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1

FR ALLAN McDONALD AND
THE ORAL TRADITION OF

SOUTH UIST

ON SATURDAY, 19th July 1884, a tall, energetic, ascetic young
Highland priest, Fr Allan McDonald, landed at Lochboisdale in the
island of South Uist in the Outer Hebrides to take charge of the
parish of Daliburgh or Dalibrog, including the island of Eriskay, to
which he had been appointed by the Rt Rev. Angus Macdonald,
Bishop of Argyll and the Isles in the recently restored Roman
Catholic hierarchy of Scotland. In these remote and windswept
islands Fr Allan, as he is still always referred to in the Highlands and
Islands, was to spend the rest of his all too short life, and to win an
ecclesiastical and literary reputation which has steadily grown since
his death on Eriskay in October 1905. 1 No other priest of the
diocese of Argyll and the Isles has had so much influence on non-
Catholics as Fr Allan.

A number of accounts of South Uist have been written by various
authors at various times, and varying impressions have been
recorded. In 1873 Robert Buchanan wrote:

, .. a few mountains, endless stretches ofpeat bogs and small lagoons, a
long tract of shell-sand hillocks, all environed, eaten into, and per-
petually shapen afresh by the never-resting sea . . . Like all such
children of the sea they [i.e. the Outer Hebrides] flit from mood to
mood, sometimes terrible, sometimes miserable, peaceful occasionally,
but never highly gay. Half the year round they are misted over by the
moist oceanic rains—in winter the sea strews them anew with seaweeds,

An account of Fr Allan McDonald's writings, and a list of the authors who
have mentioned him or have used material from his folklore collection, is given
by the writer in his Fr Allan McDonald of Eriskay: Priest, Poet, and Folklorist,
second edition, Edinburgh, 1956. Since that time Fr Allan McDonald's dic-
tionary, Gaelic Wordsfrom South Uist, Dublin, 1958, and his Gaelic poems, with
some translations, Bårdachd Mhgr Ailein, Edinburgh, 1965, have been published,
as well as the part of his diary that was written in Gaelic, which appeared in
Gairm.

3
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