Seumas Interview

James McLetchie talks about what prompted him to write the words to the song “Na seann daoine”. He explains the references to local people and family members, talks about the importance of social customs and the physical environment in Uist, and reflects on how things have changed in his local community.

‘S e an t-òran seo “Na Seann Daoine”, agus chaidh a chur ri cheile nuair, nuair a thog mo mhàthair oirre fhèin am baile fhàgail aig aois ceithir fichead ‘s a dhà. Er, bha mi a’ coimhead – ‘s e àm cianal, cianalas a bh’ ann dhomh fhèin. Bha mi ga faicinn a’ falbh is cha robh mise ach còig mionaidean bhon taigh aice, ach bha i a’ dol suas gu eilean eile. Gun teagamh chan eil an t-eilean ach fichead mionaid bhon taigh. Ach ann an dòigh eile bha i mar gum biodh, a’ dol gu saoghal eile, agus ‘s e toiseach an òran, er, “Tha na seann daoine a’ falbh, a’ toirt ceum bho ar saoghal”. Tha sin a’ toirt cothrom air coimhead gu bheil i a’ fàgail an saoghal agam fhèin, agus ‘s dòcha saoghal eile aice fhèin.

Agus, tha mi a’ smuaintinn, aig an àm bha mi a’ ràdh rium fhèin – tha i air a’ chuimhne a chall, tha, tha i a’ dol droil, mar a chanas iad ann an Gàidhlig – ach nuair a choimheadas mi air an-diugh, is mìosan air a dhol seachad, tha i toilichte far a bheil i. 
Agus, ach ‘s e rud, an cianalas a bha a’ cur orm.. bha i a’ cur ceithir fichead, trì fichead, faisg air deich air fhichead bliadhna de rudan aice san taigh, gan cur ann am bocsannan ann am beagan sheachdainean agus a’ falbh. Agus tha e an uair sin air a ràdh “Dèanamh air saoghal eile, is tòiseachadh as ùr”. Mar sin, mo mhàthair a’ dèanadh air saoghal eile – tha i beò agus a’ dèanadh air saoghal eile. Ach air an làimh eile tha e cuideachd a’ bruidhinn air seann daoine a dh’ fhàg an àite, agus a’ falbh gu beatha eile nuair a dh’ fhàgas iad. Sinn an seo, chan eil againn ach cuimhneachan air na daoine a tha sineach às a’ bhaile. Agus ann an dòigh tha iadsan a’ falbh gu dòigh ùr, ach tha sinne cuideachd air ar fàgail, agus feumaidh sinne dòigh ùr a dhèanamh dhen bheatha againn fhèin às an aonais. So sin mar a chaidh sin a chur ri cheile.
Rud a bha cuimhne agam nam òige, ‘s e mar a bha teaghlaichean a’ gabhail an aithris, aithris na maidne ann an dòigh. Bhiodh iad ag èirigh, is bhiodh mo mhàthair a’ fosgladh a’ bhìobaill agus a’ leughadh earrainn dhen bhiobaill agus an uair sin a’ dèanadh ùrnaigh airson an latha. Ach cuideachd às an sin bha i a’ dèanamh ùrnaigh airson daoine a bha meadhanach sa bhaile, is daoine a bha meadhanach is nach robh cho math dheth ‘s a bha sinne ‘s dòcha. Agus tha mi a’ coimhead air sin an-diugh, agus chan eil sin a’ tachairt.

Nam òige bha mi a’ ràdh “Oh, feumaidh sinn seo a dhèanamh sa mhadainn”, agus cha robh dad de dh’iarraidh againn seo a dhèanamh sa mhadainn, ach bha a h-uile duine den teaghlach ga dhèanamh. Agus bha e caran… bha thu ga dhèanamh seach gun robh do phàrantan ga dhèanamh. Ach a-nist tha an t-òran, uh – “Oh nach till sibh a-nall thar nan cuantan ‘s nam beann, is togaidh sinne fonn aon uair eile”. Cuideachd, ‘s dòcha, seinneadh iad rann de shalm a-staigh san taigh. Agus bha mi, bha mi a’ ràdh rium fhèin, nan tilleadh iad a-nall, na daoine sin, gum biodh e math sin fhaicinn a-rithist – an dòigh-beatha a bha sin a th’ againn.
Tha mi cinnteach gu bheil seòrsa de cianalas san rann sin air an dòigh-beatha a dh’fhalbh. Agus, ach cuideachd leis mar tha an guth a’ tighinn a-mach aig an rann sin tha e mar gum biodh e a’ dol a-mach dhan t-saoghal a dh’eigheachd air na dh’fhàg na h-eileanan tilleadh air ais an seo.

An uair sin tha thu a’ gluasad a-steach – er – “Chan eil eich a’ treabhadh sa mhachair, tha an iodhlann gun chruaich’, far an do thogadh teaghlaich tha làrach feanndagan mar chuimhne”. Nuair a thàinig mi an seo an toiseach aig, er, sa bhliadhna trì fichead ‘s – naoin-deug trì fichead ‘sa dhà, er, a naoi, er, bha eich a’ treabhadh sa mhachair. Agus tha cuimhn’ ‘am cho annasach a bha sin dhomhsa, gun mi ach pàisde aig sia bliadhna a dh’aois, agus bha dòigh-beatha ann an uair sin – bhiodh daoine a’ stad, a’ bruidhinn ri cheile. Bhiodh na h-eich – bha fios aca dè bha iad a’ dèanamh. Agus ma choimheadas tu timcheall ort an-diugh tha an dòigh-beatha a tha sin e-fhèin air falbh. Tha daoine – ‘s e tractaran a th’ aca is, mar a chanas iad, hydraulic ploughs no cruinn hydraulic. Agus tha iad air milleadh a dhèanadh air dòigh. Agus chan eil cruaichean sna h-iodhlainn, sin na h-iodhlainn a bh’ aca an uair sin. Bhiodh, bhithinn a’ dol suas le m’ athair ‘s Murchadh a’ Mhachaire a dh’ fhaighinn arbhar. Bhiodh sinn a’ dèanamh toitean is suidheachan is bhiodh sinn gan toirt dhachaigh. Tha cuimhn’ ‘am bhiodh pròis ort nam biodh còig no sia chruachan agad san iodhlann fad a’ gheamhradh airson na beathaichean a riarachadh. Agus bha mi a’ coimhead air sin agus tha sin fhèin air falbh.
Is rud eile, bha còrr is trì fichead duine sa bhaile againn. ‘S e sgìre beag sa mheadhan, sa Cheathramh Meadhanach. Nist chan eil ann ach fichead duine. Is chì thu tòrr de làraich, agus tha tòrr làraich air feadh Uibhist air fad, Uibhist far an robh còrr is ceithir mìle duine agaibh an uair sin. Nise chan eil ann ach beagan is mìle gu leth, ma tha sin fhèin. Agus tha na làraich sin a’ toirt cuimhneachan air dòigh-beatha a dh’fhalbh, cuideachd bho àm nam fuadaichean, o àm nuair a bha am buntàta ‘s a h-uile dad dona seo aig deireadh an seachdamh linn deug. Er, agus ‘s e na feanndagan a th’ ann an àite far an robh, b’ àbhaist teaghlaichean a bith sna sgìrean. So, sin an seòrsa… tha e caran muladach ann an dòigh, ach a-rithist tha e a’ coimhead air ais air dòigh-beatha a bha mise a’ smaoineachadh a bha glè mhath.
A’ dol às an sin tha mi a’ coimhead air “Mi a’ cuimhneachadh air m’ athair is na dh’fhalbh às an sgìr’, leithid Murchadh a’ Mhachaire is na sheall iad dhomh gun phrìs” no “na thug iad dhomh gun phrìs”. Bhàsaich m’ athair o chionn còig bliadhna air ais. Cha robh dad de dhùil ‘am ris, agus er, bha e cianail faisg orm, agus tha thu nad phàisde no nad òigridh a’ creidsinn gum bi iad ann gu bràth. Agus thug sin orm coimhead air an sineach, agus na dh’fhalbh às an sgìr’ an uair sin. Tha thu coimhead, well bha na daoine sin, bha tha thu am beachd gum biodh iad an seo gu bràth, is tha iad sin air falbh. Agus an uair sin mi a’ cuimhneachadh daoine àraid, can, leithid Murchadh a’ Mhachaire. Nuair a thàinig mise an seo bhithinn a’ dol sìos dhan taigh aige, e fhèin ‘s Agnes, dhan mhachair – chaidh mo thogail ann an dòigh shìos an sineach. Ach sheall an duine sin dhomh a h-uile dad a’ dh’ionnsaich mi eadar tràigh is faochagan is a h-uile dad a bha sin. Ach cha do dh’iarr e dad air ais air a shon, ach gum bithinnsa toilichte nam phàisd’.
Ach ma chuimhneachas tu air an dòigh-beatha a bh’ aigesan, agus na dh’fhuiling e airson an dòigh-beatha a bha sin a thoirt dhuinn, eadar cogadh – bha e ann an Cold – bha e ann an Colditz, bha e an sin, agus dh’fhuiling an t-uamhas an sin, agus gu leòr às na h-eileanan a thug dhuinn dòigh-beatha. Agus bha mi dhen bheachd, well, tha sinne aig àm, ‘s dòcha, gum mill sinn na tha iad sin air a thoirt dhuinn, agus mura cuimhnich sinn air ro chànan agus ro òran agus ro, er, sgrìobhadh san t-seann nòs agus rudan mar sineach, er, bidh e a’ falbh agus cha bhi cuimhne gu bràth orra. Agus fhad’s a bhios cuimhne againn orra nar n-intinn bidh iad beò.

Agus an uair sin, an rann mu dheireadh – “Tha na seann daoine a’ falbh, a’ toirt ceum às ar saoghal. Sinn làn pròis gun ghliocas, a’ milleadh na thug iad dhuinn”. Tha sin a’ coimhead oirnn fhèin an-diugh, mar a tha sinne air atharachadh. Chan eil sinn a’ dol a thaigh ar nàbaidh. Chan eil sinn a’ dol a chèilidh mar a b’ àbhaist dhuinn. Tha, mar gum biodh, pròis air tighinn a-steach annainn, ann an dòigh, is chan eil fhios ‘am cò às a tha am pròis a tha sin a’ tighinn o chionn chan eil pròis, ann an dòigh, aig daoine a tha seo idir. Agus, er, tha cuideachd – chan eil uiread de ghliocas againn, tha mi a’ smaoineachadh, ‘s a bh’ aca uairegin. Mar a thogadh na taighean, mar a bha iad ag obair air an talamh.
Tha a h-uile duine a’ ràdh an-diugh, a thaobh àrainneachd, gu bheil an talamh agus an àite mar a tha e o chionn’s mar a bha na seann daoine a bha sineach. Agus tha e, tha mi a’ coimhead air – am verse mu dheireadh – gu bheil sinn a’ milleadh na thug iad dhuinn – umm, an dòigh-beatha a thug iad dhuinn, an àrainneachd a thug iad dhuinn, is a’ ghliocas. Tha sinne ga milleadh ann an dòigh, agus sin an t-òran air fad. Òran cianalas tha mi cinnteach ann an dòigh. Ach òran cuideachd, tha mi a’ smaoineachadh, a bheir air daoine smaoineachdainn mar a tha iad – well, tha mi’n dòchas gun toir e air daoine smaoineachdainn mar a tha iad fhèin, agus an dòigh-beatha aca fhèin.

English Translation

This song is “Na seann daoine” (“The old people”), and it was put together when my mother set off to leave the township at the age of 82. I was looking – it was a time of longing for myself. I was seeing her leaving and I was only five minutes from her house, but she was going up to another island. No doubt the island is only 20 minutes from the house. But in another way she was, as it were, going to another world, and the beginning of the song is “Tha na seann daoine a’ falbh, a’ toirt ceum bho ar saoghal” (“The old people are leaving, taking a step from our world”). That gives a chance to see that she is leaving my own world, and maybe another world of her own.

And, I think, at the time I was saying to myself – she’s lost the memory, she’s going “droil” (mad) as they say in Gaelic – but when I look at it today, with months having passed, she is happy where she is.

And, but the thing is, the “cianalas” (longing/homesickness) that was on me… she was putting nearly 30 years of her things from the house, putting them in boxes in a few weeks and leaving. And then it’s said “Dèanamh air saoghal eile, is tòiseachadh as ùr” (“Making for another world, and starting again”). So, my mother making for another world – she’s alive and making for another world. But on the other hand it’s also speaking about old people who left the place, and leaving to another life when they leave. We here, we only have memories of those people from the township. And in a way they’re going away to a new way, but we are also left, and we need to make a new way of our own lives without them. So that’s how it was put together.

The thing I remembered in my youth, it’s how families would recite, morning recital in a way. They would rise, and my mother would open the bible and read extracts from the bible and then make a prayer for the day. But also from that she would make a prayer for people that were poorly in the township, and people who were poorly and not so well off as we were perhaps. And I look at that today, and that doesn’t happen.
In my youth I was saying “Oh, we have to do this in the morning” and we had no desire to do this in the morning, but everyone in the family did it. And it was sort of … you did it because your parents did it. But now the song … “Oh nach till sibh a-nall thar nan cuantan ‘s nam beann, is togaidh sinne fonn aon uair eile”. (“Oh won’t you come here over the oceans and the hills, and we will raise a tune one more time”.) Also, perhaps, they would sing a verse of a psalm inside in the house. And, I said to myself, if they would return here, those people, that it would be good to see that again – that way of life of ours.

I am sure there’s a sort of longing in that verse for the way of life that’s gone. And, but also with the way the voice comes out in that verse it is, as it were, going out to the world calling on those who left the islands to come back here.

Then you move in – “Chan eil eich a’ treabhadh sa mhachair, tha an iodhlann gun chruaich’, far an do thogadh teaghlaich tha làrach feanndagan mar chuimhne”. (“There aren’t horses ploughing the machair, the yard is without stacks, where families were raised is a site of nettles as a memory.”) When I first came here in the year nineteen sixty nine, horses were ploughing the machair. And I remember how unusual that was for me, with me just a child of six years of age, and there was a way of life then – people would stop, speaking to each other. The horses would – they knew what they were doing. And if you look around you today that way of life itself has gone. People – they have tractors and, as they say, hydraulic ploughs. And they’ve spoiled the way. And there are no stacks in the yards, that’s the yards they had at that time. I would go up with my father and Murchadh a’ Mhachaire to get corn. We would build ricks and bring them home. I remember you would be proud if you had five or six stacks in the yard through the winter to satisfy the beasts. And I was looking at that, and that itself has gone.
And another thing, there were more than sixty people in our township. It’s a small area in the middle, the Middle Quarter. Now there are only twenty people. And you’ll see plenty of sites, and there are plenty of sites across Uist, Uist where you had more than four thousand people then. Now there’s little more than a thousand and a half, if that. And those sites bring to mind a way of life that’s gone, also from the time of the Clearances, from a time when the potatoes and everything were bad here at the end of the seventeenth century. And it’s the nettles that are in place where families used to be in the districts. So that’s the sort … it’s quite sad in a way, but again it’s looking back on a way of life that I thought was very good.

Going from that I look at “Mi a’ cuimhneachadh air m’ athair is na dh’fhalbh às an sgìr’, leithid Murchadh a’ Mhachaire is na sheall iad dhomh gun phrìs” or “na thug iad dhomh gun phrìs”. (“Me remembering my father, and those who left the region, like Murchadh a’ Mhachaire and what they showed us without price”, or “what they gave us without price”.) My father died five years ago. I wasn’t expecting it at all, and he was very close to me, and in your childhood and your youth you belive they’ll be around for ever. And that made me look at that, and the ones that left the region then. You look, well those people were, you believed they would be around for ever, and they have left. And then remembering special people, like Murchadh a’ Mhachaire. When I came here I would go down to his house, himself and Agnes, to the machair, in a way I was raised there. But that man showed me everything I learned between beach and whelks and everything that was there. But he didn’t want anything back for it, but that I should be happy in my childhood.
But if you remember the way of life that he had, and what he suffered in order to give us that way of life, between war – he was in Colditz, he was there, and he suffered terribly there, and plenty from the islands that gave us a way of life. And I thought, well we’re at a time, perhaps, that we’ll spoil what those gave us, and if we don’t remember through language and through song and through writing in the old way and things like that, it will be gone and there will be no memory of them. And as long as we remember them in our minds they’ll be alive.

And then, the last verse – “Tha na seann daoine a’ falbh, a’ toirt ceum às ar saoghal. Sinn làn pròis gun ghliocas, a’ milleadh na thug iad dhuinn”. (“The old people are leaving, taking a step out of our world. We full of pride without wisdom, spoiling what they gave us.”) That looks at myself today, how we have changed. We don’t go to our neighbour’s house. We don’t go visiting as we used to. Pride, as it were, has come among us, in a way, and I don’t know where that pride comes from, because, in a way, the people here don’t have pride at all. And also – we don’t have so much wisdom, I think, as they had once. How the houses were built, how they worked on the land.
Everybody says today, about environment, that the land and the place are as it is because of how those old people were. And it’s, I look at – the last verse – that we’re spoiling what they gave us – the way of life they gave us, the environment they gave us, and the wisdom. We are spoiling it in a way, and that’s the whole song. A song of cianalas I’m sure in a way. But a song also, I think, that will make people think how they are – well I hope that it’ll make people think how they themselves are, and their own way of life.

