‘as each leans against the keystone, nonchalant,
at ease with the moment. . .

- Can words survive the way of stones? Shall
we heap them precisely
against the moment when all here no longer
breathe, but echo this silence?’
Andrew Mitchell “Callanish’
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INTRODUCTION

HE ISLAND of Lewis, for long recognised as the

birthplace of intrepid sailors, theologians, Gaelic singers
of great renown and, of course, countless academics in many
disciplines, has a long and distinguished cultural history.
Throughout many centuries, the island has produced a great
company of illustrious individuals, among them the medieval
Lawmen of Ness under the Lordship of the Isles, the Blind
Poet and Harper of Dunvegan Castle, and in more recent
times Alexander Mackenzie, the explorer whose name is
enshrined on the map of Canada. Modern artists inherit the
memories of their achievements. But much more immediate
are the pressures of events: Clearances, emigration, political
controversy and the dissenting fervour of Evangelical
Christianity. All of these, one way or another, have left subtle
traces in the writings of Derick Thomson and lain Crichton
Smith.

Like other parts of Gaelic Scotland, Lewis has two forms
of its name: Leodbas is its Gaelic eponym. Gaelic men and
women, too, enjoy the same double nomenclature —a legacy
bestowed by a linguistic army of occupation. This is a decisive
inheritance, obviously, for biculturalism can offer a writer a
powerful challenge. Equally obviously, it can be a source of
rich experience, depending as it does on the creative vigour
of the individual. The writers whose work this book celebr-
ates have all drawn on two worlds.

Ruaraidh MacThomais/Derick Thomson and lain Mac
a' Ghobbainn/lain Crichton Smith, both raised near one
another, are strikingly different. In part this is a token of the
richness of contemporary Gaelic writing, It also involves
writing in English by native Gaels. As a poet, Iain’s greatest
contribution is in English; what he brought to Gaelic
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literature, superbly, is a wonderfully flexible, innovative style '
of prose in novel and short story alike. Derick, the outstand-

ing scholar writing in both languages, is the major Gaelic
poet of the second half of the twentieth century. What links

the two men is their rejection of the provincial. Solidly rooted

in their native community, they have in different ways seen
and realised the universal in the particular.

Their family backgrounds were culturally rich in
somewhat contrastive modes. Derick’s father was a poet of
distinction; his mother a sweet singer of age-old songs. lain's
mother, a woman of intense Christian faith, had an outstand-
ing eloquence in the expression of religious experience.

Andrew Mitchell, stimulated and inspired by the poets’
conversation and their poetry, has added a whole new
dimension to our appreciation of their work. Very appropr-
iately, he has done so in his own poetry, and these poems
also are a memorable achievement. Finally, to round off a
remarkable book, Myles Campbell has turned Andrew’s

THE BAYBLE POETS

EITHER of the Bayble poets was

born in the village on the island of
Lewis. Derick Thomson was born in [
Stornoway in 1921, moving to Bayble as
a small child when his father, the Gaelic
scholar and poet James Thomson, was
appointed headmaster at Bayble School
in 1922. Iain Crichton Smith was born
in Glasgow in 1928. He also moved to
Bayble when he was a small child. Iain’s

photo: Andrew Mitchell -

Derick Thomson and
lain Crichton Smith on
Bayble beach
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poems into idiomatic Gaelic which is not only true to the
original but is also cast in a contemporary style in which his
own characteristic poetic voice can be heard. That, too, is
impressively successful.

John Maclnnes

father was ill with tuberculosis, which
killed him when lain was two or three years old. This produc-
ed both the straitened financial circumstances of lain’s
childhood (he was the middle child of three brothers) and
his mother’s consistent fears about the boy’s tendency to
bronchitis. As a result he missed a lot of school, but did
manage to play football for the village team.During commun-
ity work, cutting peats or harvesting, for instance, he might
as easily be found reading a book in a quiet corner.

Both poets came to work principally in what was their
second language: Derick’s first language being English and
lain’s Gaelic. The difference in age between them meant they
were not close friends as children, though they knew one
another because of the nature of village life and also because
Derick was a friend of Iain’s older brother, John Alex.

Their educational paths were very similar: Bayble School,
the Nicolson Institute in Stornoway and the University of
Aberdeen. It was at university their paths began to diverge.
Derick undertook further study in Cambridge and Bangor,
which strengthened his knowledge of Celtic cultures. Years
later he was to surprise Welsh poets at an international

11
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reading by delivering one of his own poems translated into
faultless Welsh. Iain concentrated more on English and Latin.

Both had to undergo military service. lain spent two years
of National Service in the Army Education Corps. Derick
served during the Second World War in the Royal Air Force,
being posted for part of that time back to Lewis, where his
duties involved climbing to the top of radar masts to service
them in all weathers.

After World War 11, Derick successively taught at the
Universities of Edinburgh, Glasgow and Aberdeen, before

being appointed as Professor of Celtic at the University of
Glasgow in 1963, He had already founded the all-Gaelic
quarterly Gairm in 1952, and established the associated
Gairm Publications as a publishing house from 1958. The
magazine Gairm continued until its 200th issue in 2002.

Tain was initially appointed to teach at Clydebank High
School, from where he used to go to Helensburgh with his
mother, to listen to the sound of the sea. He remained at
Oban High School, his next teaching post, for the rest of his
teaching career until retirement in 1977. lain wrote through-
out his teaching career both in Gaelic and English, retiring
to devote himself to full-time writing, and moving to Taynuilt
in 1980 with his wife Donalda.

There was much contact between both poets over the
years. Derick frequently published lain’s Gaelic poems in
Gairm. Initially Iain had shown some of his early poems to
Derick, and it was only later the older poet came to realise
with horror that lain was throwing away those poems not
receiving praise! The speed Iain worked at and his prolific
output were almost legendary. He wrote the novel Consider
the Lilies in a two-week school holiday. Whilst viewing a
Gaelic play, he remarked to Donalda, ‘I'm really enjoying
this play. The writer has my sense of humour. Who wrote it?’
“You did, Tain,' she replied. Iain died of cancer in 1998, aged
seventy. Derick is eighty-five at the time of writing.

Both poets effectively left Lewis when they went to
university at seventeen, but their island childhood exper-
iences formed a core to their lifelong creative work.

POEMS BY DERICK THOMSON
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Pabail

Air iomall an talamh-aitich, eadar dha sholas,

tha a' churracag a’ ruith 's a’ stad, 's 2’ ruith ’s a’ stad,
is cobhar ban a broillich, mar rionnag an fheasgair,
ga lorg ’s ga chall aig mo shiiilean,

is tiiis an t-samhraidh

ga lorg 's ga chall aig mo chuinnlean,

is fras-mhullach tonn an t-sonais

ga lorg 's ga chall aig mo chuimhne.

Bagh Phabail fodham, is baile Phabail air faire,
sluaisreadh siorraidh a’ chuain, a lorg 's a shireadh
eadar clachan a’ mhuil ’s an eag nan sgeir,

is fo ghainmhich a’ gheodha,

gluasad bithbhuan a’ bhaile, am bas 's an urtan,
an urnaigh 's an t-suirghe, is mile cridhe

ag at 's a’ seacadh, is ann an seo

tha 2’ churracag a’ ruith ’s a’ stad, ’s a’ ruith ’s 2’ stad.

DERICK THOMSON

Bayble

On the edge of the arable land, between two lights,
the plover runs and stops, and runs and stops,

the white foam of its breast like the star of evening,
discovered and lost in my looking,

and the fragrance of summer,

discovered and lost by my nostrils,

and the topmost grains of the wave of content,
discovered and lost by my memory.

Bayble Bay below me, and the village on the skyline,
the eternal action of the ocean, its seeking and searching
between the pebble stones and in the rock crannies,
and under the sand of the cove;

the everlasting movement of the village,

death and christening, praying and courting,

and a thousand hearts swelling and sinking, and here,
the plover runs and stops, and runs and stops.

15
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Chaill mi mo chridhe riut

Chaill mi mo chridhe riut ann an toiseach Maigh,
bha do shliasaid blath,

teann, min, 's ged a b’ 6igh thu

bha do chiochan lan,

boidheach fon t-srol uaine;

agus ann an Og-mhios nan van

laigh mi air t’ vachdar,

's cha robh thu air do thruailleadh;

is an uair a thainig Iuchar
dh’'fhaoisgneadh na lusan

is thainig blath air a’ chanach;

ach thainig a sin am bruaillean

is fras air na gruaidhean

is mas robh fhios agam dé chanainn
thainig an lith donn air a raineach,

's cha robh a chridh agam na chanadh
gun do chaill mi sioda min a’ chanaich.

16

DERICK THOMSON

I lost my heart to you

I lost my heart to you at the start of May,

your thighs were warm,

firm and smooth, and though you were a maid
your breasts were full,

beautiful beneath green satin:

and in the lambs’ month June

I lay upon you,

and you were not defiled;

and when July came

the buds of the plants burst open

and bloom came on the cotton grass;

but then came anxiety

and tears on cheeks,

and before I knew what to say

a brown tint spread over the bracken,

and I could not say — I had not the heart to do it -
that I had lost the smooth silk of the cotton grass.

17
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Nuair a thilleas mi

Nuair a thilleas mi

bidh 'm barr-ghg air a’ bhuntat’,
bidh 'n t-seillean a’ cronan,
bidh bho a' muathal gu eadradh
nuair a thilleas mi.

Nuair a ruigeas mi,

a’ breith air laimh oirbh,
bidh fuachd na fainne
air dearn’ an dochais
nuair a ruigeas mi.

Nuair a laigheas mi

an com do charthannais,
thig an gug-gug

’s an o-draochan maille ris
an uair a laigheas mi.

'S an uair a dh'éireas mi
air 2’ mhadainn ud,

bidh 'n fhainne sgealbt’

is a’ bho gun bhainn’ aice,

‘s an t-eilean riabhach mar bu chiad aithne dhomh.

18

DERICK THOMSON

When I come back

When I come back
the potato flowers will be out,
the bees humming,

the cows lowing to milking
when [ come back.

When I arrive,

shaking you by the hand,
the coldness of the ring
will be on the palm of hope
when I arrive.

When I lie down

in your kind breast,
the cuckoo will come
and wailing with it,
when I lie down.

And when I rise

on that morning,

the ring will be shattered
and the cow dry

and the dark-brown island as I first knew it.

19
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Geodha air chiil na gréine

Tha feath air 2’ bhagh a-nochd, ’s an sruth dol thar na maoile;
cobhar air a' chreig bhaite, is falpanaich air stalla,

gair aig an tonn tha fad ds, is siubhal dian aig na cuantan,

ach tha 'n cuan tha seo 'na thimh gun bhat’ aig cala.

Far na chladhaich e linne réidh le an-shocair nan laithean,
geodha air chill na gréine, 's 2 mhol gun ghriid,

far an rachadh bliannachan geal na gealaich seachad siar air,
air chuthach, gun iaradh, a’ sireadh ceann-uidhe gun uidh.

Threig am bradan an cuan ann an linn 2’ bhaigh chitin seo,
2’ lorg na h-aibhne dig ud, ’s nan gluaiste clach

reubadh beithir airgeadach beo a’ ghliocais 's an eolais
uisgeachan balbha criostail nan sgarbh 's nan lach.

Tha leac an seo air an traigh far am biodh na mnathan a’ feitheamh
nan eathraichean beaga iasgaich nuair thigeadh sian;

is tric a bha ulaidh a’ chridhe is ulaidh a’ chuain 4s an aonais,
is a gheibheadh iad blas dearg a' bhradain searbh air am beul.

Gu tric 'nan seasamh a’ coimhead na mara far na chailleadh an cui i
's 'nan suidh’ anns na taighean san d'fhuair an daoine bas,
an do rinn iad bagh air an rachadh an iargain ’s an citrradh seachad,
's am fuiricheadh freumh an duilisg luraich an sas?

Ach ged bheireadh miann an duilisg duine a thaobh car tine,
tha 'm bradan lainnireach sint’ fo shamhchar dorch,

is ma bheir mi an sgobadh sin air an ait sam bi e

bidh maistreadh fairg ann, is cearcaill sith 'na lorg.

DERICK THOMSGN

A geo in the sun’s shelter

There is peace in the bay tonight, and the tide swings past the headland;
foam on the hidden rock, wave-lapping at the cliff; 1
the distant wave cries, and the seas go coursing swiftly,

but this sea is at rest, with no boat at harbour,

Where it dug out a quiet pool with the un-ease of days past,
a geo in the sun’s shelter, its pebbles unstained,

where the white years of the moon might pass beyond it
lunatic, unresting, desirelessly seeking a haven. 1

The salmon left the sea when this quiet bay was made,
seeking the fresh river - if one moved a stone

the quicksilver lightning-flash of wisdom and knowledge
would tear the still crystal waters of the ducks and the scarts.

At a rock here on the shore the women awaited

the return of the small fishing-boats in storm;

often losing treasure of sea and treasure of bosom,

and feeling the red taste of the salmon salt on their lips.

Often standing watching the sea where their share was lost
and sitting in houses where their kin had died, '
did they make a bay that longing and hurting could by-pass,
where the root of the darling dulse could keep its hold?

Though desire for dulse might for a time entice one,
the slhinmg salmon lies in dark repose,
Aand if I quickly thrust where he lies hidden,

m water, churned, will leave its rings of peace.

21
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Dh’fhairich mi thu le mo chasan I got the feel of you with my feet

Dh’fhairich mi thu le mo chasan I got the feel of you with my feet

ann an toiseach an t-samhraidh; in early summer;

m'’ inntinn an seo anns a’ bhaile my mind here in the city

a’ stri ri tuigse, 's na brogan a’ tighinn eadarainn. strives to know, but the shoes come between us.
Tha doigh an leanaibh duilich a thréigsinn: The child’s way is difficult to forget:

e ga shuathadh fhein ri mhathair he rubs himself against his mother

gus a faigh e fois. till he finds peace.

Dh'fhairich mi taobh an ascaoin dhiot 's an taobh caoin 1 felt the rough side of you and the smooth

's cha bu mhisde, and was none the worse of it,

da thaobh an fheoir is da ghréim air an edrna, the two sides of the grass and the two grips on the barley,
riasg is coinneach, peat-fibre and moss,

is bhon a tha an saoghal a bh' againn and since the world we knew

a’ leantainn ruinn chon a' cheum as fhaide follows us as far as we go

chan fhiach dhomh am poll sin a ghlanadh I need not wash away that mud

tha eadar ordagan a’ bhalaich. from between the boy's toes.

Agus a-nis aig meadhon latha ' And now, in middle age,

tha mi dol a-steach gha mo gharadh, I am going in to warm myself,

le mo chasan-ruisgte air fad ri taobh na cagailt. with my bare feet on a peat beside the hearth.

22 23
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Is dubh a choisich thu latha

Is dubh a choisich thu latha
a’ caoidh nan gallan bu bhoidhche,
‘na do ghurraban crabhaidh
ann am fasach do shedmair,

le d’ aparan geur

suathadh dheur ’s sgapadh solais:
thog an iolaire 'na spoig

mire 'n Ogain bhon chomhradh.

Is thubhairt thu gur h-e toil Dhé a bh’ ann
gun deach am bata sin air na Biastan,

a’ diochuimhneachadh na chual’ thu 4s a’ chubainn:

gu robh Abharsair nan iomadh riochd a sas unnad.

24

DERICK THOMSON

Black you walked through the day

Black you walked through the day
mourning the handsomest youths,
crouching mumbling piety
in the waste of your room,

your bitter apron

wiping tears and routing joy:
the eagle lifted in his talons

the youth’s mirth out of the talk.

And you said it was God’s will

that that ship went on the Beasts,

forgetting what you had heard from the pulpit:

that the Adversary of many guises was working on you.

:l'he reference is to the Jolaire (Eagle) which was wrecked
on the Beasts of Holm, near Stornoway, drowning a large

umber of returning servicemen, at the end of the First
orld War.

25



TAKING YOU HOME

26

Cisteachan-laighe

Duin’ ard, tana

's fiasag bheag air,

's locair 'na laimh:

gach uair theid mi seachad

air buth-shaoirsneachd sa’ bhaile,

‘s a thig gu mo chuinnlean faileadh na min-saibh,
thig gu mo chuimhne cuimhne an it ud,
le na cisteachan-laighe,

na h-tird 's na tairgean,

na saibh 's na sgeilbean,

is mo sheanair crom,

is sliseag bho shliseag ga locradh

bhon bhord thana lom.

Mus robh fhios agam dé bh’ ann bas;
beachd, bloigh fios, boillsgeadh

den dorchadas, fathann den t-simhchair.
’S nuair a sheas mi aig uaigh,

14 fuar Earraich, cha dainig smuain
thugam air na cisteachan-laighe

a rinn esan do chach:

's ann a bha mi 'g iarraidh dhachaigh,
far am biodh comhradh, is tea, is blaths.

Is anns an sgoil eile cuideachd,

san robh saoir na h-inntinn a’ locradh,

cha tug mi'n aire do na cisteachan-laighe,
ged a bha iad 'nan suidhe mun cuairt orm;
cha do dh'aithnich mi 'm bréid Beurla,

an liomh Gallda bha dol air an fhiodh,

cha do leugh mi na facail air a’ phrais,

cha do thuig mi gu robh mo chinneadh a’ dol bas.

Gus an dainig gaoth fhuar an Earraich-sa

a locradh a’ chridhe;

gus na dh’'fhairich mi na tairgean a’ dol tromham,
's cha shlanaich tea no comhradh an cradh.

DERICK THOMSON

Coffins

A tall thin man

with a short beard,

and a plane in his hand:
whenever I pass

a joiner’s shop in the city,

and the scent of sawdust comes to my nostrils,
memories return of that place,
with the coffins,

the hammers and nails,

saws and chisels,

and my grandfather, bent,
planing shavings

from a thin, bare plank.

Before I knew what death was:

or had any notion, a glimmering

of the darkness, a whisper of the stillness.

And when I stood at his grave,

on a cold Spring day, not a thought

came to me of the coffins

he made for others:

I merely wanted home

where there would be talk, and tea, and warmth.

And in the other school also,

where the joiners of the mind were planing,
I never noticed the coffins,

though they were sitting all round me;

I did not recognise the English braid,

the Lowland varnish being applied to the wood,
I did not read the words on the brass,

I did not understand that my race was dying.
Until the cold wind of this Spring came

to plane the heart;

until I felt the nails piercing me,

and neither tea nor talk will heal the pain.

27
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Clann-nighean an sgadain

An gaire mar chraiteachan salainn

ga fhroiseadh bho 'm beul,

an sal 's am picil air an teanga,

's na miaran cruinne, goirid a dheanadh giullachd,
no a thogadh leanabh gu socair, cuimir,

seasgair, fallain,

gun mhearachd,

's na siiilean cho domhainn ri féath.

B’ e bun-os-cionn na h-eachdraidh a dh’fhag iad
‘nan traillean aig citrairean cutach,

thall s a-bhos air Galldachd ’s an Sasainn.

Bu shaillte an duais a tharr iad

4s na miltean bharaillean ud,

gaoth na mara geur air an craiceann,

is eallach a’ bhochdainn 'nan ciste,

is mara b’ e an gaire
shaoileadh tu gu robh an teud briste.

Ach bha craiteachan uaille air an cridhe,
ga chumail fallain,

is bheireadh cutag an teanga

slisinn 4 fanaid nan Gall -

agus bha obair rompa fhathast

nuair gheibheadh iad dhachaigh,

ged nach biodh maoin ac’:

air oidhche robach gheamhraidh,

ma bha siud an dan dhaibh,

dheanadh iad daoine.

DERICK THOMSON

The herring girls

Their laughter like a sprinkling of salt

showered from their lips,

brine and pickle on their tongues,

and the stubby short fingers that could handle fish,
or lift a child gently, neatly,

safely, wholesomely,

unerringly,

and the eyes that were as deep as a calm.

The topsy-turvy of history had made them
slaves to short-arsed curers,

here and there in the Lowlands, in England.
Salt the reward they won

from those thousands of barrels,

the sea-wind sharp on their skins,

and the burden of poverty in their kists,
and were it not for their laughter

you might think the harp-string was broken.

But there was a sprinkling of pride on their hearts,
keeping them sound,
and their tongues’ gutting-knife
would tear a strip from the Lowlanders’ mockery —
ﬂnd there was work awaiting them
‘When they got home,
though they had no wealth:
on a wild winter's night,
if that were their lot,
iey would make men.
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Am bodach-rocais

An oidhch’ ud

thainig am bodach-rocais dhan taigh-cheilidh:
fear caol ard dubh

is aodach dubh air.

Shuidh e air an t-s¢is

is thuit na cairtean 4s ar lamhan.

Bha fear a siud

ag innse sgeulachd air Conall Gulban

is reodh na faclan air a bhilean.

Bha boireannach 'na suidh’ air stol

ag Oran, 's thug e'n toradh ds a’ cheol.

Ach cha do dh'fhag e falamh sinn:

thug e dran nuadh dhuinn,

is sgeulachdan na h-aird an Ear,

is spruilleach de dh'fheallsanachd Geneva,
is sguab e’ n teine 4 meadhon an lair

*s chuir e 'n tirlach loisgeach nar broillichean.

DERICK THOMSON

Scarecrow

That night

the scarecrow came into the ceilidh-house:
a tall, thin black-haired man

wearing black clothes.

He sat on the bench

and the cards fell from our hands.

One man

was telling a folktale about Conall Gulban
and the words froze on his lips.

A woman was sitting on a stool,

singing songs, and he took the goodness out of the music.

But he did not leave us empty-handed:

he gave us a new song,

and tales from the Middle East,

and fragments of the philosophy of Geneva,

and he swept the fire from the centre of the floor
and set a searing bonfire in our breasts.
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Aig an uinneig .
S thug an dorchadas dbiom-sa Miirneag.

Ged nach fhaod mi cianalas

a chur ann an ionad beatha,

is stiallagan de sheann bhruadairean

a charadh ri uinneig mo thaighe

mar nach biodh saoghal r ann,

's a’ ghrian a’ dealradh air aodann leanaibh -
gidheadh, tha meadhon na Maigh seo

a' toirt ‘'nam chuimhne laithean eile,

Mun do thuit 2’ bhrat, mun do shrac

mi 'n cimhnant, mun do mhiich

mi 'n t-iarrtas, mun do dh’fhag

mi bearn a dh’fhag bearn,

mun do shedl mi air a' Mbetagama bheag
fhurasd ud, gun smuain air Muirneig,
gun duil ri citirradh, gun doigh

air tilleadh a-rithist. Gun doigh.

Teann ’s ga bheil an uinneag sin duinte

thig boladh a-steach oirr’ gu cubhraidh geur:
feur is fallas, is cibhraidheachd fuilt,

is faileadh cruaidh iodhan an neoinein

sa' mhadainn, mun dainig an call oirnn,
mun dainig a’ bhrat eadarainn,

mun deach an sal 'na mo shuilean,

mun do dhiiin mi 'n aisling.

'S cha tug an dorchadas dhiom fhathast
leus a’ chian oir sin, is guirme

na h-0g bhlianna a bh’ againn,

is bainead a' chanaich iodhain

mun do mheirg an t-sian €,

is deirge beul na h-oidhche

mun do dhubh na cuislean,

mun do shimhaich guth an aoibhneis.

. At the window
took Muirneag® from my sight.’

Though I may not put longing

in place of living,

nor arrange shreds of old dreams
against the windows of my house,

nor the sun shining on a child’s face -
still, this time of mid-May
brings other days to my mind,

Before the curtain fell, before I tore up

the agreement, smothered

the desire, left an empty place

that has made an empty place within me,
before I set sail in that small, easy Metagama,t
with no thought of Muirneag,

no expectation of hurting, nor way

of returning again. Without hope.

Tightly although that window is closed,

the scent comes in fragrant and sharp:

grass and sweat, and the fragrance of hair,

and the hard pure scent of the daisy,

in the morning, before destruction overtook us,
before the veil came between us,

before the brine got in my eyes,

before I closed the dream.

d darkness has not taken away from me yet
e light of that far gold, and the greenness
e young year that we had,

d the whiteness of the pure cotton-grass,
the wind and rain rusted it,

the redness of approaching night

the arteries blackened,

the voice of exultation became still.

DERICK THOMSON

‘We firmly closed every window there was and darkness

as though there were no new world to reckon with,

* Muirneag: a
lovely hill in the
north of Lewis
and a favourite
sailors’ landmark.
+ The Metagama:
the most famous
of the emigrant
ships which left
Lewis in the early
1920s.
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Aig Tursachan Chalanais

Cha robh toiseach no deireadh air @’ chearcall,
cha robh iochdar no uachdar aig ar smuain,
bha an cruinne-cé balbh a’ feitheamh,

gun muir a’ sliobadh ri traigh,

gun feur a’ gluasad ri gaoith,

cha robh 14 ann no oidhche -

is gu siorraidh cha chaill mi cuimhne

air do chuailean ban ’s do bheul meachair,
no air an aon-durachd a shnaoidh sinn

ri cheile an cearcall na time,

far nach suath foill ann an traigh dochais.

DERICK THOMSON

At Callanish Stones

The circle had neither end nor beginning,
our thought had neither start nor finish,
the still universe was waiting,

sea not stroking the land,

grass not moving in wind,

there was no day, no night -

and I shall never forget

your fair hair and tender lips,

or the shared desire that wove us
together in time's circle

where treachery will not touch hope’s shore.
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An tobar

Tha tobar beag am meadhon a’ bhaile

's am feur ga fhalach,

am feur gorm suighor ga dhluth thughadh,
fhuair mi brath air bho sheann chaillich,
ach thuirt i, “Tha 'm frith-rathad fo raineach
far am minig a choisich mi le m’ chogan,

's tha 'n cogan fhein air déabhadh.”

Nuair sheall mi 'na h-aodann preasach
chunnaic mi 'n raineach a’ fas mu thobar a suilean
's ga fhalach bho shireadh 's bho raintean,
's ga dhiinadh 's ga dhunadh.

“Cha teid duine an diugh don tobar tha sin,”
thuirt a’ chailleach,’“mar a chaidh sinne

nuair a bha sinn 0g, .
ged tha 'm burn ann cho bréagh 's cho geal.

'S nuair sheall mi troimhn raineach 'na suilean
chunnaic mi lainnir 2’ bhiiirn ud

a ni slan gach citirradh

gu ruig citrradh cridhe.

u1s feuch an tadhail thu dhomhsa,”

thuirt a' chailleach,ga b’ ann le meoirean,

's thoir thugam boinne den uisge chruaidh sin
2 bheir rudhadh gu m’ ghruaidhean.”

Lorg mi an tobar air eiginn

's ged nach b’ ise bu mhotha feum air

's ann thuice a thug mi 'n eudail.

Dh’fhaodadh nach eil anns an tobar

ach ni a chunnaic mi 'm bruadar,

oir nuair chaidh mi an diugh ga shireadh
cha d’fhuair mi ach raineach is luachair,
's tha stiilean na caillich duinte

s tha li air tighinn air an luathghair.

DERICK THOMSON

The well

Right in the village there’s a little well

and the grass hides it,

green grass in sap closely thatching it.

[ heard of it from an old woman

but she said: “The path is overgrown with bracken
where I often walked with my cogie,

and the cogie itself is warped.”

When [ looked in her lined face

1 saw the bracken growing round the well of her eyes,
and hiding it from seeking and from desires,

and closing it, closing it.

“Nobody goes to that well now,”

said the old woman, “as we once went,

when we were young,

though its water is lovely and white.”

And when I looked in her eyes through the bracken
I saw the sparkle of that water

that makes whole every hurt

till the hurt of the heart.

‘And will you go there for me,”

said the old woman, “even with a thimble,
and bring me a drop of that hard water
that will bring colour to my cheeks.”

I found the well at last,

and though her need was not the greatest
it was to her I brought the treasure.

It may be that the well

is something I saw in a dream,

l'ur today when I went to seek it

Ifound only bracken and rushes,

the old woman'’s eyes are closed

d a film has come over their merriment.
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An Ceistear

“An duil,”
ars an duine caomh rium,
“am bi sinn comhla ri cheile
anns an t-siorraidheachd?”
Ceist fhuar ann am meadhon an t-samhraidh.
Bha i na b’ fhaisg aire-san,
's bha e 'n geall oirr’;
bha an t-ait ud
dha mar dhachaigh nach do dh’fhidir e
bho this oige,
tlath ann an suaineadh na cuimhne,
seasgair ann am bri mac-meanmain,
ach mireanach mar adhar earraich;
bha e coiseachd thuice
troimh mhagh sheargte,
troimhn an fhasach
as an éireadh na beanntan,
's air chul faire
bha tobar is teinntean.
Bha e ‘g iarraidh
gu lorgadh a chairdean an t-slighe,
's gu ruigeadh iad air a socair fhein;
cha robh e cur cabhaig orra,

chan eil diil no cabhag anns an t-siorraidheachd.

The Catechist

“Do you expect,”

said the kindly man to me,

“we shall be together

in eternity?”

A cold question in midsummer.

It was closer to him

and he longed for it;

that place

was to him like a home he had not known
since early youth,

warm in the folds of memory,
sheltered in the imagination's womb,
but merry like a Spring night-sky;

he was walking rowards it

over a withered plain,

through the wilderness

out of which the mountains would rise,
and beyond the horizon

there was a well, and a hearth.

He wanted

his friends to find the way,

he did not hustle them,

and they would arrive in their own good time;

DERICK THOMSON

there is neither expectation nor hustling in eternity.
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Srath Nabhair

Anns an adhar dhubh-ghorm ud,
airde na siorraidheachd os ar cionn,
bha rionnag a' priobadh ruinn

’s i freagairt mireadh an teine

ann an cabair taigh m’ athar

a' bhliadhna thugh sinn an taigh le bleideagan sneach ‘

Agus siud a’ bhliadhna cuideachd

a shlaod iad a’ chailleach don t-sitig,

a shealltainn cho edlach 's a bha iad air an Fhirinn,
oir bha nid aig eunlaith an adhair

(agus crothan aig na caoraich)

ged nach robh ait aice-se anns an cuireadh i a ceann

A Shrath Nabhair ’s a Shrath Chill Donnain,
is beag an t-iongnadh ged a chinneadh am fraoch ala
a’ falach nan lotan a dh’fhag Padraig Sellar 's a shedrsa
mar a chunnaic mi uvair is vair boireannach crﬁbhaidh
a dh’fhiosraich dorainn an t-saoghail-sa
is sith Dhe 'na suilean.

DERICK THOMSON

Strathnaver

In that blue-black sky,

as high above us as eternity,

a star was winking art us,

answering the leaping flames of fire

in the rafters of my father’s house,

that year we thatched the house with snowflakes.

And that too was the year
they hauled the old woman out on to the dung-heap,

to demonstrate how knowledgeable they were in Scripture,
for the birds of the air had nests

(and the sheep had folds)
though she had no place in which to lay down her head.

O Strathnaver and Strath of Kildonan,
itis little wonder that the heather should bloom on your slopes,
hiding the wounds that Patrick Sellar, and such as he, made,

just as time and time again [ have seen a pious woman
who has suffered the sorrow of this world,
with the peace of God shining from her eyes.
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Mu chriochan Hoil (earrainn)

Air madainn Earraich bhiodh a’ chaora throm
a’ sgaoileadh blaths a bodhaig air an fhonn,
an sneachd a’ teicheadh bhuaipe, mar le iochd
don chreutair mheirbh bha gluasad staigh 'na bru,
bodaich is balaich bheaga air a toir,
sgealbadh bhuntat’ 's a’ cur nam mir 'na beul;
am posta, 's blath na gaoithe air a ghruaidh,
toirt braighe air a’ chnog, 's ar suil ri theachd;
na craobhan, air an lomnochd, nochdadh blath
an t-snodhaich ann an liomh nan geug;
am muir, le dath an luaisgein air a gruaidh,
no dath bu duirch na sin, mar gum biodh ciont
nam pronnaidhean 's nam bathaidhean 'na suil,
's na creagan liatha tarcaiseach le gair
a' cur a neart gu neoni leis gach tonn;
na h-eich a’ stri ri leathad, 's air an cul
an treabhaiche, le feithean cruaidhe teann,
's an fhaoileag, geal ri aghaidh uir an fhuinn,
mar fhiosaiche an fhoghair bha ri teachd.

Air latha Samhraidh bhiodh ar saoghal cruinn,
gun ghuth air cur no buain, gun cheist air dé

a1 dh’fhalbh no thigeadh; grian a’ sruthadh soills
's na foid ga sughadh; cat ga bhlianadh fhein

far am bu teotha 'chlach; na h-uain ri leum

gun eolas air an t-sneachd; gaoth fhionnar mhin
o Gharradh Eden trusadh cuimhne fhiur -

0, fad 's gam mair an latha cha tig crioch

air guirm’ nan neoil is greadhnachas nan uair.

DEeRICK THOMSON

In the vicinity of Hol (extract)

On a Spring morning the pregnant sheep
diffused her body-warmth over the ground,
snow retreating from her, showing mercy

to the weakly creature that stirred in her womb,
old men and little boys looking for her,

slicing potatoes and feeding her the pieces;

the post, with weatherbeaten cheeks,

skirting the hill, as we watched for him;

the trees, bare as they were, showing the bloom
of sap in the glisten of their twigs;

the sea, a restless colour on its face,

or a darker hue than that, the guilt

of maulings and of drownings in its eye,

and the grey haughty rocks, laughingly

turning its strength to nothing, with each wave;
horses straining against the brae, behind them
the ploughman, with hard taut sinews,

and the seagull, white against the black soil,
prophesying the coming autumn.

On a Summer day our world was whole,
no thought of sowing, reaping, nor query
of what was gone or was to come; sun shedding light
and rurf soaking it in; a cat basking
on the hottest stone; lambs leaping
with no knowledge of snow; a soft fresh breeze
from Eden gathering memories of flowers —
O long as the day is there is no end
10 blue skies and hours of joy.
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'S air feasgar Foghair bhiodh an speal gun sgios
a' tional barr na blianna air a bil;

na balaich, a’ cur suil am fearachas,

gu dian a’ ceangal sguab, ’s an asbhuain ur

ga saltairt fo am broig, 's le dicheall bhuan

a’ deanamh adagan nach maireadh oidhch;
neo a' falach-fead a-measg nan cruachan coirc
le cridhe mear an anmoich, ’s gaoth on chuan
sliobadh an sliasaid is an druim le gaoir;

mar dhath an lionaidh tighinn air a’ chuan
bha dath a’ chrionaidh tighinn air an fhraoch,
fasach an abachaidh a’ tional neart

a chuireadh e ri freumhan geala 'n fhais;
socair na h-asaid air gach fonn is sliabh,

is gair na mnatha-gliine air gach cnoc.

Eathar 'na siubhal air muir dorcha, trom,
muir m’ eilein, muir mo bhaile, raon an eisg,
'g iarraidh a thadhal is a threabhadh fos;
fir-chlis na mara, 'n caile-bianan grad,

lasadh mar mhire ann an suilean oigh’.

Air oidhche Gheamhraidh leigt’ an ceol ma sgaoil:
bhiodh faram air an drochaid, danns gu dian

ri cedl melodeon, eubh is gair mu seach

is sgiamhail nionag; bainnsean 's ruith-na-h-oidhch.
Tha leus na gealaich fhathast 'na mo shuil,

is fead na gaoithe daonnan ri mo chluais,

is ionndrain ga mo bhuaireadh air gach straid

air geamhradh 's caplaid bheo a’ chinne-daonn.

Ri am an reothaidh cha robh fois no sgios

air lorg na deighe, 's nuair a thigeadh sneachd

bha 'n saoghal ur, is dh’fheumaist dhol air fheadh.
Bu mhath an lamp’ bhith laist sa’ mhadainn mhoich,
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In the Autumn evening the tireless scythe
gathered the year’s produce on its blade;

boys, eager to show their manliness,

busily tying sheaves, the fresh stubble

being trampled underfoot, earnestly

making stooks that would not last a night;

or playing hide-and-seek among the stacks

with hearts gay in the twilight, wind from the sea
stroking their thighs and backs, raising gooseflesh;
like colour of filling tide upon the sea

the colour of withering spread on the heather,
wilderness of ripening gathering strength

to put to the white roots of growth;

relief of childbirth in each field and slope,

cry of the midwife on every hill.

A boat coursing on dark heavy seas,

my island’s, my village’s, the fish field

that needs to be visited and ploughed;

the sea’s northern lights, sudden phosphor gleam,
glowing like merriment in a maiden’s eyes.

Qn Winter nights music would be unleashed:
a hubbub on the bridge, eager dancing

to melodeon music, call and laugh in turn
and girls squealing; weddings and night-courtship.
The moon’s light stays in my eye still,

the wind’s whistle always at my ear,

and on each street I miss humanity’s

winter and living bustle.

In freezing weather one never tired

gtekhzg out ice, and when the snow came

the world was new and must be visited.

Alamp lit in early morning was good,
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nar suidhe aig trath-bracaist, is bu mhath

solais a’ bhaile dearrsadh air a’ chnog,

is lanntairean gan lasadh air an oidhch

aig am na bleoghainn. Is bu mhath an t-am

san tigeadh sineadh air an fheasgar fhann,

's ar suil ri tuilleadh cleasachd air a’ bhlar.

Bha 'm fonn 'na laighe ruisgte fo ar suil,

gach lagan 's leathad coisrigte don am

a dh'fhalbh 's don am a thigeadh,

lom, mar chaidh a chruthachadh air tis,

is lom, mar chiteadh e air 12 na h-as-eirigh,

gun chdmhdach ach a’ chuimhne, caoin le caoin
an eolais ged bha choslas aognaidh fuar.

Nuair thigeadh srannraich gaoithe thar a’ chnuic
dh’fhiasadh an talamh cruaidh 's an cridhe mear,
's rachadh an t-anmoch mar am peilear teann
san fheoil a dh’altruim fas is searg nan raith.

Bha bhlianna aig a ceann, ’s bha 'n ath-té ar;

ir mar a naoidhean dh’fhosglas suil, 's nach fhaic,
solas a’ stri ri duirche ghlaist na geig,

is neart am broinn na gucaig sgaoileadh bhann;
cnead aig an fhiacail briseadh troimh an fheoil,
faochadh a’ chadail, eubh sa’ mheadhon-oidhch:
na ballachan a’ dlithadh, cuan a’ leum

air fear a chaill a ghréim air stalla -

's an sin, na h-edin a’ ceilearadh san adhar ghorm,
's an coileach gairm air tom, le ordugh teann

ag iarraidh biadh na maidne dh’ a chuid chearc.
Bha 'n oidhche aig a ceann, 's bha 'n latha 0r.

DERICK THOMSON

as we sat at breakfast, it was fine

to see the village lights shining on the hill,

and lanterns lit in the evening

at milking time. And we enjoyed

when the wan evening began to grow lighter,

expectant of longer play out in the open.

The land lay bared under our eyes,

each brae and hollow consecrated

both to past and future,

bare as it had been first of all created,

and bare as it would be at the resurrection,

clothed only in the memory, ripe

with knowing’s ripeness though it looked cold and forbidding.
When a noisy gust of wind came over the hill

the ground grew hard and the heart merry,

and dusk went like a forceful bullet

into the flesh the seasons’ growth and decay had nourished.

The year was at an end, the next one new;
new like a baby opening unseeing eyes,
light striving with the locked murk of the branch,
strength in the bud throwing off bonds;

the tooth’s throb breaking through the gum,
sleep’s respite, a cry in the night:

walls closing in, sea leaping

at one who had lost his hold on the cliff -
and then, birds singing in a blue sky,

the cock crowing on a mound, a firm order
for morning food to be brought to his hens.
The night was at an end, the day was new.
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A’ danns’ Dancing

A danns’ a' dannsa fon a’ ghealaich, Dancing, dancing under the moon,

a’ ghealach fhuar nach fhag a faileas, the cold moon that casts no shadow,

a’ ghealach chuireas sinne dhachaigh, the moon that accompanies us home,
danns' 's 2’ danns’ 's an oidhche fada; the night long and dancing, dancing;

's fhada leam a’ ghealach fhuar, I long for the cold moon,

an oidhche bhuairidh is am fallas, the tempting night and sweat in the nostrils,
's fhada bhuam an ceol a ghluais far away is the music that moved

an cridh 's a’ chluais is mi 'nam bhalach. the heart and the ear when I was a boy.
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Ma gheibh mi chaoidh a Ghldir

Ma gheibh mi chaoidh a Ghloir

(mar nach eil duil agam)

‘s ann air sgiathan ceol nan salm;
chuala mi 'n diugh, 'nam fhasach,
preseantair Leodhasach air an reidio,

's cha do dh’fhairich mi teas na gainmhich fo mo chasan;

bha riasg fionnar na mointich fo mo bhonnan,
caora ag jonaltradh ann am poll,
's an oiteag a' gluasad thar a' chanaich.

Tha mi lan chreidsinn
gur h-e Leddhasach a bhios anns an Naombh Peadair

ma litigas mi steach air geata.

DERICK THOMSON

If I ever make it to Heaven

If I ever make it to Heaven

(not that I expect to)

it will be on the wings of psalm music;

today I heard, in my desert,

a Lewis precentor on the radio,

and I no longer felt the heat of the sand underfoot:
the exhilarating fibre of the moor was under my soles,
a sheep grazing in a bog,

and a light breeze stirring the cotton-grass.

1 quite believe

that 5t. Peter will turn out to be a Lewisman

if I do sneak in at the Gate.
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A’ dol dhachaigh Going home
A-maireach theid mi dhachaigh do m’ eilean Tomorrow I shall go home to my island

a’ fiachainn ri saoghal a chur an diochuimhn’. trying to put a world into forgetfulness.
Togaidh mi dorn de fhearann ‘nam lamhan I will lift a fistful of its earth in my hands

no suidhidh mi air tulach inntinn or I will sit on a hillock of the mind

a’ coimhead “a’ bhuachaill aig an spréidh”. watching “the shepherd with his sheep”.
Diridh (tha mi smaointinn) smeorach. There will arise (I presume) a thrush.

Eiridh camhanaich no dha. A dawn or two will break.

Bidh bat’ "na laighe ann an dearrsadh There will be a boat lying in the glitter

na gréin iarail: s burn a’ ruith of the western sun: and water running

troimh shaoghal shamhlaidhean mo thuir. through the world of similes of my intelligence.
Ach bidh mi smaointinn (dh’aindeoin sin) But I will be thinking (in spite of thar)

air an teine mhor th’ air cal ar smuain, of the great fire at the back of our thoughts,
Nagasaki 's Hiroshima, Nagasaki and Hiroshima,

is cluinnidh mi ann an ram leam thin and I will hear in a room by myself

taibhs no dha a’ sior-ghluasad, a ghost or two ceaselessly moving,

taibhs gach mearachd, taibhs gach cionta, the ghost of each error, the ghost of each guilt,
taibhs gach uair a ghabh mi seachad the ghost of each time I walked past

air fear leont’ air rathad clachach, a wounded man on a stony road,

taibhs an neonitheachd a’ sgradadh the ghost of nothingness scrutinising

mo shedmar balbh le aodann cein, my dumb room with distant face,

gu 'm bi an t-eilean mar an dirc till the island becomes an ark

'g eirigh 's a' laighe air cuan mor tising and falling on a great sea

’s gun fhios an till an calman tuilleadh and I not knowing whether the dove will return
's daoine a’ bruidhinn 's a’ bruidhinn ri cheile and men talking and talking to each other

's bogha-froise maitheanais 'nan deuran. and the rainbow of forgiveness in their tears.
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Tha thu air aigeann m’ inntinn

Gun fhios dhomh tha thu air aigeann m’ inntinn
mar fhear-tadhail grunnd na mara

le chlogaid 's a dha shuil mhoir

's chan aithne dhomh ceart d’ fhiamh no do dhoigh
an déidh coig bliadhna shiantan

time dortadh eadar mise ’s tu:

beanntan bitirn gun ainm a’ dortadh

eadar mise gad shlaodadh air bord

's d' fhiamh 's do dhoighean 'nam lamhan fann.
Chaidh thu air chall

am measg lusan diomhair a’ ghrunna

anns an leth-sholas uaine gun ghradh,

's chan &irich thu chaoidh air bharr cuain

a chaoidh ’s mo lamhan a’ slaodadh gun sgur

's chan aithne dhomh do shlighe idir,

thus’ ann an leth-sholas do shuain

a’ tathaich aigeann na mara gun tamh

's mise slaodadh ’s 2’ slaodadh air uachdar cuain.
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You are at the bottom of my mind

Without my knowing it you are at the bottom of my mind
like a visitor to the bottom of the sea
with his helmet and his two large eyes
and I do not rightly know your a

ppearance or you
after five years of showers ponsinne
of time pouring between me and you:

nameless mountains of water pouring

between me hauling you on board

and your appearance and manner in my weak hands,
You went astray

among the mysterious plants of the sea-bed

in the green half-light without love,

nnd you will never rise to the surface
though my hands are hauling ceaselessly

and [ do not know your way at all,

you in the half-light of your sleep

nting the bed of the sea without ceasing
I hauling and hauling on the surface.
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Have we done ill, I ask, my fixed body

a simulacrum of the transient waste,

for everything was mobile, plants that swayed
the keeling ship exploding and the splayed ’
cold insect bodies. I have seen your church
solid. This is not. The water pours |

into the parting timbers where 1 ache

above the globular eyes. The slack heads turn
ringing the horizon without sound,

with mortal bells, a strange exuberant flower
unknown to our dry churchyards. I look up
The sky begins to brighten as before |
remorseless amber, and the bruised i:olue grows
at the erupting edges. I have known you, God
not as the playful one but as the black ’ ,
tlu:lndﬂrer from hills. I kneel

and touch this dumb

Its human quality conlgiz:: iz?d. Rhet
I have not felt such hair so dear before

nor seen such real eyes. I kneel from you.

This water soaks me. I am running with

its tart sharp joy. I am floating here

in my black uniform. T am embraced
by these green ignorant waters. 1 am calm.

Iolaire
On New Year's Eve 1918 a ship called the lolaire left Kyle

of Lochalsh to bring three bundred men home to Lewis
after the war was over. On New Year's morning 1919 the
ship went on the rocks as a vesult of a navigational error
at the Beasts of Holm, a short distance from Stornoway,
the main town on the island. About [wo bundred sailors
were drowned. In the following poem I imagine an elder
of the church speaking as be is confronted with this
mind-breaking event.

The green washed over them. I saw them when
the New Year brought them home. It was a day
that orbed the horizon with an enigma.
It seemed that there were masts. It seemed that men
buzzed in the water round them. It seemed that fire
shone in the water which was thin and white
unravelling towards the shore. It seemed that 1
touched my fixed hat which seemed to float and
the sun illumined fish with naval caps,
names of the vanished ships. In sloppy waves,
in the fat of water, they came floating home
bruising against their island. It is true,
a minor error can inflict this death.
That star is not responsible. It shone
over the puffy blouse, the flapping blue
trousers, the black boots. The seagull swam
bonded to the water. Why not man?
The lights were lit last night, the tables creaked
with hoarded food. They willed the ship to port
in the New Year which would erase the old,
its errant voices, its unpractised tones.
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Na h-eilthirich The exiles
A liuthad soitheach a dh’fhag ar duthaich The many ships that left our country
le sgiathan geala a’ toirt Chanada orra. with white wings for Canada.
Tha iad mar neapaigearan 'nar cuimhne They are like handkerchiefs in our memories
's an sal mar dheoirean, and the brine like tears
's anns na croinn aca seoladairean 2’ seinn and in their masts sailors singing
mar edin air gheugan. like birds on branches.
Muir 2’ Mhaigh ud, gu gorm a’ ruith, That sea of May, running in such blue,
gealach air an oidhche, grian air an latha, a moon at night, a sun at daytime,
ach a’ ghealach mar mheas buidhe, and the moon like a yellow fruit,
mar thruinnsear air balla, like a plate on a wall,
ris an tog iad an lamban, to which they raise their hands,
no mar mhagnet airgeadach like a silver magnet
' le gathan goirte with piercing rays
| a’ sruthadh don chridhe. r streaming into the heart.
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Do mo mhathair

Bha thus’ 2’ sgoltadh sgadain
ann a Yarmouth fad’ air falbh
's a' ghrian shaillt sa mhadainn
ag eirigh as a’ chuan
's an fhuil air oir do sgine
's an salainn ud cho garbh
's gun thachd e thu 0 bhruidhinn
's gu robh do bhilean searbh.

Bha mis’ an Obar-Dheadhain
a’ deoghal cirsan ur’,
mo Ghaidhlig ann an leabhar
's mo Laideann aig an stiuir,
'nam shuidh’ an siud air cathair
's mo chofaidh ri mo thaobh
is duilleagan a’ crathadh
sitiil na sgoilearachd 's mo thir.

Tha cionta ga mo léireadh
mar a dh’eirich 's mara tha.

Cha bu chaomh leam 2 bhith 'g &irigh
ann an doilleireachd an 12,
bhith a’ sgoltadh ’s a bhith reubadh
iasg na maidne air an traigh

' am muir borb ud a bhith beucadh

sios mo mhiotagan gun tamh.

Ged a ni mi sin 'nam bhardachd,

's e m' fhuil fhin a th’ air mo laimh,

's gach aon sgadan thug an lan dhomh
a’ plosgartaich gu 'n déan mi dan,

's an aite clbair tha mo chanan
cruaidh is teann orm a ghnath

is an salainn garbh air m’ fhainne

a’ toirt beothalachd don bhas.

IAIN CRICHTON SMrITH

To my mother

T{ou were gutting herring
in distant Yarmouth
and the salt sun in the morning
tr:lsinbgl oudt of the sea,

e bloo
and that 85:1 st::cfa(:-:: ponriale
that it stopped you from speaking
and made your lips bitter.

I was in Aberdeen

sucking new courses,

my Gaelic in a book

and my Latin at the tiller,

sitting there on a chair '

with my coffee beside me

and leaves shaking the sails

of scholarship and my intelligence.

Guilt is tormenting me
because of what h
appened and how thi

.I would not like to be getting up e
in the darkness of the day
gutting and tearing
the fish of the morning on the shore
an that savage sea to be roaring

own my gloves without cease.

Though I do that in my poetry

it ig my own blood that is on my hands

and every ht?rrtng that the high tide ga\;e m

gr?:jp:tat:ngdul; I make a song, )
nstead of a co

always hard and suggc;nméimguage

an:d the coarse salt on my rin’g

bringing animation to death.
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Am faigh a’ Ghaidhlig bas? (earrainnean)

2
Sanasan-reice ann an neon

a’ dol thuige 's a’ dol as,
‘Am faigh 2’ . . . am faigh a’,
am faigh a’ Ghaidhlig
am faigha’ . ..
am faigh a’ Ghaidhlig
... bas?

3

Tha facail ag &irigh as an duthaich.
Tha iad mun cuairt oirnn.

Anns gach mios anns a’ bhliadhna
tha sinn air ar cuartachadh le facail.

Tha fhaclair fhéin aig an earrach,

na duilleagan a’ tionndadh
ann an gaoth bhiorach a’ Mhairt.

Tha i fosgladh nam buithtean.

Tha fhaclair fhéin aig an fhoghar,
na duilleagan donna

‘nan laighe air aigeann na linne
‘nan cadal 'son seuson.

Tha fhaclair fhéin aig a’ gheamhradh,
tha na facail 'nan cathadh

a’ togail an turraid ud, Babel.

Tha a ghrimar mar shneachd.

Shall Gaelic die? (extracts)

2

Advertisements in neon,

lighting and going out,

‘shall it . . . shall it . . .

Shall Gaelic . . .

shallit . . .
shall Gaelic
... die?

3

Words rise out of the country.
They are around us.

In every month in the year
we are surrounded by words.

Spring has its own dictionary,
its leaves are turning

in the sharp wind of March,
which opens the shops.

Autumn has its own dictionary,
the brown leaves

lying on the bottom of the loch
asleep for a season.

3

Winter has its own dictionary,
the words are a blizzard
building a tower of Babel,

Its grammar is like snow;

IAIN CRICHTON SMITH
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Eadar na facail tha an cat-fiadhaich
a’ toirt suil gheur tarsainn

air talamh nach buin do dhuine,
urchraichean a’ Mhic-meanmna.

4

Thog iad taigh

le clachan.

Chuir iad uinneagan anns an taigh

is dorsan.
Lion iad na rumannan le furniture

's le feusagan nam foghnan.

Sheall iad a-mach 2s an taigh
air saoghal Gaidhealach.

Na ditheanan, na gleanntan,
Glaschu fad’ air falbh

'na theine.

Thog iad barometer eachdraidh.

Oirleach an deidh oirlich, dh’fhuiling iad

gathan an fhulangais.

Thainig coigrich a-steach don taigh, 's dh’fhalbh iad.

Ach, a-nis,

¢o tha sealltainn a-mach
le aodann atharraicht?
Deé tha e coimhead?

Dé th’ aige 'na laimh?

Gad de fhacail tra.

Between the words the wild-cat
looks sharply across

a No-Man's-Land,

artillery of the Imagination.

4

They built a house

with stones.

They put windows in the house,
and doors.

They filled the room with furniture
and the beards of thistles.

They looked out of the house
on a Highland world,

the flowers, the glens,

distant Glasgow

on fire.

They built a barometer of history.

Inch after inch, they suffered
the stings of suffering,

e ]

IAIN CRICHTON SMITH

Strangers entered the house, and they left.

But now,

who is looking out
with an altered gaze?
What does he see?

What has he got in his hand?

A string of new words.
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5

5
Am fear a chailleas a chanan, He who loses his language

caillidh e a shaoghal. loses his world.
An Gaidheal a chailleas a chanan, The Highlander who loses his language
caillidh e an saoghal. loses his world.

An soitheach a chailleas na planaidean, ;rh“ 51:[_‘:‘33 ship that goes astray among planets
caillidh i an saoghal. oses the world.

Ann an saoghal orange, ' l[_l“ an orange world

ciamar a dh’aithnicheadh orange? ow would you know orange?

Ann an saoghal gun ole, In a world without evil

how would you know good?

ciamar a dh’aithnicheadh tu am math?
Wittgenstein is in the middle of his world.

Tha Wittgenstein am meadhon a shaoghail. ;
Tha e mar dhamhan-allaidh. ?E lsﬂi like a spider.

Tha na cuileagan a’ tighinn thuige. e € ,f:s mfne.m him.
«Cuan” is “coille” 2’ direadh. uan’ and ‘coill’ rising *
Nuair a theid Wittgenstein as, When Wittgenstein dies,
theid a shaoghal as. his world dies.

Tha am foghnan a’ lubadh chun an lair. The thistle bends to the earth.

The earth is tired of it.

Tha an talamh sgith dheth.

%
Cuan means ‘sea’ and coill means ‘wood',
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Leddhas

Bhon Chuimhneachan Cogaidh
chi sinn Leddhas air fad.
Airson an aite seo bhasaich iad,

na taighean uira, faileadh an fheamainn,

na h-aibhnichean.

Cailleach a’ falbh air feadh a fearainn,

a' ghaoth air a’ Chuan Siar,

faoileag 'na laighe marbh air rubha lom.
An cuan 2’ briseadh geal air gainmheach fhada,
flurain am measg nan clach.

Ministear air sraidean Stedrnabhaigh

air latha fliuch is fuar.

Airson an Aite seo bhasaich iad.

Tha tirnaighean air claoidh

na daoine aosda tinn.

Tha a’ ghaoth a’ bualadh air na rubhachan,

cho aonaranach a’ seinn,

a' mhointeach buidhe le na ditheanan,

na lochan beaga grinn

mar fhainnichean gorma gus an robh iad uvair

a’ coiseachd s iad 'man clann.

Beart na gaoithe air na rubhachan
gu buan a’ déanamh srann.

T ————
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Lewis

From the War Memorial
we see Lewis entirely,
For this place they died,
the new houses, the smell of seaweed,
the rivers,
an old woman walking about her croft
the wind on the Atlantic, '
a seagull lying dead on a bare headland
the sea breaking whitely on the long sm;d
flowers among the stones, ’
4 minister on a Stornoway street
on a cold wet day.
For this place they died.
Prayers are exhausting
the old sick people.
The wind is beating against the headlands
with its lonely song,
the moor yellow with flowers
the small elegant lochs ,
like blue rings, where they used to walk
when they were children.

The loom of the wind on the headlands
with its eternal whine.
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Meiledidian an spioraid

E hioré, e hior,

danns, danns, air an rathad.

O mheileodidiain an spioraid, i
danns, danns aig ceann a’ gharraidh.

O mheiledidiain an spioraid,

O lamhan fad’ as

fann is geal ann an gcalagh foghair,
O na casan &asgaidh bras.

O mbheileodidiain an spiolraifi,

uaine 's dearg is uaine nthusf, s
tha taibhsichean aig ceann a gharraidh,
tha ar cuid dhedirean a’ sileadh.

Tha cedl Oir aig ceann ar meoirean.
Danns, danns air an rathad.

O mbeiledidiain mo dheoirean,
tha 'n ceol uir 2’ dearrsadh thairis

ealach abachaidh an edrna,
gealach dir na h-oidhche fhada,

gealach bhalach, gealach Leddhais,
gealach bhrogan an ur-fhasain.
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The melodeon of the spirit

Ebioro, ebiori,

dance, dance on the road.

O melodeon of the spirit,

dance, dance at the end of the garden.

O melodeon of the spirit,

O distant hands

faint and white in an autumn moon,
O the active rash feet.

O melodeon of the spirit,
green and red and green again,

there are ghosts at the end of the garden,
our tears are falling,

There is a new music at the tips of our fingers,
dance, dance on the road.

O melodeon of my tears,

the new music is shining over

the ripening moon of the barley,
the golden moon of the long night,

the moon of boys, the moon of Lewis,
the moon of the shoes of the new fashion.
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From A Life
Lewis 1928-1945

1

“when did you come home? When are you leaving?’
‘No, Idon’t. .. don’t think I know . ..’
The moonlit autumn nights of long ago,
the heavy thump of feet at their late dancing.
“We'll sail by the autumn moon to Lewis home.’
1 think I know you . . ." But our faces age,
our knuckles redden and webbed lines engage
eyes that were once SO brilliant and blue.
The sharp salt teaches us. These houses, neEwW
and big with grants and loans, replace the old
thatched walls that straggled in a tall lush field.
I lie among the daisies and look up
into a tall blue sky where lost larks chirp.
The sea is blazing with 2 bitter flame.
“When are you leaving? When did you come home?’
The island is the anvil where was made
the puritanical heart. The daisies foam
out of the summer grass. The rigid dead
sleep by the Braighe, tomb on separate tomb.

T E———
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Young girl singing psalm

Just for a moment th
€0 as you raised
it must have been the way your gl:asse):izzr::: y

above the round red
. cheeks - as you
the psalm’s grim music from a p)};sing Ej:;:t -

that moment, as I
; say, I saw you stand
thirty years hence, the hymn book in your hand

'z; ]:t'lleshy matron who are now sixteen
‘ s
skin is coarser, you are less serene.

;W;h;t now is fervour is pure habit then
ridge devoted and to thought hnm.une

; :ﬁ%hﬁur of flowers and sales of work,
e through round noons where no sins lurk,

your large pink hat a gard
en ro
the cosy wheel of comfort and ;1? g:c? i

And, as I see you, ma
, matron of thar da
I wonder, girl, which is the better w:;’y -

in innocent fervour tackli
ng antique ve
or pink Persephone, innocently coarse.me’
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Do sheana-bhoireannach

Tha thu san eaglais ag &isdeachd
air being mhi-chomhfhurtail ri briathran
fear nach eil ach leth do bhliadhnan.

'S tha mise 'nam shuidhe seo a' sgriobhadh
na facail chearbach-s’: gun fhios 'n € 'n fhirinn
no bhreug bhoaidheach tha 'nam inntinn.

Ach, aon té tha tighinn air m’ inntinn,
thusa 'nad shuidhe air beulaibh ciibainn
'nad aid dhuibh shimplidh: 'na do chota
(dubh cuideachd) 's 'na do bhrogan

a choisich iomadh sraid mhor leat.

Cha b’ e sgoilear thu 'na do latha.

('S iomadh madainn a sgoilt thu sgadan
's a bha do lamhan goirt le salainn,

's a’ ghaoth gheur air oir do sgine,

's d’ drdagan reoit’ le teine.)

Cha chuala tusa mu dheidhinn Dharwin
no Fhreud no Mharx no 'n Iidhaich eile,
Einstein leis an inntinn ealant’:

no ciall a’ bhruadair a bhruadraich thu
's thu 'n raoir 'nad ram 'nad theann-chadal.

Cha chuala tu mar a theicheas na reultan
mar bhan-righinnean ciliin troimh na speuran,
‘s cha chuala tu mar a shuidheas an ledmhann

le ceann borb aig a’ bhord leinn.

————ﬁ

To an old woman

You are in the church listening,
sitting on an uncomfortable bench
to the words of one who is only half your age

And I am sitting here writing

th
ese corrupted words, and not knowing whether it is the truth

or the beautiful lie that is in my mind.

But there is one person wh
. O comes i
You sitting in front of a pulpit Bt s
in your simple black hat, and in your coat
$lack as well) and in your shoes
at have walked many a long street with you.

You were not a scholar in your day.
(Many a morning did you gut herring
an:[i y;l)ur hands were sore with salt .
and the keen wind on the ed :
ge of you
and your fingers frozen with fire.) PR

You have never heard of Darwin
or Freud or Marx or that other Jew,
Eins‘tiein, with the brilliant mind: ’

or do you know the meanin
::t r:ght l'n your room in heagv: 1;::::1‘&&1!1 PR
lik: aven'’t heard how the stars move awa fro

calm queens through the sky. e

And you haven’t heard how the lion
with his fierce head sits at the table with us
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Ach suidhidh tu 'n sin air beulaibh cubainn
's ni thu ‘nad aonranachd iomadh urnaigh
's ma bheireas am ministear air 1aimh ort
bithidh toileachas a’ lionadh d’ inntinn.

Cuimhnichidh tu air laithean eile,
searmon cho direach ris a’ pheileir,
samhradh a’ dortadh timcheall eaglais,
fiinne oOir is teisteanas

rosan a’ fosgladh samhraidh

mar Ur-Bhiobull 'na do chuimhne.

'§ cuimhnichidh tu air iomadh bas

is iomadh latha a chaidh fas,
uaireadair anns na ballachan

a’ diogadh do shaoghail gu a cheann.

Gu soirbhich do shaoghal gu math leat
's tu nise air do shlighe dhachaigh
troimh shraidean geal mar inntinn duine
fosgailt’ le oir na sgine,
's balaich 'nan seasamh 'nan cuid aimhreit

a' sgrudadh neonitheachd: 's geur a sheall iad
riutsa falbh, gun armachd, tarsainn

sraid a’ losgadh mu do chasan,

gun armachd ach do spiorad cordail

nach do chuir saoghal riamh an ordugh

ach a chumas tu, tha mi 'n dochas,

slan 'nad neochiontas mar chota.

————
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:):(; you sit there in front of the pulpit

i ;1 your loneliness you say many a pra
the minister shakes you by the ltx:i'xmiyﬁr

your mind is filled with happiness

You remember other days

a sermon direct as a bulle;

a summer pouring around’a church
a gold ring and the testimony '
of roses opening summer

like 2 new Bible in your memory.

An;l you will remember many a death
and many days which went wast
a clock in the wall E

ticking your world to its end.

May your world prosper
:nd y;u on your way home

ver the white streets like

a man’s mi

:Egr; with the edge of the knife i
i yﬁg :taﬁfﬁng in their quarrelsomeness
ot ot ingness: keenly they looked
i you going without armour across
ﬂstt;gctt burning at your feet,
? ut armour but your h
; armonio
&att never put a world in order Gh
by -o‘th'iCh will keep you, I hope |
"WAOIE In your innocence like a coat. ‘l
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Aig Clachan Chalanais

Aig clachan Chalanais an—dé.

chguala mi té ag radh ri teile: s

“Sep far na loisg jad clann o she m. i
Chan fhaca mi draoidhean :mnsi

no grian no gu: ach chunna mm .
ball bréagha gorm mar néamh e

is clann le craiceann slaodadhh o i
mar a' bhratach sna dh’iobradh Nagas

At the Stones of Callanish

At the stones of Callanish yesterday

I heard one woman saying to another:

‘This is where they burnt the children in early times.’
I did not see druids among the planets

nor sun nor robe: but [ saw

a beautiful blue ball like heaven cracking

and children with skin hanging to them

like the flag in which Nagasaki was sacrificed.
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Farewell my brother (extract)

My distant brother
with your own casket il':y ﬂ‘iuSt-;l]ﬂt brother,
£ and tribulations. e shelter o
of joys and tribu i e Secrcft my poem
Barer than the mind ;
is the soil of Lewis. till we are children again
It is in the keeping of the wind. in the one bed
It has the sea's resonance, in the changing weather
of an inquisitive childhood
that constant music '
that enchanted cottage The roads separate:
see, [ wave to you,

which enhanced our residence,

into your own cloud.

our hunger for the unknown.
If we could speak again
would we know better? See, ' wave to you
‘}Ir'c]'l'l are disappearing forever.
I offer this bouquet ears disarm me.
from the oceans of salt, N
my distant brother. ow you stand like a statue
in the honour of goodness
I send it across the seas M '
to the spaciousness of Canada, y pride and my tears burn me
my flowering poem, :
Farewell, my brother.
to let its fragrance

be sweet in your nostrils,
though you are now unable
to converse with me.
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The Tape Runs

The tape runs

bearing its weight of poems
conversations

echoes of past rhymes.

Sometimes I think that time
is odder

than any order

for to gain one future

is to lose another

Calmly the tape runs

The fruit of dead voices
composes

itself on the brown wheels.

They return to us
over and over

in this calm weather
of continuous hum

Dear dead voices
dear dignified ones
I see your bones

in this green focus

narrowing widening

the grass of your burying
small set green window
pulsing with a whole life.

e |
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From ‘Taynuilt 1982
16

There is no island,
The sea unites us.
The salt is in our mouth,

I have heard the drow

owned si
when the moonlight e
Casts a road across the wa

t

fine and luminous, o
_and each house sways
in its autumn light,

‘The moon that take
s us h
to the dancing -

to the phantoms of evenin g
Ve %
to the charmed wells,

ome to Lewis’

The island, as our poet said
is an iceberg, ,
We bear it with us,

our flawed jewel,

As the sun sets

over the mountains

I see the homeless ones
forever rowing,

Their peasant hats mushroom
like foundering bouquets. ,
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The wakes

are for everyone

and the large sun

glints on the excised names
of the exiles.

‘No ebb tide ever came
without a full tide after it' -
precious ones

whose flesh is my own,

and who arise each day
to a new desert.

The island, my vase, knows you.
Your inscribed faces

burn out of the brine:

this is the sharp wine

that educates us.

As we change

so the island changes,
we are not estranged
by the salt billows.

“There is no ebb tide
without a full tide after it.!
The tall white bride
accepts the fresh waters.

oo
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THE EXTRACTS following are taken from two radio
programmes where one or both poets are talking about

their lives and island culture, and are organised by subject,

The initials of each poet identify the speaker alongside the
word ‘Island’ or

‘Bayble’ to signify the radio programme
referred to.

The Island Is Always With You. BBC Radio 3 Feature
marking the sixtieth birthday of Tain Crichton Smith (1988),
Broadcast simultaneously on Radio 3 and Radio Scotland,
Selected for Pick of the Week.

Described by Scotland on Sunday as ‘one of the out-
standing radio programmes of the year.’
Producer: Stewart Conn

Research, interview and editing: Andrew Mitchell
Extracts identified: (ICS Island)

How Many Miles From Bayble? BBC Radio 4 Kaleido-
scope Feature, which took both

poets back to Lewis ( 1995).
: : i Producer: Julian May
richton Smith in conversation, Research and interview: Andrew Mitchell
b orded by Julian May Extracts identified: (ICS Bayble) or (DT Bayble)
eing rec

photo: Andrew Miichell

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE ISLAND
WHAT LEWIS MEANT TO HIM (ICS Island)

Returning to Lewis is returning to a special way of life

and to a special language, Gaelic. Also, I suppose to a
certain extent, to a special kind of religion.

THE ISLAND OF LEWIS AND POETRY (ICS Island)

It's a very bleak island. There are more trees now than when
I'was growing up. It's very bare, very windswept. I've always
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1y own poetry as having that kind of barene

THE SEA (IC5 Island) o
being an island, you're m“m::-h :
.ound of the sea around you. 'l uls |
hat I miss, staying where 1 do in Tay

sense 1 miss the sound of the sea.

all the

3E SOCIE 1CS Island)
VILLAGE SOCIETY (ICS
Sl o would have had fundamental

1in people wh )

: st
the society would have been the headmas

¢ Cll ()1 . ‘ld al'iu ()t Oour iS ]
5 O al ] C 5€, l
th . 3 e, the min [er

¥ =S Island)

HE VILLAGE (1C5 - .
. ople were good at different kinds 3:' ictnbsm
o = thing that u

2 hermen. One t
d also fis -

crofters an : 8

\ me was the way they built their ow e
ght was quite extraordinary, many

ou

i - that.
raining in masonry or anything like

G AND SELE-SUFFICIENCY (DT Bayi;l{l:)wm':h

had their own designated peat ban ]:hc el
:.nd they did thisin a communal v?‘a-,f:rher: et
ient and didn't have to rely on cash.

t time.
cash circulating in the community at tha

=S (DT Bayble) ‘ e
ll:é él‘eat entertainments they llmd w;z “::a; it
inns an rathaid, dancing on the rc:‘m:l..l i
te location for this was an old woo o
yoden base, so it was easier to danc;e gt

yacl: it had no sides, so you had to :zv e
'ou,didn‘t topple over the edge . .. C.a“d

(ow, but the road has a tarmac top now

. sides, so you can't fall off it easily.

ANCES (ICS Island)

lbf-l on autumn nighl& LSPELia"y, at the.' C“.d Of t-he

——

POETS IN C()NV‘ERSA‘I‘IDN

road they used to have dances and they played the
melodeon . ., something almost trance-like about them. I
remember standing at our own house and this very red
autumn moon in the sky and hearing the dancing at the
end of the road, And it has always remained in my
memory as something of extraordinary significance, a
perfectly beautiful autumn evening.
ISLAND COMMUNITY (ICS Island)

I suppose a community has two aspects to ir. It provides

you with a certain kind of warmth and on the other hand
it makes you feel slightly claustrophobic, because
always feel you're under the gaze of the other peo
the community.

you
ple in

FIRST LANGUAGE
FIRST LANGUAGE (DT Bayble)
I had English for my first language and became bilingual
from the age of five or 50, but there was a curious
situation within the family, Father was quite a prominent
Gaelic activist, a writer himself, a writer of prose and
poetry and editor. My mother, on the other hand, was
extremely interested in Gaelic poetry and song. She
virtually sang all day about her work. 50, as the years
went on, [ tended to speak Gaelic mainly with my mother
and English mainly with my father, but the two of them
switched between the two languages continually.

FIRST LANGUAGE (ICS Island)
Before I went to school we were speaking Gaelic in the
house and in the village, and then at the age of five I went
to school and learned English and then all my other
subjects in English. I can’t actually remember how all this
happened. We spoke Gaelic in the playground and then
when we went back into school we spoke English.
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LANGUAGE AND CULTURE IN CHILDHOOD
TENSIONS OF SPEAKING TWO LANGUAGES (ICS Bayble)
1 didn’t think when 1 was young in terms of Gaelic as being
opposed to English in a nationalistic sense. Gaelic was quite
my natural language, so I didn't oppose it to English and
consciously say I must keep Gaelic going. At that time Gaelic
in the village was just the normal language that you spoke.
At the same time there weren't many books, certainly not for
children: more now, but in those days not many books at all
for children in Gaelic. The children’s books that I would be

reading would be in English.

FIRST POEM (ICS Island)
When 1 was eleven years old 1 composed my first poem. It

was not written down. In those days Chamberlain was going
th his umbrella to pacify the Nazis. The Nazis
of people who did not know about
ning in 1939 and [

this poem in Gaelic

to Europe wi
were very different kinds
cricket and so on. I woke up this mor

started reciting, quite spontaneously,
about Chamberlain’s visits to Europe. This is quite

interesting because Gaclic poetry is orally based.

WRITING POETRY (ICS Island)
1 started writing poetry, 1 think, quite young. Mainly
because 1 was ill a lot. 1 used to suffer from bronchitis

and 1 was off school a lot, s0 [ used to read. I chose to
read a lot of poetry.

READING (ICS Island)
1 tended to read more English poets than Gaelic poets at

that age. In those days they did not have books for
children in Gaelic. We didn't have any. 1 was reading the
kind of ordinary English books that anyone would have

read, even in England.
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LANGUAGE AND CULTURE
LANGUA
1f1 Wife A:I:D IU'Stl::(:‘IAI. FUNCTION (ICS Island)
it g 5 ome to Lewis and speak to someo
o g M that community, I would be consi =<5
thmg, " 1;3:1: aristocratic, as if it were a kind'::;dm‘j
’ s
e o was looking down upon them, but l.t?c 3
o speak Gaelic to them, that's OK. ' e
guage i :
o a:g: In a situation like that is not purely lingui
: social connotation. Obvious] with B s
pa;.ne%;agc there is a Very, very strong mzlveme ko
P f::f alt. You feel this dominating yoursclfr::}:]
sl Ecermin amount of guilt about it. The fa iy
nglish as well as Gaelic was difficult as ::etlilmt I

1 did feel that to
write in E
—— nglish was a betrayal of my

BAYBLE SCHOOL
BAY‘P;.E SCHOOL (DT Bayble)
e're just beside the sch,
ool at Baybl
bt e, where m
master from 1922 until 1953, [ was bm};gahtrer
up

here (in) my earl
rly years and
age of thitveen on us attended the school until the

BAYBLE SC
: mendl;l:(;llisAND BARE FEET (ICS Bayble)
it o ﬁ:;:;hnul as well. In the summer months we
oo :;- shoes and run barefoot into school
ok oo € of my main memories, running o ‘
ool, barefoot under the skylarks sone

SHOES AND POVERTY (DT Bayble)

:!:t there were some very poor members of th

mmunity; e

o Et;ﬁlmauwas where the children, especially b
the year round without shoes. 1 o

; y own cl
$nOW with their bare feet class walking through the
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THE NICOLSON INSTITUTE

BAYBLE SCHOOL AND THE NICOLSON INSTITUTE, STORNOWAY
(DT Bayble)
Bayble School ran through the primary up through the first
three years of the secondary, but not everybody finished
these three years of secondary: it was possible to transfer to
the secondary school in Stornoway, the Nicolson Institute.
When you made that transition, you found yourself in a very
different environment. Perhaps a third of your class would
consist of Stornoway pupils, and the rest of the pupils from
various parts of Lewis and the countryside. Practically all the
rural pupils would be Gaelic-speaking and the great majority
of the Stornoway pupils would be English-speaking, and
some of them, indeed, would have quite contemptuous
attitudes towards Gaelic. For all that, although this was a
traumatic transition in some ways, I remember a new sense

of widening community, because [ met people from the West

Side and from Ness, and from Uig and Bernera and from
Lochs, and began to become acquainted with their different
dialects of Gaelic. You lost your original community but you
found a new community; so there were benefits as well as

disadvantages.

WRITTEN AND SPOKEN LANGUAGE AT THE NICOLSON
INSTITUTE AND THE UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN (ICS
Bayble)

What happened was that in the playground we very often
spoke English now, rather than Gaelic . . . and Gaelic at
home. So it was quite a complicated existence,

.. . The other thing that happened, of course, was that
you could take Gaelic in the Nicolson as a subject, you
could take Gaelic as you could take French or Latin, and
study it as I did and Derick did too; and then we went off
to Aberdeen University and continued our studies: it
became known as Celtic.
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In my cage I had ;
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rwentieth century phenomena, and there weren’t a lot of
Gaelic poets at that time who were doing that: Sorley
MacLean had begun to write by that time and I'd read his. 1
was writing and 1 think Derick was writing 100, for the
University magazine, Alma Mater. | was writing English
poems for Alma Mater. After 1 left University [ was writing
short stories, plays and so on in Gaelic; but 1 think generally
speaking 1 knew that the main thrust of my work would be
in English. [ had always been, I think, more comfortable
writing in English, even though it was my second language.

THE POEM ‘FOR MY MOTHER', HIS MOTHER AS A HERRING

GIRL (ICS Island)

There were three of us, three boys. My mother, of course,

was widowed, because my father died when I was two,*
and this meant we were living on a pension of ten
shillings a week,** which even then was not very much,
We could only go to Stornoway once a year and
Stornoway was only seven miles away. This was a red-
letter day in our lives.

Later on when 1 went tO Aberdeen (University) and was
living in this kind of intellectual milieu and talking about
Camus and Sartre and people, I used to think of my
mother at the same age as me, when she would have
been a herring girl, going round the ports of England and
scotland, gutting herring and getting her hands wounded
with the salt of the herring. In fact | wrote a poem about
that many years afterwards, but I did feel that particular

guilt as well.

THE POEM ‘THE HERRING GIRLS', BAYBLE BAY ON SUNDAY
MORNING (DT Bayble)
We're back at Bayble again today. It happens to be
Sunday, so it's quicter than ever. I left Bayble virtually
forty-five years ago, but when it comes to creative writing,

# According to lain's wife Donalda, he may have been thre€
when his father died. This is based on the age of Jain's '
younger brother Kenneth, who was a baby at the rime.
# Fifty pence in decimal currency.

FREE CHURCH AND CREATIVITY IN THE |

|
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probably, however long I go on writing

s that won't

I'm going to read

i : 4 poem now called ¢

abomn(g; lt;}:rls - It was written in the deep aouthThﬂ
20w, looking back towards things in '1;:::(1

:5:;%2? AND ISLAND CULTURE
CAL RELIGION ON LEWIS (DT Bayble)
{3

The evangelical r
eligion arrived Lewis

e ved somewh

0;1 hwe have accounts from the third rnu'u:lal:ol wes :
Sm:n einlnctcenth century of evangelical mi ‘-'i“h —y

n
Ord‘:j ::g as hard as they could on the local c:::;s
g people to break their fiddles g

pipes and stop singing vain songs P s thele

RELi(;;S:dArP:EBiHTERATURE (ICS Island)

on on the island

i) quite oppres;

: f;;; e f;,e F:r igstance, nothing was ever di;: ::3); i
e Idu: ays enormously long as a child. I h ini
i :t n«;ﬁ:t:cology extremely oppressi‘:e- a:vdern
s it find any kind of ideology ha;-d to ’
i e e eling about literature is that it should
e 1::1 human beings and that any kindl:)f

s thrm.]gh ether it is ecclesiastical or political . . . is

T how;.ﬂcgc:ﬂai:;;ctlm and on both sides n;f.ti:at

I feel an instinctive dislike u: ::E; ;:h:; :::{:I‘:;Ibemﬂ —
ogy.

e SLAND (ICS

e

down to Argyll for a few

werks
Bt eks. When we were leaving

: 1 feel like
Egypt.’ He actually said this| Iovep it o b
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RELIGION AND SUPERSTITION (DT Bayble)
The lady we were talking to in Keose was recalling how the

trees round the house she lives in had been planted by an
and he had evidently

incoming doctor thirty years ago
planted them on a Sunday. Some people in the community
told him these trees had very little chance of surviving to

adulthood.

Some people couldn't shave;
night ready to go to church on Sunday. Preferably, you

didn't even peel the potatoes; you pecled them the previous
night. In Bayble young people were allowed to have a walk
down to the shore, but not to play football, not to make a

noise, anything of that sort.

they had to shave on Saturday

COCKERELS AND CREELS (ICS Bayble)
The other thing they used to do, which was very strange,
was to put the cockerels under a creel, 5o they wouldn't
have sex with the hens.

CEILIDH AND RELIGION

THE CEILIDH HOUSE (ICs Island)
The ceilidh traditionally in the Highlands was that there
might be a particular house that people would choose
within the village, and then they would go along and
would have songs and maybe pipe music and maybe
accordion music and so on; and the ceilidh house was a
kind of central focus within the community.

THE POEM ‘THE SCARECROW’ (ICS Island)

Derick Thomson has got a poem in which he talks about

the power of Calvinism and the power of religion in
relation to that spontaneous ceilidh atmosphere; and he
sees in the thatched houses, which were slightly before
the time I grew up — the fire was in the centre of the floor
and consequently the people would be sitting round the
fire in a circle. Later on, Derick Thomson talks about
Calvinism replacing this kind of spontaneous community,
replacing the fire in the centre of the floor, which was a
social fire, with religious hell fire. 1 thought this wasa

as

*
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MARGINAL COMMUNITIES
MARGINAL COMMUNITIES (ICS Island)

[ think that margin
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-?;Euc AND CULTURAL SURVIVAL
TiURVIVAL OF GAELIC (ICS Island)
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see how a m,
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KEOSE, WHERE DERICK’
:.VIVED (ICS Bayble)
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i Snmstry here. It's just a little village at the
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ved we heard some children playing'ancl
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and English and then their

they were speaking in Gaelic
d us up for a cup of coffee.

mother came along and invite

KEOSE, CHILDREN AND FAMILY HISTORY (DT Bayble)
Great to hear the young children with their mixture of
English and Gaelic song. My mother came from here and
her father belonged to a different part of Lewis, came
back from Glasgow with his recently married wife and
began looking for a site to build a house on; but at the
end of the day my grandfather had to build the house
right on the shore, with the waves continually lapping the
back wall. His workshop was at the back of the house. He
was among many other activities joiner and coffin
maker. The house is still here, and 1 recognise the door

into the workshop.

————*

POETS IN Conversarig

things. It forces you to confro
s nt linguistic things:
ke tt' :ﬂ;ﬁ t:;cre brought up speaking Gaclicgs a_u:l:;::l::r
" ng in English, whether in fact your whole
— ;mergc-. I think of English and Gaelic as
S g cycle, with a Gaelic wheel and an
c g e - Sometimes one is in operation and
i mmaseet other one is in operation; or the two of
e mk: 2;:;:]:?;? :a::h oit::er. The point is that
, One is not
:};ﬂ:efr::l: a place, but also exile from :‘;::1:::1 n? e
person concerned with lan e
question he has to consider very dmpf;ﬂﬂﬂ- S

THE POEM ‘THE EXILES' (ICS Island)

That POEm was star ted off by an image l'.llﬂt I'EI'I!'I.E{IIEd in

my memory of Y,
ry somel‘.hing my mDr.hEl.' told me man

f

10

‘THE POEM 'COFFINS' (DT Bayble) years ago; and she said that there many
The poem ‘Coffins’, it was not written until about thirty leaving Stornoway harbour an mmwﬂﬁ this ship which was
years after my grandfather's death in the mid-Thirties going to Canada, and at Sm'm: S igrant ship, probably
(1930s). What sparked off the writing of the poem was spontaneous singing of ps almsp . :l:“*’-f point there was a
the publication in 1963 of the 1961 Census figures for ship and the people on the sh » 50 that the people on the
Gaelic speakers, which showed quite a considerable drop Lord’s My Shepherd’ as the 3h;} re started singing ‘The
from previous census figures in 1951, was quite spontaneous, I alwa yl: xg:ﬂd away, and this
extremely moving experience. She gmihitt OF tiat is an
Exi1E extraordinary and poignant moment s <
EXILE (ICS Island) *
It was there in Canada that 1 suddenly realised, in the stories TCI‘T‘I;LANISH
my old uncle was telling me, what exile meant in human POEM AT THE STONES OF CALLANI
SH’ (ICS Bayble)

terms. He ran away from Lewis at the age of fourteen. He
ended up in Canada and he told me that lots of people he
had gone out with either starved to death or had become
alcoholics and there was a rremendous loss and wastage of
human talent in these periods; and I learned about the ship
that had left Lewis, and this, I think, sharpened for me the

idea of exile from the island.

LANGUAGE AND EXILE (ICS Island)
It's niot so much exile from a particular place; it's exile

from a language, which is one of the really important

Man

Nm:t:?;)lple would probably consider Lewis to be

all ove thand.,. but lots Dfpeople fﬂ:’m LEwis b bﬂ.

r
which is oﬁ:'? \eh andl.[n this pocm ahout cmv;shm
Callanish sto ¥ ﬂi]ritmam attractions of the island th;:
ne circle, I was tryin '

a4 connection between [. St::;ld fht: ::;’:;l;h:n mliltaphun

rld.
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aelic and English and then their
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FAMILY HISTORY (DT Bayble)
Great to hear the young children with their mixture of ]
English and Gaelic song. My mother came from here an
her father belonged to 2 different part of Lewis, camed
back from Glasgow with his recently married wife m:h
began looking for 2 site to build a house ony but at the

end of the day my grandfather had to build the house
right on the shore, with the waves continually lapping the

back wall, His workshop was at the back of the house. He
was among many other activities a
maker. The house is still here, and
into the workshop.
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THE POEM ‘COFFINS' (DT Bayb.
The poem ‘Coffins’, it was not written until about thirty

years after my grandfather’s death in the mid-Thirties
(1930s). What sparked off the writing of the poem v;m:
the publication in 1963 of the 1961 Census ﬁguﬂ;::l odm
Gaelic speakers, which showed quite a considerable drop

from previous census figures in 1951.

EXILE
EXILE (ICS Island)
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LANGUAGE AND EXILE (ICS Is '
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from a language, which is one of the really important
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what exile meant in hum :
Lewis at the age of fourteen. Hg’:;
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POETs IN Conversaro

;hli;gs' }’t forces you to confront linguistic things: whether
u-an;;':;rlf :nu .\uzerc‘:‘bmught up speaking Gaelic and then
writing in English, whether in fact your whol
personality can emerge. I think of English and Gaelic _'3
being a kind of bicycle, with a Gaelic wheel and an h
English wheel, Sometimes one js in operation and
Sometimes the other one is in operation; or the two of
them manage 10 generate each other, The point is that
when one talks aboug exile, one is not just talkin abo
exile from a place, but also exile from a Ianguage!-; and =
4 poet is a person concerned with language, this ;s >
question he has to consider very deeply. ’ g

THE POEM “THE EXILES’ (ICS Island)

That poem was started off by an image that remained in

my memory of something my mother told me many, m
Years ago; and she said that there was this ship whiih ~
leaving Stornoway harbour, an immigrant ship, proh 1::“
going to Canada, and at some Pparticular point ’there b
Spontaneous singing of psalms, so that the people o “’:;‘ 3
ship and the people on the shore started singin, ‘Thn )
Lord’s My Shepherd’ as the ship moved away, angd rhie

Was quite spontaneous. | always thought of t;:at as m-:j
extremely moving experience. She said it was a ve
extraordinary and poignant moment, &

ANISH

POEM AT THE STONES OF CALLANISH' (ICS Bayble
Many pfople would probably consider Lewis to b: a )
remote island, but lots of people from Lewis have bee
all over the world, and in this poem about Callanish ’
Which is one of the main attractions of the island, th;:

Callani
g sh :tune circle, I was trying to show this metaphor,
ection between Lewis and the outside world
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