 
two of the three cars that we were storm chasing in. It’s 
also great fun meeting likeminded people who enjoy 
the weather and storm chasing. In my previous trips I 
have had the fortune of visiting eight different states: 
Kansas, Colorado, Texas, Oklahoma, South Dakota, 
New Mexico, Missouri and Nebraska. 

I will return with the next instalment of Weather Watch 
in the July/August issue. Hopefully the weather stays 
settled for May, as May in Lewis is traditionally the dri-
est and sunniest month of the year. 

Weather Watch
with Richard Cooke 
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Macrae’s Garage
Back

Garden machinery and small plant hire

available now 

Rotovator and Scarifier

Mowers and Strimmers

Cement mixer

Pressure Washer

Hedge Trimmer etc etc

Enquiries : 01851 820 976
Mobile:      07899 011 559

“Serving the crofters of  Lewis 
and Harris since 1958”

Agricultural Merchants and 
Suppliers Of:

UFAS Approved Animal Health

Fencing
Fertiliser

Seeds
Gardening
Households
Hardware

Plus much more…
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By Jack Renfrew

For the Salad:

- 1 chicken breast 
(tofu for veggie/
vegan) 

- 1 nest of noodles 

- A selection of 
vegetables (let-
tuce, peppers, carrots, 
sweetcorn, etc.); alternatively, use half a pre-made salad 
bowl 

- 1 handful grated cheese 

- 1 tsp olive oil 

- 1 garlic clove 

- 1/2 red onion 

For the Sauce:

- 1 tbsp sweet chilli sauce 
- 1/2 tbsp soy sauce 
- 1/2 tbsp honey 
- 1/2 lime 

Method 

1. Re-hydrate the noodles in boiling water.

2. Place oil in a hot pan, then dice the onion and slice 
the garlic thinly. Add the onion and garlic to the hot oil. 
Season with salt and pepper and sweat the onion for a 
couple minutes. 

3. Slice the chicken thinly and add to the pan. The thinner 
you cut it, the quicker it cooks, and crispier the outside 
becomes. 

To make the sauce: 

Add the ingredients to a small bowl or cup and mix it all 
together—simple! 

FOR SERVING HOT: drain the noodles, and add them to the 
chicken along with the sauce. Plate the salad separate to the 
chicken noodles, sprinkle the cheese on the top and serve. 

FOR SERVING COLD: once the chicken and noodles have 
cooled, toss up the noodles, chicken and salad in a bowl. 
Microwave the sauce for 30s and dress the meal with the 
sauce and cheese. 

FOR SERVING AS A PACKED LUNCH: place everything 
in one plastic tub and give it a very good shake so it mixes 
well. Place in the fridge so it keeps overnight for lunch the 
next day.

Oisean a' Chòcaire

Roastin' Toastin' Spicy Chicken 
Salad
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MACLEOD & MACLEOD - BUTCHERS
17 CHURCH STREET, STORNOWAY

TELEPHONE: 01851 70 3384
45 WESTVIEW TERR. SHOP TEL: 01851 70 5242

QUALITY PRODUCTS
FROM A BUTCHER

OF QUALITY

MACLEOD & MACLEOD'S
ORIGINAL

STORNOWAY BLACK PUDDING

Independent Financial 
Advisers

Donald Martin

Succession Wealth,
based within CIB,

63 Kenneth Street, Stornoway. 
HS1 2DS.

(t) 01851 701212
(m) 0784 679 6866

(e) donald.martin@succession-
wealth.co.uk

W E A L T H
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Murdo Maciver  
(Murchadh Bodach) 36 

Upper Coll and Dolan 
Maclean 39 Upper Coll 

directing operations 
during renovations at 

38 in 1980 

Morag Mhurdo, 
Ciorstag Mhurdo, 
Marion Mhurdo, 

Katag Mhurdo 
(Gress, July 1966) 



 L–R: Margaret 
Stewart, 19 
Upper Coll and 
Anna Macleod, 
Stornoway and now 
of 10c Upper Coll. 

L–R:  Jessie Mary  
Graham (Ross) 40 
Upper Coll, Etta Murray 
(Macleod) 38 Upper Coll, 
Ruby Ross and Donald 
John Graham 40 Upper 
Coll taken during the Ross 
family's annual visit from 
Inverness in 1957.

 Cairistiona Macleod and her brother Donald (Noah) 
of 55 Coll about 1956. With them are their niece Annie 
Macleod and their grandniece, Anna Macleod, daughter of 
Norman Macleod (Mec), who was Annie’s brother. Norman 
may be remembered by anglers for his book Trout Fishing 
in Lewis and Anna now lives in Upper Coll and is a past 
editor of this magazine. It is interesting to note that Noah’s 
home at 55 Coll is now called The Ark!

 Bean Thuigs and Tuigs (am Poileagan)
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The Late Mr Donald Graham
We regret to record the death of Mr Donald Graham, 45 Coll, which 
occurred on the 21st April. The deceased who was aged 74 years, 
had been in indifferent health for some time. Mr Graham, who was 
of a quiet and kind disposition, is the last of a well known family 
to pass away. His removal by death will be much felt in the neigh-
bourhood, particularly by those in need of assistance. The stranger 
was always welcome in his home, and at communion seasons hos-
pitality was extended to the Lord’s people. His wife pre-deceased 
him over forty years ago. During the last few days of his illness 
he was tenderly nursed by his two sorrowing daughters. Catherine 
and Mrs Mary Graham, 39 Upper Coll. To them and Miss Christina 
Graham, a grand-daughter on service in Kingussie, we extend our 
sympathy.

County Council Election
Quite a number of the electors in the Back district turned out to 
vote in the County Council election last week. Mr Alan Cameron, 
North Tolsta was returned with 325 votes, a majority of 118 votes 
over Mr Donald Maclean, Edgemoor Cottage, Tong, the sitting 
member. The protection of inshore fisheries, of which Mr Cameron 
is a stalwart supporter, seems to have been one of the issues which 
swayed the result in his favour, and we hope that Mr Cameron’s 
efforts will reap a beneficial reward in that and other directions.

To Mr Maclean, for his assiduous efforts for the betterment of the 
district during his years on the Council, the thanks of the commu-
nity are due. He did his task quietly and efficiently.

Calling All Weavers
“As a member of the Harris Tweed Crofters and Weavers Association 
I went to a meeting that was held in the Back Hall last Thursday, 
and it was disappointing to see how few turned up - approximately 
twelve out of well over one hundred members” writes a member, 
adding that the meeting had been well advertised in local shops.

“This association was formed approximately two years ago, and 
members paid the 5/- fee, but seemingly because little or nothing 
has been heard of it since, weavers have lost interest in it. But, 
lady and gentlemen weavers, “Rome was not built in a day.” I am 
not forecasting what this association is going to do for us, but it 
cannot carry on without fees rolling in, so roll along fellow weav-
ers and give it your support. Then we’ll be ready for whatever the 
future holds. I am not a delegate or a prospective delegate, but I 
would like to see something coming out of this organisation, and 
without the weavers’ support it cannot carry on. So even if you do 
not weave at present, think of the future. You never can tell what 
it holds for us.”

Back in Time May 1949

As I write this article, the inter-genera-
tional potato planting ‘ happenings’ at 
Gress and Upper Coll, on Saturday 13 
April, are uppermost in our minds. The 
children of Upper Coll and Gress and 
their families, descendants and benefi-
ciaries of the men who took part in the 
struggle for land, gathered to commem-
orate the efforts of the men whose efforts 
led to the setting up of these villages.

One hundred years ago the founding 
members of Upper Coll and Gress gath-
ered in peaceful protest and planted 
potatoes to mark the land of these villag-
es as their own. One hundred years later, 
the children of the two villages planted 
their potatoes and we look forward to 
the fruits of the harvest. We hope that 
the potatoes will be tasted at events in 
both villages later. We also hope that for 
the young people this event makes the 
story of the history of their villages a bit 
more real. The fantastic images taken on 
a glorious spring day tell their own story 
(see pp. 4 and 31). 

After the efforts planting, hot drinks 
and home baking were served in The 
Community Hut in Back. The goodies 
included innovative ‘worm and potato’ 
crispie cakes! 

CeBac would like to thank all those who 
helped organise the planting in Gress 
and Upper Coll, Donald Macleod (Am 

Burd) and his tractor in Gress, and Colin 
and Kenny who dug the ground in 
Upper Coll. We would also like to thank 
the community for continued support 
and enthusiasm, as we celebrate and 
record the heritage of our district. 

April has indeed been a busy month. On 
5 April a good crowd heard Dr Aonghas 
MacCoinnich’s fascinating lecture on 
The Fife Adventurers. If you missed the 
talk, it can be viewed on our YouTube 
channel. The lecture was in Gaelic with 
simultaneous translation provided once 
more by Coinneach Smith. It is hoped 
that the translation will appear soon, but 
due to technical difficulties, it may not 
be in its entirety.   

Also added to our YouTube channel this 
month is an audio-only interview record-
ed with Donald Morrison (Dòmhnall 
Thuigs) by the old Comunn Eachdraidh. 
We are indebted to Catherine Kernahan, 
Donald’s daughter, for giving us the 
tape. The videos waiting to be digitised 
are growing, if you have any interesting 
film or recordings, please get in touch. 
Likewise, if you have anything you think 
might be of interest, please let us know.

Six members of the committee attend-
ed a fascinating training evening with 
Seonaid Macdonald the archivist at 
Tasglann na Eilean, and Caroline Brick 
of Hebrides Connections. We learned 

a lot and look 
forward to the 
day when we 
have a permanent 
base where archives can be stored.

Our next scheduled talk is on Friday 13 
September, when Malcolm Macdonald, 
author of The Darkest Dawn, the com-
prehensive book he co-wrote with the 
late Donald John Macleod, on the Iolaire 
disaster, will be our guest. Get the date 
in your diaries! 

Please encourage your friends and fam-
ily, at home or away, to support us by 
becoming CeBac members. If you feel 
you can help in any way, please get in 
touch. 

Mòran taing dhan a h-uile duine agai-
bh airson taic a chumail rinn a Chomann 
Eachdraidh!

Anna Tucker

Comann Eachdraidh Sgìre a’ Bhac
1 School Road
Back
HS2 0JY

Email: info@cebac.org
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/
ComannEBac/
Twitter: @CEBac_org
Website: www.cebac.org

Comann Eachdraidh Sgìre a’ Bhac – Back Historical 
Society Update
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I moved to Lewis three years ago with my husband Colin and we have been 
building a house and studio in Vatisker. It has been quite a learning curve as we 
have never built a house before, although Colin has previously renovated sev-
eral houses and is very practical. We used local builders, electricians, plumb-
ers, etc., and both of us pitched in, doing much of the work ourselves. We chose 
to live in Vatisker as it offered a beautiful setting, local facilities and was not 
too far from Stornoway, where our eldest daughter lives.

The result is a comfortable home with stunning views across Broad Bay and 
a lot of new friends.

We have three children, all grown up with their own families. We have five 
grandsons to date and another on the way!

Why did we move to Lewis? You may well ask. Our first visit was a bit of a 
disaster. It rained every day, we discovered too late that shops are not open on 
Sundays and our daughter was working away. We toured the island wrapped 
in waterproofs in mid-summer and managed to spot an eagle or two, some 
otters and a lot of sheep. In the ten years since that first visit, we returned 
several times each year and gradually fell in love with the island and the way 
of life.

Both of us worked as teachers in Herefordshire—I was a primary head teacher and Colin taught theatre studies in a 
sixth-form college. When retirement loomed, we decided to swap the rolling green hills and valleys, the apple orchards, 
Herefordshire cattle, sheep and Welsh mountains for big skies, sea views, more sheep and island living.

I have drawn and painted since I was young. Alongside working as a speech and language therapist and special needs 
teacher, I studied theatre design, fine art and, more recently, printmaking. I have successfully exhibited my work in 
galleries in the Midlands and in Scotland and my cards, based on my artwork, sell in art centres and galleries all over 
the country.

Having a studio/workshop is a wonderful luxury and beats working in the back bedroom or on the dining room table. 
I am now able to spend time creating new prints inspired by the landscape here on Lewis and Harris.

I work mainly as a collagraph printmaker, creating rich, textural prints that are evocative of the local coast and moor-
land. The view from my studio is very inspiring and changes all the time.

Collagraph is a very versatile print medium and was introduced relatively recently by the American artist Glen Alps. 
It is essentially a print made from a collage and it relies on the textures of the materials used. I use a variety of found 
materials to build a complex printing plate—sand, scrap papers and card, lichen, leaves, fabric, discarded wrapping, 
string, etc. The plate is then sealed with shellac to make it more durable and left to dry for several days. Oil-based 
printing ink is applied to the plate, working it into the surface and then carefully wiping away excess ink. This can be a 

time-consuming process as different colours are added and blended and then 
wiped again. The plate is then printed using a high-pressure etching press and 
dampened paper. Each print is slightly different as the colours vary, as does 
the intensity of the inks. The printing plate is relatively fragile so it will only 
last for a few prints as the damp paper and the pressure of the press destroy it.

I sell my cards at An Lanntair and will be exhibiting my work at Morven 
Gallery again this year. 

I teach a variety of printmaking classes at An Lanntair, including monoprint-
ing, linoprinting, drypoint etching and collagraph printing. I have also deliv-
ered art workshops at Back Football and Recreation Club, Scalpay Community 
Centre and at the hospital in Stornoway. I worked with local children to create 
a float for the Stornoway Carnival last year—a big whale wallowing in single-
use plastic which Colin constructed in the living room of the new house!

Visitors to the studio in Vatisker are very welcome. I love to show my work 
and how it is made.

My website is:  gillthompsonartistprintmaker.com
Gill Thompson

Artist in Residence: Gill Thompson
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Alasdair Allan MSP
Constituency Office

20 Kenneth Street
Stornoway

Isle of Lewis
HS1 2DR

Tel 01851 70 0357
Fax 01851 70 1767

Angus B MacNeil MP

Available for surgeries
All enquiries welcome

Constituency Office
31 Bayhead Street

Stornoway
Isle of Lewis

HS1 2DU

Tel 01851 702272

E-Mail. angus.macneil.mp@parliament.uk
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As a merchant seaman I am lucky to have the opportunity to 
work in places I would never get to see otherwise. So far, I 
have visited 22 countries in my still-blossoming career. When 
I got the opportunity to work a trip for The British Antarctic 
Survey (BAS) I didn't need to think twice. This trip was to 
work onboard BAS's icebreaking supply ship RRS Ernest 
Shackleton, named after the famous British polar explorer. 

I joined the vessel in Stanley, Falkland Islands, after a 19.5-
hour RAF flight leaving from Brize Norton air base in 
England. Upon joining the vessel I was quickly greeted by a 
familiar voice: Stewart Smith of North Tolsta, who showed 
me the ropes. The cook on board was also an islander: Rab 
Shields from Stornoway. Rumour has it that no matter where 
you are on Earth, you are never more than 75 miles away from 
a Leodhasach! The main objective of the ship, along with the Royal Navy's HMS Protector, was to bring supplies down 
to Antarctica to assist with the building of a base that is going to be used to study the effects of global warming on 
Thwaites Glacier. It is a joint UK/US project. We were moored onto the ice glacier for over 3 weeks discharging our 
cargo and assisting the Royal Navy with their cargo operations. Some more notable events during the trip were hav-
ing Christmas day stuck in the ice near an iceberg the size of a mountain; bringing in the New Year at midnight in 
broad daylight; breaking the sea ice for a container ship making its way to Antarctica; finding an unchartered rock the 
hard way; becoming temporarily marooned on an island while our landing craft beached as the tide turned, leaving 
us high and dry for the next 12 hours; visiting a live volcano inhabited by hundreds of penguins; and meeting the 
scientists and workers of the various Antarctic bases. The photos on p. 29 show some of my highlights. 

Robert Matheson (17 Back)

Me (furthest left), Rab Shields and Stewart Smith  
taking in the bells

Trip to Antarctica

A quartet of babies was recently baptised at Back Free 
Church.

L–R: Murdo and Mairi Campbell with Evelyn; James 
and Iona Morrison with Hamish Iain; Andrew and 
Laura Burns with Kaitlin; and Brian James and Catherine 
France with Samuel James.

Back 
Free 
Church 
Baptisms

Back Community 
Council
AGM

Tuesday 21 May
7pm

All welcome
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Stewart meeting the 
penguins emerging 
from the sea at 
 Deception Island

Antarctica

 Monster iceberg
 Drone photo of the crew on Christmas day in the ice

 Blackface lamb sent in by 
Isla Murray

 This coloured Ryeland 
lamb is called Zanzibar 
and belongs to Isobel 
Ann Macdonald, Tong

Following in Shen's 
footsteps John Gunn 

and his grandchildren 
busy lambing 

Lambing 
2019

 Ernest Shackleton at Rothera base with a sea like glass
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S.T.S.
STORNOWAY TAXI  AND COURIERS

24 Hour Service Guaranteed

70 4444

Airport, Ferry, Contracts, Tours

Claire Whyman BSc MCOptom

OPTOMETRIST

NHS Eye Exams   ●   Spectacles   ●   Contact Lenses
6 North Beach, Stornoway                                 700808
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I couldn’t but think of the many who had gone before who would never 
have thought of themselves as trailblazers or people doing anything 
remotely heroic. It was a privilege to let the youngest generation know 
that our village has a history that is now part of their story.

Sixty of us gathered at Ceann a Rathaid, Bruinis, Col Uarach, to acknowl-
edge our forebears’ actions in securing a place to live for themselves. We 
have been the beneficiaries these actions for the last 100 years. 

All the children planted a potato. This was symbolic of what happened 
in 1919 when people demanded land for homes and planting potatoes in 
Bruinis was a signal that they were coming. There was a farm there and 
they intended to secure the land for their families. The potatoes grew, 
but there was no permanent settlement that year. 

What was true of Col Uarach was, of course, true for Griàis. The story 
will unfold over the next year or two. Loch a Tuath News will tell you all 
about it.

It was fitting that our small plot lies close to the commemorative cairn 
we built 25 years ago. Several of those who took part that day remem-
bered the days when people came and settled the village. They are no 
longer with us, which makes it even more important that now a new 
generation gets to know the story. 

Our cairn was built with money raised entirely 
in the village. The Gress one was part of the 
larger Cuimhneachan nan Gaisgeach project. 

We looked back and thought of the many who 
had been here before us. We looked forward 
to sampling the potatoes later in the year. We 
are having ours with sgadan sàillte. The Gress 
ones will be eaten a bit earlier when they have 
their summer gathering. We do all this from 
the luxury of living in a place that is connected 
technologically to anywhere in the world. 

Shortly after the events we remembered recent-
ly many young people left to seek their for-
tunes across the Atlantic. For many it was a 
time of sore parting. They didn’t know if they 
would ever meet again. Communications, as we 

know them, were non-existent. An occasional 
letter with news already weeks old was the only 
means of knowing that people were well or not. 

The day of the plane was 30–40 years away. 
Passage was by sea. Costly, uncomfortable and 
time consuming. 

I remember my great aunt Annie (Anna Chalum 
Ghreum), 55 Back, visiting in 1960. It was her first 
and only visit back. 

I remember Clann Nighean a’Bhìlich and Clann 
Nighean Dhomhnaill Tholastaidh coming from the 
States and Canada. We thought they must be 
really posh. Maybe they were. Even in the 1950s, 
to us, theirs seemed a world away from our 
lives, which were still governed by the seasons 
and the work requirements thereof. 

By now the peats would have been cut, the lambs 
would be growing, the cow would be enjoying 
the new pasture, and we would be part of the 

communal ‘cur a’bhuntata’. I remember when 
Calum Dan a’Pheel started, then the ‘Pongo’, and 
we went from house to house planting each 
other’s potatoes. I remember the talk when 
Murdigan Ailig an t’Siaraich came home from 
Australia and he wanted the potatoes placed in 
the furrow in a certain way. It didn’t go down 
too well with the ladies who had been doing it 
their way since the tractors took over from the 
horse.

This was the life the gaisgich fought for and 
enjoyed after gaining access to the land. We 
owe them a huge debt and while practices and 
lifestyles have moved on, as aspirations have 
changed, we owe it to their memory not to for-
get them. 

 Upper Coll Commemorative Potato Planting 
Group 13 April 2019

Coinneach aig Baile

 Gress Commemorative Potato Planting Group 13 April 2019
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Towards the end of March this year, the day after the March full 
moon, to be precise, the usual gang (plus a few youngsters from 
the next generation) gathered out on Traigh Ghriais just before 
the ebbing tide had reached the afternoon low water mark. 

We gathered, as we had done for many years, and as earlier gen-
erations had done before us, in the expectation of reaping some 
of the sea’s bountiful harvest. In this case we were eagerly await-
ing the opportunity to catch some Ensis magnus, better known to 
you and me as razorfish or mursgein!

This time we had a surprise visitor on the traigh, my cous-
in Magz from Gress, 
armed with her cam-
era! ‘Looks like we 
might end up in LATN’, 
someone quipped. 
Sure enough, a few 
days later the Editor 
got in touch asking if 
I would write a few 
words about our annu-
al spring-time pilgrim-
age to Traigh Ghriais.

Material for publica-
tion in the JUNE 
issue of Loch a 

Tuath News must be 
in before MONDAY 

20 MAY 2019

Some of us, so keen to begin catching 
razorfish, would be on the traigh an 
hour before low water mark, whereas 
Neil Alex would just saunter along 
the traigh just as the tide started to 
turn. To the envious glances of some 
hard-digging onlookers, he would 
reach the edge of the Sgeir Leathain, 
then turn and head homewards, his 
bucket already full of mursgein. What 
a Point versus Back contest it would 
have been to have seen Neil Alex up 
against Seumas Sgarraidh!

Atmospheric conditions are thought 
to influence the chances of a good 

razorfish collection. Most people would suggest that a really 
low spring tide coupled with a warm sunny day will pro-
duce good results. Yet I can recall one instance at least that 
turned that theory on its head. On that particular occasion 
the lowest spring tide occurred on a day of northerly winds 
and snow showers. Despite the weather I ventured out onto 
the traigh in the company of the late Coinneach Sglugan. We 
were amazed to find hundreds of mursgein sticking two or 
three inches out of the sand, with the snow piled up against 
them. What a bonanza!

Sadly, this year our pickings were not that great, only a dozen 
or so mursgein in the bucket. Hopefully only a seasonal blip 
and not the result of commercial overfishing. Or maybe I’m 
just getting too old. That’s why this year we had our succeed-
ing generation on the traigh to show them how it is done!

Alex J. Lasgainn

My first experience 
of mursgein was as a 
youngster watching in 
amazement as my late 
uncle Seumas Sgarraidh (Magz’s dad) effortlessly pulled one 
razorfish after another out of the sand at Holm Beach, using 
nothing but his fingers, while others struggled with spades and 
shovels to catch the fast-escaping mursgein.

When I moved to this side of Broadbay 40-odd years ago now, 
I soon discovered that Back had their own razorfish-catching 
expert in Neil Alex Ruaridh!

Hunting mursgein


