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“Latha math.”  Hello.
 
How many people here have Gaelic speaking ancestors?  Me too.  Apparently my grandfather McTavish used to say “Ciamar a that sinn an diugh”.  This means  “How are we today?”, which doesn’t sound quite right, unless one is addressing a small child.
 
In the early nineteenth century Gaelic was the third most common language in Canada. Some 170,000 Scots crossed the Atlantic between 1815 and 1970. In Ontario, the earliest speakers were in Glengarry in the far eastern part of the province. Settlement moved westward slowly, so that neighbouring Bruce County was settled after Grey.  My McTavish ancestors, for example, came to the town of Perth in the Ottawa Valley  and then moved west to Perth County.
 
I did a short paper on this topic some twenty-five years ago for my Gaelic class and could find little information at that time. The Highland Clearances were the main reason for settlers to come to Canada.  George Orwell lived in the Hebridean Island Jura in 1946.  He notes that in the 18th century (before the clearances) there were 10,000 people living on Jura. In Orwell’s time, in the 1940’s, there were three hundred.
 
More information available now, but for the most part it is quite scattered.  From what I can gather, most of the Gaelic speakers in Grey County came from the inner islands.  I have a copy of the index to A Register of Emigrant Families of the Western Isles of Scotland to Ontario, Canada. Part I: Bruce, Grey and Huron counties.  If only it had been the Inner Isles!  In Grey county the vast majority of these Western Islanders settled in Glenelg.
 
Grey County was settled from about 1850.  Most of the early settlers were farmers and artisans, but there were also business and professional people, especially teachers and clergymen.  For example, the first services in Knox Church in Owen Sound were in Gaelic, as the minister spoke it as did his successor. 
  
After Presbyterian Church Union in Canada in 1876, the church at Johnson broke its connection with the church at Leith as they wanted a Gaelic-speaking minister.  Here at Leith, this church was officially opened on 26 January 1866.  The 1966 History of Sydenham reports “There was a morning service with nearly four hundred in attendance.  A service in the afternoon was in Gaelic with a very good attendance, and an evening service for about three hundred”.  Alas, the account doesn’t mention exactly how many Gaelic speakers attended.
 
There was a need for Gaelic-speaking teachers for there were, in addition to the Highlanders, some like my grandfather who came from other parts of Canada.  In Priceville, for example, women of the Gaelic speaking settlers came from Vaughan Township near Toronto.  In that area it was said “the early public school teachers required a knowledge of that tongue in order to make themselves understood”. At Barr’s School in Collingwood Township, the Eastern neighbour of Grey County, “the first job of the teacher in that particular area was to teach students to speak English as well as their native Gaelic”.
 
Information comes from odd places.  One day I was doing guide duty on Sunday here at Leith Church when a visitor, a young real estate salesman, told me that the land of Sydenham Township was divided into three parts – the section we’re in now for the Lowlanders who got the best land, then the middle section which had not so good land for the Highlanders (i.e. Gaelic speakers), and the last worst rocky bit was for the Irish.
 
Unlike Grey, Bruce County persisted with Gaelic well into the last century.  Dr Williscroft talked about treating a woman in Southampton in the 1930’s who had to have a translator and my uncle Jack Prohaska’s aunt told me about an uncle who had to be brought in from the fields as he was the only in his family who could communicate with his mother.
 
Another of the Presbyterian ministers who traveled a long distance was the Reverend James Ian Lanerer, who for many years after 1859 had regular “English and Gaelic” preaching stations at Chatsworth, Williamsford and Dornoch, besides an indefinite number of other points to the east and the west!
 
One of the early ministers of the Presbyterian Church in the southern parts of Grey was the Reverend John Morrison, who came to the Township of Proton as a student missionary in 1861.  In 1866 he became their ordained minister.  To some of his congregations he preached both in Gaelic and in English as many of the first of the Presbyterian ministers were obliged to do.
  
The McKinnon sisters and their brother and nieces, who summered at Rossmoyne, came from Priceville.  I wish I had asked them about their history.  The Gaelic speakers there came from Highland Scotland, Vaughan Township and from other parts of Scotland.  Almost everyone spoke Gaelic and the early public school teachers had to have Gaelic in order to make themselves understood.  They had a minister who preached in both Gaelic and English.
 
The use of Gaelic in Glenelg was so common that an interpreter had to be hired (at a cost of five shillings) by Glenelg Township Council, to act as poll clerk in the election of 1856.
 
That’s about as far as I got when I did my little paper for my Gaelic class twenty five years ago.
 
Since then there has appeared a fascinating book on John Ramsay of Kildalton on Mull.  When researching, I kept running across references to Mull, especially in Glenelg.  He was an exceptional landlord at the time of the clearances. Islay was thin-soiled and overpopulated.  John Ramsay showed “his great concern and responsibility for the welfare of the people of the estate”.  In 1861, the Kilegain tenants had not moved but “by May 1862 they had resolved to emigrate and being illiterate and only Gaelic-speaking, petitioned asking for help to take them to Canada”, which they got.
 
This aspect of their lives was entirely new to me. I had always assumed the Scots’ reverence for education and learning.  I was surprised to find this lack of education in the Highlands and islands.  This was one of the reasons they stayed on the island in increasing numbers. “They were…almost entirely Gaelic-speaking and largely uneducated”.
 
John Ramsay, unlike most landowners, helped his people financially to emigrate.  About four hundred Islay people emigrated in 1862-63.  Contrary to the popular belief that all emigrants were forcibly removed from their holdings, many Highlanders emigrated voluntarily when they realized the gravity of their situation.
 
John Ramsay spoke in the House of Commons on voluntary emigration to Canada rather than to the British Isles.  He canceled the tenants rent and bought their stocks so they would have cash, and got them reduced fares on the steamers.  He was so concerned about the emigrants’ welfare that he came to Canada and visited some of the Islay emigrants in Ontario.  He thought that they should have “the blessings of an English education, but not that they should lose their Gaelic”.  
  
He came to Toronto and went to Woodville on the east side of Lake Simcoe and to Beaverton, Orillia and Oro Township where he visited a family of eight who had left Islay in 1831 and came to Lake Simcoe.  They bought a hundred acres of land from half-pay officers.  When they came there were no roads or houses.  They worked for some years on Great Lakes vessels and then all were settled for many years on farms of their district. 
 
 Mr. Ramsay spoke highly of the farm buildings, crops, cattle, horses and gardens.  The settlers seemed glad to see him and to have news of Islay.  He also left word with settlers in Stayner and Nottawasaga.
 
In Toronto, Mr. Ramsay visited George Brown who gave him a letter of introduction of a “gentleman of Owen Sound”.  He then went to Collingwood and took the steamer “Francis Smith” to Owen Sound, stopping at Meaford.  One of the crew of sailors was from Islay.  He was busy with his duties for most of the trip but had time to inquire about friends and family in Islay.  He also directed Mr. Ramsay on how to best reach Neil Gilchrist and some other olden neighbours of Mr. Ramsay.  He visited in Owen Sound but, alas, did not go south to the large settlement of Islaymen in the south of Grey County at Priceville.  Instead he went to Southhampton, stopping to visit an Islayman in Keady.
 
Would that all landlords could have been as caring and considerate!
 
Gaelic underwent a revival in the 1980’s in Toronto, with Gaelic classes a Mod, and ceilidhs. 
 
 That now seems to have faded away, alas — as it has in Grey County.
