
Reflection and Planning 

As we commence our final Life Changes Trust 
funded project year, we look back at our work 
with bilingualism over the first two years and 
plan ahead to pull our findings together to 
create the most effective final year. 

It was always vital to facilitate local people 
living with dementia and their carers to shape 
the direction of this project.  

Life Changes Trust Outcome One - People with 
dementia and carers have a significant say in 
how their dementia friendly community is run. 

Research - What do people want? 

We undertook some on the ground research 
through several visits to North & South Uist, 
Benbecula and Barra, with Maggie's singing 
and language (at Cobhair Bharraigh, one lady 
had tears in her eyes, saying how important 

her culture is to her in singing). Conversations 
showed that Gaelic is so needed, requested, 
welcomed and important. Also a Gaelic 
speaking person to come and work with the 
community was highlighted as essential and 
frequently requested by people living with 
dementia, carers and teams caring for people 
professionally. 

Project work 

For the first two years, we have worked closely 
with people in the community and in care 
settings, constantly offering Gaelic speaking, 
singing and intergenerational arts and cultural 
opportunities and carefully monitoring the 
feedback and response, in order to inform our 
third year of working.  We have also worked 
with Universities, Museums, Historical Societies 
and Libraries, Third Sector and Arts 
Organisations and the NHS in order to plan, 
deliver and evaluate our Gaelic work. 
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Projects 

The requested posts across the Uists, Benbecula and Barra were funded through a reallocation in our 
second and third year budget, plus support funding from RemoAge and Alzheimer Scotland in  
partnership. Our Personalising Environments project was  funded by DEEP, Dementia Engagement 
and Empowerment Project, for the Gaelic Proverbs on care setting walls. 

Gaelic Proverbs 

Following on from our supported Museum trips, several people started talking about Gaelic proverbs. 
This flowed into a related project, with a Gaelic speaker and resulted in some phrases being chosen 
for printing on care centre walls.  ‘I see something new in it every day, it gives me strength.’ one lady 
expressed. Another lady said ‘See, I can read the Gaelic not everybody can, you know!’ I could see her 
pride in being able to read the words. Many older, Gaelic speaking men still speak meaningfully in 
proverbs. 

Gaelic Speaking Opportunities 

To be able to speak Gaelic is important for native Gaelic speaking people locally. ‘I don’t get 
much chance to speak Gaelic, no, not these days.’  said one lady at a care centre. Maggie has 
been going round to meet people and record their stories in Gaelic, which means a lot to people 
for communication and to feel that their story is valuable enough to share across the community 
on our blog and in our memory boxes but these stories are so valuable that the Museum team 
want to do some intergenerational work with us to directly educate children and to offer Gaelic 
speaking opportunities to older people with dementia too. Educating children about dementia 
can be simply offering opportunities to meet and chat in Gaelic, for example.  

Intergenerational working for language sharing  

There is a gap in Gaelic learning. 

’Oh yes, Gaelic was a language for country folk and I wasn’t allowed to speak it at school in 
Stornoway. I didn’t speak English until I had to go to Stornoway for school.’  Peggy 

Margaret explained, ‘My children weren’t interested in learning and they didn’t have to but my 
Grandchildren went to Gaelic Medium. It’s fashionable now, as though there is a new pride in 
Gaelic.’  

We have also offered cultural skills sharing sessions by way of Masterclasses - butter making, 
herring splitting with young volunteers, cinema volunteering, woven communities work with 
grasses, Gaelic singing and traditional dance in care centres.  

Kate's new role as a teacher working intergenerationally in Uist, Gaelic poetry from the Mod by 
Oliver at the ceilidh and the Interact young Rotarians fundraising for the Clisham garden project. 
Gaelic song and traditional dance at  the Christmas ward ceilidh are all examples of 
intergenerational Gaelic and cultural skills exchange opportunities.. 

 
Short Film Clip Links 

Maggie's film - her perspective on her community Gaelic work  

Waulking songs film clip

https://youtu.be/LXTHyvn_dxc
https://youtu.be/9DcQwnr6pTI
https://youtu.be/LXTHyvn_dxc
https://youtu.be/9DcQwnr6pTI


Gaelic Song, traditional music, storytelling and dance/ Ceilidh Culture 

Maggie's Gaelic compositions and movement/reminiscence sessions have been supporting care 
centres to offer movement in a culturally acceptable way to support mobility, reduce falls and 
increase independence.  

We have been connecting people with Gaelic song at a local Friday Ceilidh, supporting ceilidhs at 
care centres, plus Alzheimer Scotland events and our own specially programmed  or modified An 
Lanntair events (poetry, film, song, performances etc). We have been following An Lanntair’s Gaelic 
Policy.  We also work on a hospital Tuesday Ceilidh session, providing resources, team hours and 
baking. 

We have offered Gaelic conversation and storytelling sessions, Gaelic phrases/proverbs/idioms. 
Angus and his team offered Gaelic at the museum and supported visits with us, highlighting the 
value of lived experience to museum collections. People participating in Woven Communities 
sessions informed some of the School for Scottish Studies images by naming the people.  

Podcasts 

We have recorded several podcasts to support carers to learn Gaelic and we have recorded 
several people telling their own stories and Maggie Smith and Donald Saunders have recorded 
traditional stories, songs and poems to share via cd, podcast online and transcribed. We also held 
storytelling and song sessions to share the stories in person. 

Social Media 

Our Social Media accounts (facebook, Wordpress blog and twitter as well as our website) share 
poetry, songs, stories and recollections in Gaelic as well as English. 

This is a delightful poem about Great Bernera and its landmarks by Chrissie Bell Maclean  

Beàrnaraigh Loch a Ròag 

Air madainn mhoch ’s an t-sàmhradh 
Nuair bhios druchd air bhàrr an fheòir 
’S a chì mi ghrìan ag èirigh 
Anns an iarmailt gòrm gun sgòth 
Chan eil àite san t-saoghal seo 
A chì mi bhios nas bòidhche 
’S mi fuasgladh mo shùilean 
Ann am Beàrnaraigh Loch à Ròag 

’S iomadh àite tha àlainn 
Anns na h-Eileannan a Tuath 
Ach ’s ann an Eilean Bheàrnaraigh 
Is tric a tha mo smuain, 
Tha sonas is toil-inntinn ann 
Is binne guth na h-eòin 
A’ seinn air bhàrr nan craobhan 
Ann am Beàrnaraigh Loch à Ròag 

Ged tha sìan nam bliadhnachan 
Ag atharrach gach nì 
’S an aois a deanamh dealachadh 
Agus sgaradh anns an tìr 
Bithidh ’n caoimhneas is an càirdeas 
A chaoidh ga chumail beò 
’S gach cnòc is gleann cur fàilte orm 
Ann am Beàrnaraigh Loch à Ròag 

’S iomadh latha àlainn, 
Ghabh mi an t-aiseag air an t-shàil 
Gu Rudha Glas an Circibost 
Ann an sinn bha m’àite tàmh 
Gun tug mi spèis nach dealaich rium  
’S cha cheannaicheadh an t-òr 
An t-eireachdas san caoimhneas 
Ann am Beàrnaraigh Loch à Ròag 

http://www.facebook.com/aroraanlanntair
http://dfclanntair.wordpress.com
http://www.twitter.com/dfclanntair
http://www.wearearora.org
http://www.facebook.com/aroraanlanntair
http://dfclanntair.wordpress.com
http://www.twitter.com/dfclanntair
http://www.wearearora.org


Dh’fhàg mi làrach chasan 
Anns gach cnoc is lèann is tòm 
Bho acarsaid an Dùbh Thob 
Gu taighean Barraglom 
Suas gu Mullach Hacleit  
Far ’m b’eòlach mi nam òig 
’S a-mach gu baile Bhreacleit  
Ann am Beàrnaraigh Loch à Ròag 

Nuair thig mi mach gu Bostadh 
Far bheil luchd mo ghaoil nan tàmh 
The tobhtaichean ar sinnsearan 
An-diugh le feur a fàs 
Tha sin na adhbhar smaoineachadh 
Gum bheil ar beatha mar cheò 
Air latha breàgha sàmhraidh 
Ann am Beàrnaraigh Loch à Ròag 

Chriosaidh NicIleathainn Chrissiebell MacLean 
(L) 

Interview, transcription and introduction  

by Maggie Smith  (R)

Care Centre Feedback Feedback from care centres is always a request for more and complaints 
that they don't see us enough, never that the work is unwanted or irrelevant. 

Bilingualism research and delaying dementia, or for cultural and geographic reasons 

There is plenty of recent research that identifies switching between languages as being 
beneficial  for brain patterns (even within patterns in dance music to support dementia in 
Parkinson’s, in the work on Tango we are doing with Louise Davidson) and some claim that being 
bilingual can delay the onset of dementia by up to five years. Looking at the population of the 
Western Isles with a dementia diagnosis, it does seem, initially, that people are being diagnosed 
later in the course of the diseases than in some other areas and it does seem that people are 
being diagnosed older - there are incredibly few incidents of a young diagnosis of dementia in 
the Western Isles. However, speaking with people and Post Diagnostic Nurses, it seems that this 
could be a location and cultural phenomenon for many reasons. The remote location means that 
Psychiatrists do not visit often and if a person is unwell or away from the islands on the day that 
the Psychiatrist visits, it can be several more months before investigations begin. Equally, through 
location, the remote and rural nature of the landscape presses people towards maintaining a car 
and independence for longer. The fear is that the driving license will be withdrawn.  

'I used to love driving. I managed on the bus for a while but it is becoming difficult now. I don't 
want to have to depend on my family every time I want to go somewhere.' Tony 

In addition, the cultural landscape of the islands leaves people reluctant to seek help outside of 
the family, church and neighbours support networks.  

‘He was okay at home for a long time with neighbours and the church folk coming in but 
eventually it got too bad and he fell a lot and he had to come and live here.’ Catherine 

‘Just be careful what you say….he doesn’t have anything wrong. Do you understand? It’s hard for 
him.’ Wife/carer. 

This does also mean that relationships are maintained here, with care centres and hospitals being 
filled with visitors every day.  

'Have you seen Annie? She is usually here by now....oh yes, she comes every day. Every day. 
Unless she has to go to the hospital.'  



Our recent work from March 2017 has focussed on 
movement and dance and how this opens up pathways to 
communication and has facilitated much freer discussion, 
engagement, conversation and singing after the session 
than before.  

‘I’ve lost 54 years!’ Dance participant 

‘It’s so good, isn’t it? I feel better for the rest of the day now. 
We need this at our team meetings!’ nurse at a session 

‘Lovely times this week with some special responses from 
participants, the power of movement and dance always 
amazes me in its power to access peoples potential 
whatever the situation. I have really appreciated everyone’s 
participation in these sessions.’ 
Louise Davidson, Dance Instructor 

‘Over the years I have interviewed a number of elderly Gaelic speakers about 
their early/working lives. I have observed that Gaelic speaking teachers always 
switch to English when they talk about their teaching days. Perhaps memories 
are in the predominate language of that particular environment.   

I have an instant rapport with the residents of the care homes, the minute they 
hear their first language being spoken.  I love to listen to their dialect and can 
usually pinpoint where exactly on the island they are from 

Having been taking a lady with a spinning wheel, around the care homes 
recently. The Gaelic names for parts of a spinning wheel and the terms for 
dyeing and carding wool have been discussed.  

Verses of Gaelic songs have often been dropped into conversation, by the 
residents. They often express a bitter sweet moment, nostalgic moment or are 
in praise of a landscape or ship, which is held dear by them.’  

Contributions offered round the room were Chi mi an Tir, Eilean Beag Donn a 
Chuan. Lovely Stornoway and others, including this verse about the village of 
Carloway. A song which I had never heard before: 
‘S bidh baile mòr an Càrlabhagh 
Bidh bùthtean agus sràidean ann, 
‘S bùrn Loch Langabhat am pìob 
‘S chan fhaic tu treabh nan ceàrdan ann 
‘S bidh baile mòr an Càrlabhagh 
Finally this quote is from one of the ladies “The Gaelic songs are so warm in 
my heart. It is so wonderful to sing them, na daoine againn fhìn, amongst our 
friends here. It is just lovely that we can still remember them and have a laugh 
together”. 

Maggie Smith 



Objects, Culture and Language 

The language is so closely linked to the culture, this has been apparent with the objects we have 
been reminiscing with. It’s not only the names for these objects but the very specific language 
people use to describe the process of how they made or used those objects. I am learning new 
Gaelic words and phrases everyday from people in the care homes. You see a real spark and 
connection when people are touching and examining these objects in their hands.  

One lady became so animated touching each of the kitchen objects I had brought along and 
telling me all of the uses for it and cracking a few jokes along the way. Afterwards, a lady who was 
in the living room visiting her own relative had said that she was amazed at the connection made 
with this woman. She had hardly ever heard this woman speak apart from to say she wanted to 
go home.  

We are giving people an opportunity to share their specific cultural knowledge. Through sharing 
their expertise I think they really do feel valued because everyone around them is listening 
including the other residents and carers. Despite this people are still very modest ‘oh it’s all just 
common sense really’. 

When I started working on the project I wasn’t sure if people would have a lot to say but I can 
hardly get out the door with all the stories and memories they want to share.  

Langauge  

When I first started going into the Care Homes a lot of people kept speaking English to me, I 
think that was because I’m quite young and they just assumed I didn’t have Gaelic. I reminded 
them I can speak it and would switch back to Gaelic. For them it’s a polite thing to speak English 
first in case the person doesn’t have Gaelic. Gradually they have got to know me and speak 
Gaelic, they seem more relaxed and comfortable now. Most of the carers speak Gaelic to the 
residents and it means that I can join in with these conversations and jokes too.  

Looking at all of the old photos everyone seems to use the Gaelic names of people and places 
when they are trying to identify who and where it is. 

One carer had said how she wished she could always stay in the room to listen to everything the 
residents had to say while we were doing the object handling.  

Badag 

I didn’t even have to ask people if they had seen one before, 
as soon as I got it out people immediately said ‘badag’ and 
wanted to hold it, make sweeping gestures with it or just 
brush it against their hands or in one case stroke their face 
with it. Everyone seemed to have their own story connected 
to it about where they collected the feathers from, what type 
they used, how they made it and what they did with it in their 
home. Almost all of the carers also remembered having one 
or they knew someone who had one and it evoked a lot of 
memories for them too. It stimulated a lot of Gaelic 
conversations and interaction between the carers and the 
residents. 

I think I might start a campaign to ‘bring back the badag!’     

Kate Macdonald 



Culture and Communication 

From our outset with the Life Changes Trust funded project we have been engaged in looking at the role of 
Bilingualism (Gaelic/English) in the Outer Hebrides and its possible benefits in maintaining people’s 
memories.  

We have worked in two languages in all our engagement with people living with dementia and our 
intergenerational work, allowing participants the opportunity to express themselves in their language of 
choice. One noticeable feature in relation to dementia is the tendency for people to revert back to their 
‘first’ language as a result of memory loss. As a result it is most likely that the only monoglot Scots Gaelic 
speakers in the world are those living with dementia.  

Both in policy and practicality we have defined the use of ‘native language’ as a tenet of human rights for 
people living with dementia and by creating a ‘Gaelic toolkit’ for carers we have acknowledged the 
necessity for communication to be dictated by the person living with dementia. This aspect is key to our 
core belief of Person Centred Care.   

Looking at elements of island culture that link with this duality we have 
examined the use of Port and Starboard navigational markers, the use of 
warp and weft in loom weaving, knitting patterns, basketry and  the linking of 
song to work activity. These activities from everyday life involve making right 
and left hand brain and manual decisions. Adding to this examination of 
traditional island phenomena we have explored the use of creativity as a 
means of non verbal communication. This element seems key to the 
understanding of communication and memory loss. The use of two verbal 
languages seems to be anecdotally important to retaining good memory but 
the use of creative communication and the use of music, haptic 
communication and movement/dance seem to be powerful tools of 
expression and memory stimulation particularly when used together. For 
example when telling a story to someone living with dementia, to also place a relevant object in their hand 
or to ask about the use of native plants in Gaelic culture to bring in flag iris to hold.  

In conclusion bilingualism in our findings should be linked to the use of two or more non-verbal forms of 
communication.  

Following on from research into bilingualism in the Outer Hebrides I undertook a 5 week residency in 
Senegal that looked at the role of an oral tradition , creativity and the use of culturally specific memory in 
Senegal. 

Talking to singers and storytellers we understood the key combination of the spoken word, memory and 
physical activity to allow for the passing on of a tune or thread of a story.  

I am particularly interested in the role of an oral tradition , creativity and the use of culturally specific 
memory in Senegal and the close link between the oral historians, Griots* of Senegal and the Seannachie of 
the Highlands and Islands of Scotland, specifically in relation to the delayed onset of dementia and the 
retention of good memory skills. 
  

I am also interested in observing a living tradition and the important role that is attached to oral knowledge 
and face to face communication in Senegal 
  

As an artist I’m keen to see how creative Senegalese people  work within a traditional oral culture in ancient 
and more contemporary art forms such as rap and graffiti art and how a modern artist can cross traditional 
and cultural divides and operate successfully in both the worlds of the past and the present. 

‘Far from being threatened by extinction, traditional artists and historians have managed to adapt their art to 
the requirements of modern life’ 
The Livelihoods of Traditional Griots* in modern Senegal - Cornelia Panzacchi 

*The Griot in Senegal and West Africa is the equivalent of the Gaelic Seannachie - storyteller, praise singer, 
poet/musician/bard and repository of oral tradition.                                                              Jon Macleod 



Bilingualism - Beyond Language, Beyond Research, Beyond Human Rights 

We have discovered during the course of our  15/16 and 16/17 work that Bilingualism in dementia goes 
beyond language because of the other forms of communication and hand memory examples that we have 
seen, particularly in artistic communication. It goes beyond research because while we were looking into 
research, we discovered the human rights issue at the heart of being able to communicate in our first 
language as dementia progresses and we are unable to speak a second language. And beyond human 
rights, we discovered that the contribution of older people with dementia across society is not only about 
people retaining their right to be connected and participate fully, but also because their contribution is so 
incredibly valuable and so needed. Museum teams, children, young people, researchers, Anthropologists, 
crafters and artists, people across the community are all expressing how important the contribution is of 
lived experience, deep memory and wisdom.

At the end of language 

Some people in the community do not communicate verbally but we have created a culturally relevant memory 
box filled with sensory items such as dried sugar kelp, peaty smelling tea leaves, textures of tweeds etc. to 
stimulate the sense of those more advanced with dementia. The podcasts and films, recordings of regional 
accents and songs have proven particularly popular, as has the regional home baking at hospital ceilidhs and 
care centres.  Hand memory has proven immensely valuable, with the culturally relevant items and left and right 
handed movements even bringing back speech to one gentleman after some months of silence during our net 
mending session (this story was picked up and published in The Times!). Music often brings forward hummed 
and ‘conducted’ tunes from people who recognise them. As Maggie says in her video, sometimes we get the 
chorus three times but it doesn’t matter a bit, that connection with self and recognition is the reason we do this 
work and it means a great deal to all of us.  One gentleman moved textile artist Chris Hammacott to tears with 
his gentle, appreciative gaze of his NAAFI badge on his cushion that Chris made with free stitching on her 
sewing machine after researching his work and the relevant emblem. No words required. We have also 
discovered in this culture as well as in the culture of Senegal, there are people within the community 
assigned to the task of speaking or communicating for the people, our Bards, our Seannachie, and the 


