
Gàidhlig (Scottish Gaelic) Local Studies Vol. 16: Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa                                                                             2
nd

 Edition 
 

May, 2006 

2nd Edition 

 Page 1 of 54   
 

 
 

 
 

 

Gàidhlig (Scottish Gaelic) Local Studies1 

 

Vol. 16: Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa  
(Islay, Jura & Colonsay)  

 

 

Author: Kurt C. Duwe  2
nd

 Edition  May, 2006 

Executive Summary 

This publication is part of a series dealing with local communities which were predominantly Gaelic-
speaking at the end of the 19th century. Based mainly (but not exclusively) on local population census 
information the reports strive to examine the state of the language through the ages from 1881 until to-
day. The most relevant information is gathered comprehensively for the smallest geographical unit pos-
sible and provided area by area – a very useful reference for people with interest in their own commu-
nity. Furthermore the impact of recent developments in education (namely teaching in Gaelic medium 
and Gaelic as a second language) is analysed for primary school catchments. 
 
Islay and its less populated neighbours of Jura and Colonsay had once very strong Gaelic-speaking com-
munities. But the good accessibility of the islands and a failing educational system led to severe decline 
in language use after the Second World War. Today Gaelic still suffers from decades of neglect and ig-
norance in the southernmost Hebrides. The basis for a consolidation of language use is rather limited 
and the language community has a strong bias towards the older generation. Educational provision is not 
on a comparable level with other islands in the Inner Hebrides. This in itself provides the main growth 
potential. Improvements could be accomplished through intensified Gaelic medium provision and dedi-
cated second language teaching in local primary schools. Future positive impacts can be expected by the 
extension of activities around Ionad Chaluim Chille (St. Columba Centre) in Bowmore. 
 
© 2006 Text Copyright Kurt C. Duwe. All rights reserved except private and non-commercial use. Any other use has to be 
cleared by the author at Jägerstr. 120a, 21079 Hamburg, Germany (duwe@linguae-celticae.de) and it may also fall under re-
strictions of the Crown Copyright of census data. Individual reports may be downloaded from the Linguae Celticae website: 
http://www.linguae-celticae.org/GLS_english.htm 
 

                                                           
1 Original census data shown or used were supplied and/or published by the General Register Office for Scotland. The use of 
this material in this study is permitted under Licence No. C02W0003665. Crown Copyright of census data is acknowledged.  
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Foreword to the First Edition 

Since 1881 every decennial population census in Scotland included a question about the “Gaelic-
speaking” population. Despite some difficulty in interpreting this data (what really means to tick a box 
being able to speak Gaelic) this long-term data set holds a wealth of sociological and historical informa-
tion. The series highlights the circumstances in which people speaking this Celtic language have lived 
and still live today. In most cases this data has been used only either for very problem-specific socio-
linguistic studies or they were the basis of regional or Scotland wide analysis. However, it proved very 
difficult for people who were interested in their own local area to have a comprehensive overview of the 
number and distribution of Gaelic-speaking people right on their doorstep. This series is planned to 
cover all regions of Scotland where Scottish Gaelic (A’Ghàidhlig to be correct in its own words) was 
still spoken by a substantial part of the population at the start of the 20th century. Accordingly besides 
the main “Highland counties” of Sutherland, Ross & Cromarty, Inverness and Argyll the fringe areas of 
Bute (including the Isle of Arran), western Caithness, Nairn, North Dunbartonshire and more particu-
larly Highland Perthshire will be covered. It is hoped that these small reports will be of interest not only 
to science people but also to those who have to cope with opinions like “Gaelic was never spoken here” 
in their own local community. 
 
Foreword to the Second Edition 

Almost two years have passed since the publication of the first volume of this series. In the meantime a 
lot of “new” material has surfaced which merits to be publicised to a wider audience. In addition two 
years are sometimes a very long time when looking at the actual state of a dynamic process: the re-
animation of Scottish Gaelic in a number of places. Therefore a second edition of the series is now being 
elaborated. Hopefully it will prove to be as popular as its predecessor. 
 
Important note: Although this text is written in the modern lingua franca for the purpose of maximum readership 
the object has to take its rightful place. Therefore Gàidhlig place-names or expressions are preferred and the so-
called English version is mentioned in brackets where appropriate. For those unfamiliar with the language: Every 
Gaelic expression is written in italics and the other place names are mainly examples of anglicisation efforts of 
early cartographers.  
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1 Introduction 

The investigations described are concerned with the state and development of Gàidhlig in the southern 
Inner Hebrides. Ile (Islay) and its neighbours Diùra (Jura) and Colbhasa (Colonsay) were overwhelm-
ingly Gàidhlig-speaking until after the Second World War and a considerable number of islanders still 
cherish their language and traditions. However, these islands tended always to be easily overseen when 
the Gàidhlig tradition of the Hebrides was concerned – unjustifiable so. The connections with nearby 
Ireland have always had an economic and a cultural side the latter being emphasised recently by the St. 
Columba initiative with its centre in Bogha Mòr (Bowmore).  
 
The islands are hilly in places, more or less wind-swept with open moorland and only a few stretches of 
good grazing land. Nonetheless agriculture and whisky distilling provide major income for the islanders 
who very often have several occupations to make ends meet. Crofting schemes are still operating in 
some communities enabling some local people to stay on their island. In contrast to other islands in the 
Inner Hebrides the vast majority of the inhabitants of Ile is born in Scotland and born and bred Ileachs 
make up still a considerable part of the population. Diùra on the other hand despite its size has never 
had a large population and may be described as a giant deer forest. Colbhasa is the most socially and 
economically vulnerable community of them all with sometimes difficult ferry connections and associ-
ated economic remoteness.  
 
Administratively all the islands belonged to the County of Argyll until local government reorganisation 
in 1975 when this county was amalgamated with the huge Strathclyde Region with its capital Glasgow. 
In the 1990s decentralisation turned the clock back a little bit and the Argyll & Bute local authority was 
established. Educational policy changed hands (and directions) quite frequently on the islands in ques-
tion.  
 
Ile is by far the most populous island. Its 3,600 inhabitants occupy an area of 102,600 hectares. Almost 
1,700 of these live in the two island towns of Port Ilein (Port Ellen) and Bogha Mór (Bowmore). The 
remaining islanders live in small townships often renowned for their special whisky distillery. The 
neighbouring islands are far less populated with Diùra (Jura) and Colbhasa (Colonsay) reporting 189 
and 113 inhabitants respectively in 2001. 
 
With this background in mind the following short chapters will look into the historical development of 
the use of Gàidhlig in the area from the end of the 19th century until today – mainly highlighted by refer-
ences to and analysis of population census results in local detail. Information on additionally available 
studies of language use and especially educational provision to study (or even being educated through 
the medium of the language) is used where considered as useful. Figure 1 provides an overview of the 
area of interest2. 
 

                                                           
2 Digital boundaries courtesy of Ordnance Survey as part of Geography Products provided by GROS for the 2001 census. 



Gàidhlig (Scottish Gaelic) Local Studies Vol. 16: Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa                                                                             2
nd

 Edition 
 

May, 2006 

2nd Edition 

 Page 5 of 54   
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Fig. 1: Overview map of area under investigation 
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2 The Historical Background 

Until recent decades the Argyll-shire islands of Ile, Diùra and Colbhasa belonged to the most strongly 
Gàidhlig-speaking communities in Scotland. The New Statistical Account of Scotland (1831-1845) for 
example reported about the state of the language in the Ile (Islay) parish of Cill Chuimein (Kilchoman) 
in the early 19th century: “Gaelic is the language universally spoken by the natives in their intercourse with 
one another. The English language is generally well understood; and from the number of families and individu-
als from the low country settled in the parish, it is much spoken. In proportion as the natives are becoming more 
enlightened by education, the Gaelic is decidedly losing ground.” However, this proved to be wishful think-
ing of the local minister. The language was strong as ever even in 1881 when for the first time a census 
asked questions about language abilities in Scotland (see below).  

In fig.2 the temporal evolution of Gàidhlig-speaking intensity in these islands since 1881 shows the ten-
dency prevailing until today.  
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Fig. 2: Gàidhlig-speakers (3 years and over) as percentage of total population between 1881 and 2001 –  

census results for the islands of Ile (Islay), Diùra (Jura) and Colbhasa (Colonsay)3 

2.1 From Victorian times until the Second World War (Census 1881-1931) 

All islands of the Inner Hebrides were staunchly Gàidhlig-speaking in the late 19th century. Generally 
the general attitudes towards the language were no more favourable on Ile than in other parts of the 
country. This may be underlined by a citation from the introduction of Beachd Alasdair to the first vol-
ume of Carmina Gadelica: “Ignorant school-teaching and clerical narrowness have been painfully detrimental 
to the expressive language, wholesome literature, manly sports, and interesting amusements of the Highland 
people. Innumerable examples occur. A young lady said: “When we came to Islay I was sent to the parish school 
to obtain a proper grounding in arithmetic. I was charmed with the schoolgirls and their Gaelic songs. But the 
schoolmaster - an alien like myself - denounced Gaelic speech and Gaelic songs. On getting out of school one 
evening the girls resumed a song they had been singing the previous evening. I joined walingly, if timidly, my 
knowledge of Gaelic being small. The schoolmaster heard us, however, and called us back. He punished us till 

                                                           
3 There was no census taken in 1941 because of World War II – values are therefore interpolated between 1931 and 1951. 
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the blood trickled from our fingers, although we were big girls, with the dawn of womanhood upon us. The 
thought of that scene thrills me with indignation” (Alexander Carmicheal, 1899). As already mentioned in 
previous volumes of this series the official position of Gàidhlig in the educational system was really ap-
palling at that time.  
 
 

Number of persons and percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers in 

selected districts of Diùra & Colbhasa – 1881 - 1901 

 

All persons speaking 

Gàidhlig4
 

Monolingual 

share of all 

Gàidhlig-

speakers
5
 

 

 

Enumeration district 

 

1881
6
 1891 1901 1891 1901 

Sgalasaig, Cill Odhrain & Cill Chatain 
(Scalasaig, Kiloran & Kilchattan) 

283 
88.2 %  

251 
90.0 % 

55 
19.4 %  

36 
33.3 %  

Maol Buidhe, Àird Sgeanais & Orasa 
(Milbuie, Ardskinnish & Oronsay) 

 
347 

87.4 %  55 
91.7 %  

34 
100 % 

15 
27.3 %  

8 
23.5 % 

Eilean Bail’ na h-Aoidhe & Scarba7 
(Balnahua Island & Scarba) 

137 
89.0 %  

92 
89.3 %  

50 
79.4 % 

6 
6.5 %  

9 
18.0 %  

An Ceann Uachdrach & Leathallt 
(Kenuachrach & Lealt) 

40 
100 %  

38 
100 % 

3 
7.5 %  

5 
13.2 % 

Àird Lusa, Inbhir Lusa & Maol Buidhe 
(Ardlussa, Inverlussa & Mulbuie) 

41 
85.4 %  

53 
85.5 % 

4 
9.8 %  

_ 

An Tairbeart & An Lag 
(Tarbert & Lagg) 

46 
88.5 %  

37 
100 % 

18 
39.1 %  

15 
40.5 % 

Àird Fheàrnal & An Leargaidh Breac8 
(Ardfernal & Leargybreck) 

129 
87.8 %  

126 
86.3 % 

22 
17.1 %  

23 
18.3 % 

A’Chill, Taigh na Creige & Cracaig 
(Keils, Craighouse & Crackaig) 

194 
89.4 %  

157 
78.9 % 

12 
6.2 %  

9 
7.9 % 

Sannaig, Faolainn & Inbhir 
(Sannaig, Feolin & Inver) 

 
 
 
 
 

682 
86.1 %  

98 
89.1 %  

66 
80.5 % 

24 
24.5 %  

6 
9.1 % 

 
Table 1: Number of persons speaking Gàidhlig and all Gàidhlig-speakers as share of population in Diùra & 

Colbhasa according to local census data from 1881 to 1901 

 
Before addressing the official enumeration district figures for 1881-1901 in detail it is worthwhile to 
look more closely at the original 1891 census forms which provide interesting additional information. 
Generally the census figures were still underestimating the real strength of the language because these 
statistics looked at the total population present at census night. The population figures included returns 
from occasional visitors and counted also children aged less than three years although their language 
preferences were not enumerated at all.  

                                                           
4 Percentages of Gàidhlig-speakers above 50 % are denoted in bold figures. 
5 Percentages of persons speaking “Gaelic only” which exceeded 10 % are shown in bold figures. 
6 The 1881 census was asking for people speaking “habitually” Gàidhlig. 
7 Figures include the islands of Lungaigh (Lunga), Na Garbh Eileacha (Garvellochs) and Plada (Pladda Lighthouse). 
8 Figures include the rock of Sgeir Mhuile (Skervuile Lighthouse). 
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Therefore some “corrected” 1891 details about three communities in this very diverse archipelago are 
cited below9 (Duwe, 2006): 
 

1. Colbhasa & Orasa (Colonsay & Oronsay): The most populous part of this island group was of 
course Colbhasa with its main settlements situated in the central part of the island. Besides a few 
farmers and shepherds and those serving at Kiloran House most people were occupied with croft-
ing or fishing in those days. Apart from the two households at Baile na h-Àirde (Balnahard) on 
the northern tip of Colbhasa all settlements were overwhelmingly Gàidhlig speaking in 
1891:“The locally born population spoke almost universally Gàidhlig. Among them was a significant 
minority which did not speak English. These monolingual speakers were almost exclusively confined to 
the young generation and the elderly. Residents with no speaking ability of Gàidhlig were in most cases 
born in the Lowlands or England.” Contrary to the official census percentage of 88.7 % the share of 
Gàidhlig speakers of the usually resident population was in fact 93.6 %!  

 
2. An Tairbeart & An Lagg (Tarbert & Lagg): The area covers the northern half of the mountainous 

and sparsely populated Hebridean island of Diùra (Jura). Besides a few crofter families all in-
habitants in one way or another were dependent on work supplied by the landowners – employed 
as shepherds, gamekeepers or other servants in stately home or garden. All hamlets and dwell-
ings in the northern part of Diùra (Jura) were predominantly Gàidhlig speaking communi-
ties:“The locally born population of this part of the island was almost exclusively Gàidhlig-speaking. 
Among the pre-school children and the elderly many residents did not speak English. In fact the majority 
of the handful of “English only” returns came from the landowners’ family at Ardlussa House and the 
lighthouse keepers at Sgèir Mhuile (Skervuile).” The official census percentage of 85.7 % as share of 
Gàidhlig speakers was 8.6 % less than the percentage found for the usually resident population 
(94.3 %)!  

 
3. Gruinneart (Gruinart): This area is situated on the shores of Loch Gruinneirt (Loch Gruinart) in 

the centre of the island of Ile (Islay). Main economic activity of the local population was farming 
and to some extent fishing. The majority of inhabitants were dependent fieldworkers on the local 
farms. “In principle Gàidhlig was the dominant tongue in every location in the area but especially so in 
Srath Ghruinneirt (Strath of Gruinart) with 100 % of residents able to speak the traditional language of 
the island. The local population of this island district was almost exclusively Gàidhlig speaking. Among 
the very young and the older generation many inhabitants did not speak English in 1891. The handful of 
English only” speakers in the district were found in three farmer families and two schoolmaster house-
holds all with Lowland connections.” In original census report terms the district had a population of 
356 persons of all ages. 251 enumerated inhabitants spoke “Gaelic and English” and 83 were 
counted as monolingual Gàidhlig speakers. This lead to an “official” share of Gàidhlig speakers 
of 93.8 %. This figure was an under-estimate of 3.6 % compared with the more realistic figures 
taking into account only the usually resident population.  

 
Generally the population of all the islands was thoroughly Gàidhlig speaking. People “with no Gaelic” 
were in most cases either Lowland farmers, school teachers or (especially on Ile) specialist workers em-
ployed at the various distilleries. The underestimation by census report concerning the strength of 
Gàidhlig speaking intensity has to be kept in mind when looking at census figures in more detail. How-

                                                           
9 After a period of 100 years information provided on the original census forms is publicly available. At the time of writing 
this is already the case for census returns of 1881, 1891 and 1901. 
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ever, the geographical variation between communities and the significance of “Gaelic only” returns can 
be deduced very accurately from the available census statistics.  
Very detailed local information is available in census reports especially until 1901. The census reports 
and enumeration files provide a good impression of the geographical strength of the language in all parts 
of the area under scrutiny (see tables 1-5).  
 
The islands of Colbhasa (Colonsay) and Diùra (Jura) were far less populated than neighbouring Ile at 
this period (table 1). Generally all settlements and dwelling on these islands where overwhelmingly 
Gàidhlig speakers with very significant percentages of monolingual persons found on Colbhasa and 
parts of Diùra.  
 

Number of persons and percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers in 

selected districts of Cill Mheanaidh – 1881 - 1901 

 

All persons speaking 

Gàidhlig10
 

Monolingual 

share of all 

Gàidhlig-

speakers
11

 

 

 

Enumeration district 

 

1881
12

 1891 1901 1891 1901 

Cill Mheanaidh & Uisge Nis 
(Kilmeny & Eskness) 

102 
93.6 %  

87 
89.7 % 

_ 5 
5.7 % 

Baile Grannda & A’Chill 
(Ballygrant & Keills) 

90 
80.4 %  

92 
74.8 % 

9 
10.0 %  

6 
6.5 % 

Losaid 
(Lossit) 

57 
95.0 %  

28 
66.7 % 

2 
3.5 %  

_ 

Baile a’Chlamhain 
(Ballachlaven) 

70 
94.6 %  

59 
93.7 % 

11 
15.7 %  

3 
5.1 % 

Fionn Lagain 
(Finlaggan) 

71 
84.5 %  

61 
96.8 % 

12 
16.9 %  

_ 

Maol Ris 
(Mulreesh) 

69 
93.2 %  

78 
85.7 % 

6 
8.7 %  

2 
2.6 % 

Peàrsabus & Port Ascaig 
(Persabus & Port Askaig) 

64 
87.7 %  

77 
72.0 % 

16 
25.0 %  

9 
11.7 % 

Bun na h-Aibhne & Caol Ila 
(Bunahabhainn & Caol Ila) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

746 
84.7 % 

150 
67.9 %  

179 
75.8 % 

30 
20.0 %  

5 
2.8 % 

 
Table 2: Number of persons speaking Gàidhlig and all Gàidhlig-speakers as share of population in Cill 

Mheanaidh  according to local census data from 1881 to 1901 
 
The Ile district of Cill Mheanaidh (Kilmeny) in the north-east of the island (table 2) was equally very 
strongly Gàidhlig speaking. Of course there was the odd hamlet like Caol Ila where English monoglot 
distillery workers (notably from Campbeltown) “diluted” the Gàidhlig language community in the pe-
riod. Gàidhlig monolingual persons on the other hand became obviously a tiny minority as early as 1901 
in this part of the island.  
 
                                                           
10 Percentages of Gàidhlig-speakers above 50 % are denoted in bold figures. 
11 Percentages of persons speaking “Gaelic only” which exceeded 10 % are shown in bold figures. 
12 Speaking “habitually” Gàidhlig. 
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The Ile peninsula of Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) is commonly known as Na Ranna (Rhinns of Islay) and 
occupies the north-western wing of the island. Here the Gàidhlig language was especially strong be-
tween 1881 and 1901. Keeping aside census returns from farmers (often “imported” by the landowners 
from Ayrshire) and a number of distillery staff the communities were almost exclusively Gàidhlig 
speaking. Very important in this context are the high proportions of monolingual Gàidhlig speakers (up 
to 40 %) reported for most parts of the districts within this period (table 3).  
 

Number of persons and percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers in 

selected district of Cill Chomain or Na Ranna– 1881 - 1901 

 

All persons speaking 

Gàidhlig13
 

Monolingual 

share of all 

Gàidhlig-

speakers
14

 

 

 

Enumeration district 

 

1881
15

 1891 1901 1891 1901 

Port Sgioba 
(Port Charlotte) 

453 
90.2 %  

503 
88.2 %  

428 
84.3 % 

171 
34.0 %  

74 
17.3 %  

Àird Nèimh, Gruinneart & Na Creagan 
(Ardnave, Gruinart & Craigens) 

334 
93.8 %  

316 
88.0 % 

83 
24.9 %  

48 
15.2 % 

Cill Chomain, Macharaidh & Cùl 
(Kilchoman, Machrie & Coull) 

157 
84.4 %  

171 
88.1 % 

33 
21.0 %  

36 
21.0 % 

Grùlainn Beag & Sanaig Mòr  
(Grulinbeg & Sanaigmore) 

184 
85.2 %  

165 
87.3 % 

74 
40.2 %  

15 
9.1 % 

Cill Chiarain & Tormasdal 
(Kilchiaran & Tormisdale) 

97 
89.0 %  

91 
96.8 % 

38 
39.2 %  

17 
18.7 % 

Bruaich a’Chladaich & An t-Ochdamh 
Mòr (Bruichladdich & Octomore) 

 
 
 

 
1,099 

92.7 %  

303 
83.7 %  

244 
84.7 % 

90 
29.7 %  

45 
18.4 % 

Port na h-Aibhne 
(Portnahaven) 

353 
97.8 %  

331 
95.9 %  

266 
91.7 % 

59 
17.8 %  

80 
30.1 % 

Bun Othain, Cladach & Obharsaigh 
(Port Wemyss, Cladach & Oversay) 

335 
91.0 %  

266 
86.4 % 

61 
18.2 %  

56 
21.0 % 

Losaid, An t-Ochdamh Fada & Neàrabus 
(Lossit, Octofad & Nerabus) 

 
460 

92.2 %  140 
89.7 %  

116 
89.2 % 

28 
20.0 %  

23 
19.8 % 

 
Table 3: Number of persons speaking Gàidhlig and all Gàidhlig-speakers as share of population in Cill 

Chomain or Na Ranna according to local census data from 1881 to 1901 
 
The Ile district of Cill-à-Rubha (Killarow) constitutes practically the central part of the island with the 
village of Am Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) in its heart. The share of Gàidhlig speakers in some parts of this 
district (table 4) was slightly less than found for example in Na Ranna (Rhinns of Islay). In 1881 some 
75% of all inhabitants were reported as “speaking habitually Gaelic”. In 1891 it was perfectly clear that 
more persons in the district did speak Gàidhlig than anticipated in the census reports ten years before. 
Even around 10% of all Gàidhlig speakers still did not speak English in 1891. Even in the village of Am 
Bogha Mòr more than 80 % of the total population spoke Gàidhlig in 1901!  

                                                           
13 Percentages of Gàidhlig-speakers above 50 % are denoted in bold figures. 
14 Percentages of persons speaking “Gaelic only” which exceeded 10 % are shown in bold figures. 
15 Speaking “habitually” Gàidhlig. 
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Number of persons and percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers in 

selected districts of Cill-à-Rubha – 1881 - 1901 

 

All persons speaking 

Gàidhlig16 
 

Monolingual 

share of all 

Gàidhlig-

speakers
17

 

 

 

Enumeration district 

 

1881 1891 1901 1891 1901 

Am Bogha Mòr 
(Bowmore) 

651 
78.1 %  

707 
83.4 %  

634 
80.5 % 

66 
9.3 %  

67 
10.6 %  

Gart na Tràghad 
(Gartnatra) 

47 
79.7 %  

53 
96.4 % 

6 
12.8 %  

3 
5.7 % 

Laorabus & Creag Dubh 
(Lyrabus & Blackrock) 

142 
98.6 %  

151 
91.0 % 

25 
17.6 %  

21 
13.9 % 

Càrabus, Beul an Atha & Eàlabus 
(Carrabus, Bridgend & Eallabus) 

131 
70.8 %  

151 
81.2 % 

6 
4.6 %  

5 
3.3 % 

Sgarabus & Na Taighean Ruadha 
(Scarrabus & Redhouses) 

81 
82.7 %  

113 
100 % 

6 
7.4 %  

2 
1.8 % 

An Dail & Moine a’Choire 
(Daill & Monechorrie) 

41 
74.5 %  

45 
70.3 % 

5 
12.2 %  

1 
2.2 % 

Baile Tarsuinn & Neribigh 
(Balitarsin & Neriby) 

44 
88.0 %  

54 
93.1 % 

5 
11.4 %  

_ 

Mulaindraigh & Abhainn Lusa 
(Mulindry & Avinlussa) 

80 
80.8 %  

81 
77.1 % 

16 
20.0 %  

8 
9.9 % 

Gart Meadhoin & Gart Loisgte 
(Gartmain & Gartloist) 

87 
89.7 %  

69 
90.8 % 

15 
17.2 %  

5 
7.2 % 

Còrr Àirigh, Lagan & Gart Breac 
(Corrary, Laggan & Gartbreck) 

101 
74.8 %  

77 
64.2 % 

5 
5.0 %  

4 
5.2 % 

Ceann Gàraidh & Bàrr 
(Kinigary & Barr) 

37 
90.2 %  

36 
76.6 % 

6 
16.2 %  

3 
8.3 % 

Cluanach & Dùich 
(Cluanach & Duich) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

784 
75.3 %  

51 
82.3 %  

27 
73.0 % 

7 
13.7 %  

3 
11.1 % 

 
Table 4: Number of persons speaking Gàidhlig and all Gàidhlig-speakers as share of population in Cill-à-

Rubha according to local census data from 1881 to 1901 
 
The civil parish of Cill Daltan (Kildalton) includes also the peninsula of An Obha (Oa) and extends 
over the southern part of the island of Ile. The Gàidhlig language was the dominant tongue among the 
local population (table 5) – even in the village of Port Ìlein (Port Ellen). Gàidhlig monolingual persons 
were most prominent in the more remote parts of the parish, especially on the peninsula of An Obha and 
the district around Àird Talla (Ardtalla) to the east.  
 
From the statistics outlined above it can be clearly stated that the whole island group belonged to the 
heart of the Gaidhealtachd in the period before the First World War. This status should stay for decades 
to come.  

                                                           
16 Percentages of Gàidhlig-speakers above 50 % are denoted in bold figures. 
17 Percentages of persons speaking “Gaelic only” which exceeded 10 % are shown in bold figures. 
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Number of persons and percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers in 

selected districts of Cill Daltan & An Obha – 1881 - 1901 

 

All persons speaking 

Gàidhlig18
 

Monolingual 

share of all 

Gàidhlig-

speakers
19

 

 

 

Enumeration district 

 

1881 1891 1901 1891 1901 

Cill Neachtain & Sreminis, Cùlabus 
(Kilnaughton, Stremnish & Coillabus) 

79 
96.3 %  

66 
93.0 % 

25 
31.6 %  

9 
13.6 %  

Creàgabus, Còrnabus & Gleann Astail 
(Cragabus, Cornabus & Glenastle) 

 
240 

97.2 %  121 
94.5 %  

92 
90.2 % 

27 
22.3 %  

4 
4.3 % 

Port Ìlein 
(Port Ellen) 

939 
94.9 %  

814 
91.2 %  

733 
84.9 % 

120 
14.7 %  

33 
4.5 %  

Gleann Eigeadail & Am Machaire 
(Glenegedale & Machrie)  

185 
87.3 %  

167 
87.0 % 

28 
15.1 %  

15 
9.0 % 

Na Tòrran 
(Torra) 

83 
84.7 %  

68 
81.0 % 

7 
8.4 %  

3 
4.4 % 

Lag a’Mhuilinn & Laphroaig 
(Lagavulin & Laphroaig) 

212 
87.6 %  

178 
85.2 % 

29 
13.7 %  

17 
9.6 % 

An Àird Bheag & Solum 
(Ardbeg & Solam) 

159 
85.0 %  

171 
81.4 % 

6 
3.8 %  

13 
7.6 % 

Àird Iomarsaigh & Àird Talla 
(Ard Imersay & Ardtalla) 

 
 
 
 

948 
91.6 %  

125 
69.1 %  

107 
75.9 % 

31 
24.8 %  

4 
7.6 % 

 
Table 5: Number of persons speaking Gàidhlig and all Gàidhlig-speakers as share of population in Cill 

Daltan & An Obha according to local census data from 1881 to 1901 
 
The share of the population reported as speaking Gàidhlig was very high in all censuses before the Sec-
ond World War although a slight decrease was recorded from 93.5 % speaking Gàidhlig “habitually” in 
1881 and 79.4 % speaking Gàidhlig in 1931 (table 6). In 1891 the “Gàidhlig monoglots” were still more 
numerous than those inhabitants who spoke only English (fig. 3). But with the influence of compulsory 
education “Gaelic only” was soon confined to pre-school and old age generations (table 20). 
 

Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa 
Subject  \ Census 1881 1891 1901 1911 1921 1931 

Gàidhlig-speakers (3 years +) 7,741 7,358 6,594 5,931 5,123 4,448 
% of total population 93.5 % 86.7 % 84.5 % 83.2 % 78.8 % 79.4 % 

 

Table 6: Number of Gàidhlig-speakers in Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa (Islay, Jura & Colonsay) and percentage 

of total population speaking Gàidhlig during 1881-1931 

 
The anglicisation pressures in the Argyll-shire islands were much stronger than in island communities 
further north. Whereas the percentage of “Gaelic only” speakers in the 3-4 age-group remained almost 
the same in the islands of Ross & Cromarty and Inverness-shire until 1931, this share was almost halved 

                                                           
18 Percentages of Gàidhlig-speakers above 50 % are denoted in bold figures. 
19 Percentages of persons speaking “Gaelic only” which exceeded 10 % are shown in bold figures. 
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in the Argyll-shire islands from 56.7 % in 1891 to 30.5 % in 1931. Although there is no information 
available on individual islands it is fair to assume that this trend was more or less universal on all easily 
accessible islands of the county like Ile (Islay) and Muile (Mull). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Fig. 3: Share of population speaking Gàidhlig and/or English in the study area according to census results 

in 1891, 1911 and 1931 

 

Nevertheless all islands around Ile remained overwhelmingly Gàidhlig-speaking until the 1940s with the 
highest intensities on the island of Colbhasa (Colonsay) and in the western division of Ile called Na 
Ranna or Rhinns of Islay. Here on his study visit dedicated to Argyllshire Gaelic Nils M. Holmer stayed 
in 1935 around Port Sgioba (Port Charlotte). At that time he still could report “… had the good fortune to 
live with a family who spoke most idiomatic Gaelic” (Holmer, 1938). The islands were part of the Gaidheal-
tachd as any in the Hebrides in those days. 

2.2 Developments in the late 20
th

 century (Census 1951–2001)  

Between 1931 and 1951 the population of the islands dropped by around 15 % because of the economic 
and social disruptions experienced during and after the war. The share of Gàidhlig-speakers fell also 
from 79.4 % to 68.9 % (table 7) with the strongest decrease reported for the civil parish of Cill Daltan 
(Kildalton) around Port Ilein (Port Ellen). The number of people speaking “Gaelic only” had become 
almost negligible with 11 persons recorded in 1951 compared with 92 back in 1931 (table 18). The older 
“monoglots” had passed away and only a few young Gaels were immersed in a “Gaelic only” family. 
 
Information for the 1957/58 school year sheds some light on the situation then. The report on Gàidhlig-
speaking schoolchildren in Highland schools (Scottish Council for Research in Education, 1961) re-
ported in the Islay school district (including Colonsay and Jura) still 81 of 472 primary school children 
as first or preferred language speakers (17.2 %). 17 of 66 secondary school children (first year) had 
Gàidhlig as first language (25.8 %). Additionally 33 secondary pupils spoke Gàidhlig as a second lan-
guage leaving only a minority of their peers as English-only speakers. In the nursery stages of P1 and P2 
there were 20 first language speakers of Gàidhlig, a further 17 children spoke Gàidhlig as second lan-
guage. In total 57 out of 120 understood some Gàidhlig (47.5 %)! Gàidhlig was the language of home 
for all first language speakers. The status of the language in those days was very low in ordinary school 
life. Although the nursery school teachers were themselves Gàidhlig-speaking in most of the schools the 
main medium of instruction was always English. Only in two schools was time set aside for teaching 
Gàidhlig (as a second language) and only there the language was used in some oral work. It is highly 
probable that these two primary schools were situated at Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven) on the west-
ernmost tip of Ile and/or on the island of Colbhasa (Colonsay).  

1891

Gàidhlig only

Bilingual

English only

1911 1931
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Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa 

Subject  \ Census 1951 1961 1971 1981 1991 2001 

Gàidhlig-speakers (3 years +) 3,283 2,520 2,010 1,642 1,263 866 
% of total population 68.9 % 58.8 % 48.1 % 39.5 % 33.3 % 23.0 % 
 

Table 7: Number of Gàidhlig-speakers in Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa (Islay, Jura & Colonsay) and percentage 

of total population speaking Gàidhlig during 1951-2001 

 
In the 1961 census all CCEDs (County Council Electoral Divisions) still had a majority of Gàidhlig-
speakers. But no “Gaelic only” returns were recorded. The civil parishes of Cill Chomain (64.8 %) and 
Colbhasa & Orasa (72.9 %) were the strongest language communities in the island group. The general 
trend, however, remained unabated and pointed downwards.  
 
In 1971 Cill Chomain and Colbhasa only stayed above the 50 % mark (table 14). Nonetheless there were 
still some younger people able to speak Gàidhlig (in contrast for example to the contemporary situation 
on Muile (Mull) where essentially almost no children were Gàidhlig-speaking at that time). In the age-
group between 3 and 24 the respective percentages were 20.5 % in Cill Chomain, 22.5 % in Cill-à-
Rubha, 16.7 % in Cill Daltan and 16.7 % in Diùra & Colbhasa. The latter figure might disguise a more 
favourable situation on Colbhasa as was mentioned by John Mercer (1974): “In fact, on Colonsay in 1972 
it was said that Gaelic is understood by even the youngest children and that it is the normal tongue of adults, 
though it can only be written by those who have learned it at school; from 1973 it has been made compulsory, 
during the first year (of secondary education, the author), by Oban High School.” Matters were to deteriorate 
further, however, in the coming years and with the exception of some secondary school teaching 
Gàidhlig stayed outside the classrooms of island schools. 
 
The language lost ground swiftly with Cill Chomain only just managing to keep a Gàidhlig-speaking 
majority in 1981. The townships on Na Ranna (Rhinns of Islay) remained the last communities with re-
spectable percentages: 1981 figures for census output areas reveal considerable population shares here 
with 86.7 % for Losaid (Lossit), 65.6 % for Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven), 56.9 % for Port Sgioba 
(Port Charlotte) and 51.1 % for Bruthaich a’Chladaich (Bruichladdich). The islands of Colbhasa and 
Diùra experienced stronger emigration and immigration than Ile and both reported decreases in the num-
ber of speakers by roughly a third (table 13). Figure 4 illustrates the ability of speaking, reading or writ-
ing Gàidhlig in the individual ages between 3 and 15 for the area in 1981. It is obvious that practically 
no mother tongue speakers were left and that language tuition started only at secondary school age. The 
latter had been intensified after Strathclyde Region had superseded Argyll County Council as educa-
tional authority for the islands. 
 
In the 1980s parents in many parts of Scotland became very much concerned with the future of the lan-
guage and wanted to ensure that their children could speak the local language, too. These initiatives 
reached also Ile with the establishment of a cròileagan (Gàidhlig-medium playgroup) around 1986. Sub-
sequently Gàidhlig-medium education was introduced in the primary school of Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) 
in 1987. This unit, however, was almost constantly under threat of closure because of the dramatic 
teacher shortage for suitable primary teachers. Due to this prevailing uncertainty pupil numbers re-
mained comparatively low until the beginning of the 21st century.  
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Fig. 4: Percentage of children able to speak, read or write Gàidhlig in different age groups in 1981 – 

 Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa (Islay, Jura & Colonsay) 

 
The census of 1991 provided no surprises for the island group – the number of speakers still decreased 
significantly from 1,642 in 1981 to 1,265 (33.9 %). Only two census output areas (table 22) had majori-
ties of Gàidhlig-speakers and both were situated in the district of An Ranna (Rhinns of Islay): Bruthaich 
a’Chladaich (52.6 %) and Port na h-Aibhne (53.3 %). Especially language teaching at secondary school 
level succeeded to keep the percentages in the 5-24 age-group between 1981 and 2001 at the same level 
of around 20 % (see fig. 5). In all other age groups the language lost ground very fast in this period with 
only 10.9 % of those aged between 25 and 44 able to speak Gàidhlig in 2001! Also at pre-school age the 
number of Gàidhlig-speaking children remained very low indeed (table 21). Detailed analysis of the 
2001 census is provided in chapter 3 of this report.  
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Fig. 5: Percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers in different age groups between 1971 and 2001 – Area of Ile, Diùra 
& Colbhasa (Islay, Jura & Colonsay)20 

                                                           
20 Under 5: Gàidhlig abilities in the age group 3-4 until 1991, in 2001 in all age groups 0-4.  
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An important positive development for Ile was first mooted in 1998 with plans to establish a Gàidhlig 
further education centre at Bogha Mòr on the lines of the very successful Sabhal Mòr Ostaig on An t-
Eilean Sgitheanach (Isle of Skye). However, this came to fruition with the establishment of Ionad Cha-
luim Chille (St. Columba Centre) only after 2001.  

2.3 Development of literacy in Gàidhlig between 1971 and 2001 

The fact that Gàidhlig had been neglected educationally on Ile and its neighbouring islands became very 
obvious with literacy information in 1971. Information on this aspect of language use became available 
then for the first time: Census questions were introduced on the ability to read or write Gàidhlig (see ta-
bles 8 and 9 below). Even for Argyll-shire standards figures were very low with only 29.1 % of speakers 
able to read and 16.9 % able to write Gàidhlig. Only the Diùra & Colbhasa CCED reported a somewhat 
better share of Gàidhlig readers with a value of 43.3 %.  
 

Number of Gàidhlig-speakers 

with ability to read Gàidhlig  

Percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers 

with ability to read Gàidhlig 

 

1971 1981 1991 2001 1971 1981 1991 2001 

Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa  

(Islay, Jura & Colonsay) 

585 659 548 427 29.1 % 40.2 % 43.6 % 49.2 % 

 
Table 8: People able to read Gàidhlig and Gàidhlig readers as percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers (1971-2001) 

 

 

Number of Gàidhlig-speakers 

with ability to write Gàidhlig  

Percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers 

with ability to write Gàidhlig 

 

1971 1981 1991 2001 1971 1981 1991 2001 

Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa  

(Islay, Jura & Colonsay) 

340 466 435 335 16.9 % 28.4 % 34.6 % 38.6 % 

 
Table 9: People able to write Gàidhlig and Gàidhlig writers as percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers (1971-2001) 

 
Since 1971 every census reported improved literacy levels (fig. 6) but the situation leaves still much 
room for improvement. Literacy on Ile is for example still 15 % less than on Muile where conditions can 
be considered as comparable. In 2001 a value of less than 50 % of reading ability among Gàidhlig-
speaking primary school children is not satisfactory at all. 
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Fig. 6: Persons able to read Gàidhlig as a percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers for both areas in different age 

groups (1971-2001) 
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3 The Situation of 2001 in Focus 

Census results for 2001 were the most comprehensive and detailed information base ever provided for 
Scotland. This was also true for the inclusion of questions on Gàidhlig language knowledge. Two new 
aspects were introduced:  

 
1. Persons were asked whether they were “able to understand spoken Gaelic”. 
2. Children under the age of 3 were enumerated regarding their language abilities.  
 

The following sections will describe generally the distribution of language abilities (inter-generational 
and community by community) and the specific conditions of the younger age groups in local primary 
school catchments. 

3.1 General overview: Gàidhlig language capabilities in 2001 

As mentioned above special consideration will be given to educational aspects in section 3.2 dealing with 
the young generation in school catchments. In general the following conclusions may be drawn from the 
2001 census information for the island group: 

 
• Except the age group at secondary school level there is a constant decrease in Gàidhlig lan-

guage abilities (fig. 7) from older to younger generations. Only 2 % of pre-school children 
know the language. Intergenerational language difference (table 10) is very negative although 
slightly better than around 1991. 

 
• A considerable decrease in Gàidhlig-speaking has occurred since 1991 (table 10) especially 

in older age groups. In the age cohort of 3-24 the percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers has stayed 
almost the same on a comparatively low level of around 17 %.   

 
• The local details of census output areas show marked differences. The category of speaking 

the language ranged from a share of roughly 42 % in Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven) to some 
8 % in parts of Diùra. The corresponding figures for the „understands spoken Gaelic” cate-
gory vary between around 49 % and 12 % respectively in the same locations. 

 
• Almost the whole population lived in neighbourhoods where over 20 % of the people know 

at least some Gàidhlig. 
 

• Literacy in the language is still improving with 49.2 % of speakers being able to read and 
38.6 % of speakers able to write the language. The general level remains still at a low level 
compared with other language communities in the Hebrides. 

 
• In the new category of children aged less than 3 years just two were able to speak Gàidhlig 

and three children understood spoken Gàidhlig. 
 

• In addition to those able to speak Gàidhlig (23.1 % of the population) another 375 inhabitants 
(10.0 %) were at least able to understand, read or write the language.  
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Fig. 7: Percentage of population able to understand or speak Gàidhlig and year of birth – area of Ile, Diùra 
& Colbhasa (Islay, Jura & Colonsay) according to Census 2001 

 
 
 

2001 1991 Age group 

Knowing
21

  

Gàidhlig 

Able to speak & 

read Gàidhlig 

Able to speak 

Gàidhlig 

Able to speak 

Gàidhlig 

Diff. 

2001 – 

1991 

0-2 3 2.6 % 0 0.0 % 2 1.7 % n/a n/a n/a 
3-4 2 2.5 % 1 1.2 % 2 2.5 % 7 7.1 % - 4.6 % 

5-11 54 16.8 % 22 6.8 % 47 14.6 % 46 13.0 % + 1.6 % 

12-15 79 36.1 % 50 22.8 % 59 26.9 % 61 29.3 % - 2.4 % 

16-24 72 26.5 % 35 12.9 % 40 14.7 % 85 17.6 % - 2.9 % 

          

3-24 207 23.2 % 108 12.1 % 148 16.6 % 199 17.4 % - 0.8 % 

All ages 1,243 33.1 % 427 11.4 % 868 23.1 % 1,265 33.9 % -10.8 % 

Difference - 9.9 % + 0.7 % - 6.5 % - 16.5 %  
 
Table 10: Knowledge of Gàidhlig in younger age groups in Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa (Islay, Jura & Colonsay) 

in 2001 and 1991 

                                                           
21 Persons able to understand spoken Gàidhlig and/or able to speak, read or write Gàidhlig. 
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Fig. 8: Share of population living in neighbourhoods (census output areas) with different intensity of lan-

guage knowledge in Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa (Islay, Jura & Colonsay) according to Census 2001 

 

3.2  Children with knowledge of Gàidhlig in primary school catchments 

The small area statistics can be generalised for individual school catchments to calculate numbers and 
percentages for different age groups (table 11). For the purpose of this investigation they have been at-
tributed to pre-school age (0-4), primary school age (5-11), secondary school age (12-15) and main pa-
rental generation (24-35). 

 
At first glance it is obvious that the present educational provision is far from satisfactory: 
 

• Pre-school children: The number of just 5 children being able to understand spoken Gàidhlig is 
highly unsatisfactory for a district with such a strong tradition. At the time of the census only one 
cròileagan existed in Bogha Mór with an obviously very small roll.  

 
• Primary school children: A Gàidhlig-medium unit existed in Bogha Mòr primary school with 17 

pupils in the 2000/2001 school year (see also fig. 9). This constituted 5.5 % of all 308 primary 
school children in the island group. Looking at the overall figures there was certainly some sec-
ond language teaching in other primary schools with limited but visible impact.  

 
• Secondary school children: In secondary stages S1 and S2 all pupils from Ile and Diùra in Bow-

more High School were learning Gàidhlig as a second language with the exception of a handful 
of fluent speakers who had gone through GME in primary schools before entering secondary 
education. The returns were accordingly higher than for the primary sector. Secondary schooling 
for Colbhasa children took place in Oban High School and there Gàidhlig was obviously not 
high on the agenda.  

 
• Parents: There is a certain language background in the “parental generation” within the language 

community. The comparison with the number of pre-school children highlights a very weak lan-
guage transmission in the island group. 



Gàidhlig (Scottish Gaelic) Local Studies Vol. 16: Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa                                                                             2
nd

 Edition 
 

May, 2006 

2nd Edition 

 Page 21 of 54   
 

 
 

 
Knowledge of Gàidhlig (Census 2001) in Selected Primary School Catchment Areas

22
 

Primary School(s) ‘‘Pre-School’‘ 

Age 0-4 

‘‘Primary’‘ 

Age 5-11 

‘‘Secondary’‘ 

Age 12-15 

‘‘Parents’‘ 

Age 25-34 

Cill Chatain (Colbhasa) 
(Kilchattan) 

- - - - - - 2 22.2 % 

Na h-Eileanan Beaga (Diùra) 
(Small Isles) 

- - - - 5 62.5 % - - 

Na Cilltean 
(Keills) 

- - 8 16.7 % 9 27.3 % 17 37.8 % 

Beul an Atha 
(Bridgend) 

- - 3 13.0 % 7 58.3 % 10 27.8 % 

Port Sgioba 
(Port Charlotte) 

1 4.6 % 8 21.1 % 13 54.2 % 12 26.1 % 

Port na h-Aibhne 
(Portnahaven) 

1 100 % 3 50.0 % 3 75.0 % 3 50.0 % 

Am Bogha Mòr 
(Bowmore) 

1 2.1 % 16 19.8 % 20 36.4 % 34 22.8 % 

Port Ilein 
(Port Ellen) 

2 2.9 % 16 16.8 % 22 26.5 % 24 20.0 % 

 

Table 11: Number and percentage of persons with knowledge of Gàidhlig in selected age groups for primary 

school catchment areas according to the census 2001 
 

Looking at the wider picture the educational efforts and associated census results on all three islands 
were disturbingly low – apart from the secondary sector. The use of the language in the younger genera-
tion is not at all common - perhaps with the notable exception of the township of Port na h-Aibhne 
(Portnahaven) on the westernmost tip of Ile.  

 

                                                           
22 Percentages of 50 % or more are denoted by bold letters. 
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4 Future Perspectives 

Looking in detail on the 2001 census results it has to be conceded that all islands show a limited lan-
guage maintenance potential. The language community indicator (LCI23) lies now at around 37 % and 
the decidedly negative language viability indicator (LVI24) underlines a poor intergenerational language-
maintenance (table 12) below.  
 

Knowledge of Gàidhlig in 2001  

Area 

 
Young age 

(0-24) 

All ages Difference 
(Language viability  

indicator) 

Born in Scotland 
(Language community 

indicator) 

Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa  
(Islay, Jura & Colonsay) 

210 20.8 % 1,243 33.1 % - 12.3 % 37.0 % 

In comparison:  

Earra-Ghàidheal & Bòd  
6.1 % 7.2 % - 1.1 % 7.5 % 

 
Table 12: Intergenerational viability and Gàidhlig-speakers born in Scotland in Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa (Is-

lay, Jura & Colonsay) compared with the whole Earra-Ghàidheal & Bòd (Argyll & Bute) local authority 

according to census data of 2001 

 

The general trend holds true in all local census areas. Locally the LVI (tables 23 and 24) was negative 
except at Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven) and on the island of Diùra (Jura) in 2001. The LCI is gener-
ally far below 50 % apart from 62 % at Port Sgioba (Port Charlotte), 56 % at Port na h-Aibhne and 53 
% in parts of Port Ilein (Port Ellen) The knowledge of Gàidhlig in younger age-groups is also relatively 
low (but not negligible) besides the odd result for Port na h-Aibhne with 67 %. 
 
Developments after 2001: Gàidhlig in these islands is still a minority issue. However, progress is visible 
but slow and growth is gradual. The most important new development has been the opening of Ionad 
Chaluim Chille (St. Columba Centre) at Bogha Mòr. This further education establishment is hoped to 
act as a catalyst for a re-invigoration of the language on Ile.  
 
In the meantime the Gàidhlig-medium unit at the local primary school reports almost the same pupil 
numbers as teachers are very difficult to recruit. The presence of the language among pre-school children 
for example in 2003/2004 was still very rare with just two pupils being enrolled at the age of 3 or 4 at 
the nursery unit in Bogha Mòr. But here progress can be reported. Currently (2006) a Gàidhlig nursery is 
being attached to Ionad Chaluim Chille. A further encouraging fact is that the GLPS programme has ar-
rived at last on Ile ensuring that all primary school children receive at least some smattering of the lan-
guage.  
 
In conclusion: Gàidhlig in the southernmost Hebrides still suffers from decades of neglect and ig-

norance. The basis for a possible consolidation of language use is rather limited and the language 

                                                           
23 LCI: The "Language Community Indicator" is a measure of the relative strength of the language in the “local” population. 
It is calculated here by taking the values for Gàidhlig knowledge only for those who were born in Scotland. This is a rough 
estimation as many who are born in Scotland come from English speaking homes but nevertheless it is a better approximation 
of language strength than looking simply at the resident population.  
24 LVI: The “Language Viability Indicator” is a measure of the prospective reproductivity of language speakers in a commu-
nity. It is here defined on the basis of knowledge of Gàidhlig in the census and is calculated by the difference of  percentages 
between the age group below 25 years of age and the total population. 
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community has a strong bias towards the older generation. Educational provision is not on a com-

parable level with other islands in the Inner Hebrides. This in itself provides the main potential 

for future growth. Improvements could easily be accomplished through intensified pre-school 

provision and dedicated second language teaching in local primary schools. Future positive im-

pacts can be expected by the extension of activities around Ionad Chaluim Chille.  
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Fig. 9: Share of primary school children attending Gàidhlig-medium classes on Ile in comparison with 

neighbouring Muile (September 1992 – September 2005) 



Gàidhlig (Scottish Gaelic) Local Studies Vol. 16: Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa                                                                             2
nd

 Edition 
 

May, 2006 

2nd Edition 

 Page 24 of 54   
 

 
 

 

I. Supplementary Tables 
 

Civil Parish  

 

 

Census 

Colbhasa & 
Orasa  

(Colonsay & 
Oronsay) 

 
Diùra 
(Jura) 

Cill-à-Rubha & 
Cill Mheanaidh  

(Killarow & 
Kilmeny) 

 
Cill Chomain 
(Kilchoman) 

 
Cill Daltan 
 (Kildalton) 

1881 347 819 1,838 2,610 2,127 
1891 338 637 2,219 2,384 1,778 
1901 285 529 2,152 2,046 1,582 
1911 250 491 2,016 1,820 1,354 
1921 241 367 1,715 1,588 1,212 
1931 200 275 1,597 1,252 1,124 
1951 173 155 1,247 813 895 
1961 121 119 1,026 588 666 
1971 80 70 820 455 585 
1981 55 47 678 374 488 
1991 29 37 521 298 380 
2001 26 20 354 206 260 

 

Table 13: Number of Gàidhlig-speakers (aged 3 years and over) for the five civil parishes in the area ac-

cording to census data from 1881 to 2001 

 
Civil Parish  

 

 

Census 

Colbhasa & 
Orasa  

(Colonsay & 
Oronsay) 

 
Diùra 
(Jura) 

Cill-à-Rubha & 
Cill Mheanaidh  

(Killarow & 
Kilmeny) 

 
Cill Chomain 
(Kilchoman) 

 
Cill Daltan 
 (Kildalton) 

1881 87.4 % 86.6 % 95.1 % 95.5 % 93.7 % 
1891 88.7 % 88.0 % 83.4 % 88.4 % 87.7 % 
1901 91.1 % 84.6 % 81.7 % 86.7 % 84.5 % 
1911 91.5 % 86.1 % 79.0 % 87.2 % 82.2 % 
1921 84.9 % 79.6 % 76.5 % 83.6 % 75.0 % 
1931 84.0 % 72.0 % 75.9 % 83.5 % 81.4 % 
1951 74.2 % 58.9 % 66.6 % 75.2 % 67.9 % 
1961 72.9 % 46.9 % 56.7 % 64.8 % 57.9 % 
1971 57.1 % 33.3 % 45.7 % 59.5 % 46.1 % 
1981 40.4 % 20.3 % 38.3 % 51.8 % 37.6 % 
1991 27.4 % 18.9 % 31.1 % 42.5 % 32.8 % 
2001 23.0 % 10.6 % 22.4 % 27.6 % 23.2 % 

 
Table 14: Gàidhlig-speakers (aged 3 years and over) as percentage of total population for the five civil par-

ishes in the area according to census data from 1881 to 2001 
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Gaelic and Gaelic only in 1881:  

Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa 

Census/Selected Area 

Total 
Popula-

tion 

 Gàidhlig 
and Eng-

lish 

 Gàidhlig 
but no 

English 
1881  (Speaking “habitually” Gaelic)  

   Colbhasa & Orasa (Colonsay & Oronsay) CP 
   Diùra (Jura) CP 
   Cill-à-Rubha & Cill Mheanaidh (Killarow & Kilmeny) CP 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) CP 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) CP 
   ----------- Villages and inhabited islands (included in the above) --- 
   Colbhasa (Colonsay)   
   Orasa (Oronsay) 
   Diùra (Jura) 
   Eilean Bail’ na h-Aoidhe (Balnahua Island) 
   Lungaigh (Lunga) 
   Plada (Pladda Lighthouse)  
  Scarba (Scarba) 
   Sgeir Mhuile (Skervuile Lighthouse) 
   Obharsaigh (Oversay) 
   Ile (Islay) 
   Am Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) Vi 
   Port Ìlein (Port Ellen) Vi 
   Port Sgioba (Port Charlotte) Vi 
   Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven) Vi 
   ----------- Ecclesiastic parishes (not identical to the above) --- 
   Cill Mheanaidh (Kilmeny) 
   Cill-à-Rubha (Killarow) 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) 
   Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven) 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) 
   An Obha (Oa) 
   ----------- Census registration districts (not identical to the above) --- 
   Diùra & Colbhasa (Jura & Colonsay) 
   Cill Daltan & An Obha (Kildalton & Oa) 
   Cill Bhrianainn & Cill Chatain (Kilbrandan & Kilchattan) – part of Diùra 

8,916 
397 
946 

2,756 
2,546 
2,271 

 
389 

8 
773 
108 
17 
10 
19 
19 
14 

7,559 
834 
989 
502 
361 

 
881 

1,875 
1,687 
860 

2,024 
247 

 
1,029 
2,271 
154 

7,839 
347 
819 

2,181 
2,365 
2,127 

 
347 

- 
682 
102 
17 
- 

18 
- 
- 

6,673 
651 
939 
453 
353 

 
746 

1,435 
1,552 
813 

1,887 
240 

 
762 

2,127 
135 

 

Table 15: Number of persons speaking Gàidhlig in 1881 – selected areas (civil parishes, census registration 

districts, villages or inhabited islands) in Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa 
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Gaelic and Gaelic only in 1891:  

Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa 

Census/Selected Area 

Total 
Popula-

tion 

 Gàidhlig 
and Eng-

lish 

 Gàidhlig 
but no 

English 
1891      
   Colbhasa & Orasa (Colonsay & Oronsay) CP 
   Diùra (Jura) CP 
   Cill-à-Rubha & Cill Mheanaidh (Killarow & Kilmeny) CP 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) CP 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) CP 
   ----------- Villages and inhabited islands (included in the above) --- 
   Colbhasa (Colonsay)   
   Orasa (Oronsay) 
   Diùra (Jura) 
   Eilean Bail’ na h-Aoidhe (Balnahua Island) 
   Lungaigh (Lunga) 
   Plada (Pladda Lighthouse)  
  Scarba (Scarba) 
   Sgeir Mhuile (Skervuile Lighthouse) 
   Obharsaigh (Oversay) 
   Ile (Islay) 
   Am Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) Vi 
   Port Ìlein (Port Ellen) Vi 
   Port Sgioba (Port Charlotte) Vi 
   Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven) Vi 
   ----------- Ecclesiastic parishes (not identical to the above) --- 
   Cill Mheanaidh (Kilmeny) 
   Cill-à-Rubha (Killarow) 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) 
   Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven) 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) 
   An Obha (Oa) 
   ----------- Census registration districts (not identical to the above) --- 
   Diùra & Colbhasa (Jura & Colonsay) 
   Cill Daltan & An Obha (Kildalton & Oa) 
   Cill Bhrianainn & Cill Chatain (Kilbrandan & Kilchattan) – part of Diùra 

8,487 
381 
722 

2,660 
2,697 
2,027 

 
358 
23 

617 
68 
15 
11 
9 
2 
9 

7,375 
848 
893 
570 
345 

 
805 

1,855 
1,828 
869 

1,817 
210 

 
1,002 
2,027 
103 

6,043 
268 
558 

1,865 
1,747 
1,505 

 
250 
18 

471 
66 
15 
- 
5 
1 
- 

5,117 
648 
694 
332 
272 

 
587 

1,378 
1,089 
658 

1,357 
148 

 
740 

1,505 
86 

1,313 
70 
79 

254 
637 
273 

 
66 
4 

73 
2 
- 
- 
4 
- 
- 

1,164 
66 

120 
171 
59 

 
86 

168 
489 
148 
221 
52 

 
143 
273 

6 

 

Table 16: Number of persons speaking Gàidhlig in 1891 – selected areas (civil parishes, census registration 

districts, villages or inhabited islands) in Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa 
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Gaelic and Gaelic only in 1901:  

Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa 

Census/Selected Area 

Total 
Popula-

tion 

 Gàidhlig 
and Eng-

lish 

 Gàidhlig 
but no 

English 
1901      
   Colbhasa & Orasa (Colonsay & Oronsay) CP 
   Diùra (Jura) CP 
   Cill-à-Rubha & Cill Mheanaidh (Killarow & Kilmeny) CP 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) CP 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) CP 
   ----------- Villages and inhabited islands (included in the above) --- 
   Colbhasa (Colonsay)   
   Orasa (Oronsay) 
   Diùra (Jura) 
   Eilean Bail’ na h-Aoidhe (Balnahua Island) 
   Lungaigh (Lunga) 
   Plada (Pladda Lighthouse)  
  Scarba (Scarba) 
   Sgeir Mhuile (Skervuile Lighthouse) 
   Obharsaigh (Oversay) 
   Ile (Islay) 
   Am Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) Vi 
   Port Ìlein (Port Ellen) Vi 
   Port Sgioba (Port Charlotte) Vi 
   ----------- Ecclesiastic parishes (not identical to the above) --- 
   Cill Mheanaidh (Kilmeny) 
   Cill-à-Rubha (Killarow) 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) 
   Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven) 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) 
   An Obha (Oa) 
   ----------- Census registration districts (not identical to the above) --- 
   Diùra & Colbhasa (Jura & Colonsay) 
   Cill Daltan & An Obha (Kildalton & Oa) 
   Cill Bhrianainn & Cill Chatain (Kilbrandan & Kilchattan) – part of Diùra  
   ----------- Electoral areas --- 
   Cill Mheanaidh (Kilmeny) 
   Cill-à-Rubha (Killarow) 
   Port Ìlein (Port Ellen) 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) 
   Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven) 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) 
   Diùra & Colbhasa (Jura & Colonsay) 

7,805 
313 
625 

2,635 
2,360 
1,872 

 
301 
12 

560 
39 
4 
7 

13 
2 

10 
7,317 
788 
863 
508 

 
822 

1,813 
1,632 
728 

1,699 
173 

 
875 

1,872 
63 

 
822 

1,807 
1,130 
720 
728 

1,632 
938 

5,837 
241 
460 

2,000 
1,652 
1,484 

 
229 
12 

421 
27 
- 
1 

11 
- 
- 

5,136 
567 
700 
354 

 
631 

1,369 
1,163 
489 

1,339 
145 

 
662 

1,484 
39 

 
631 

1,363 
818 
658 
489 

1,163 
701 

757 
44 
69 

152 
394 
98 

 
44 
- 

58 
7 
4 
- 
- 
- 
- 

644 
67 
33 
74 

 
30 

122 
235 
159 
85 
13 

 
102 
98 
11 

 
30 

122 
57 
41 

159 
235 
113 

 

Table 17: Number of persons speaking Gàidhlig in 1901 – selected areas (civil parishes, census registration 

districts, electoral areas, villages or inhabited islands) in Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa 
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Gaelic and Gaelic only between 1911 and 1971:  

Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa 

Census/Selected Area 

Total 
Popula-

tion 

 Gàidhlig 
and Eng-

lish 

 Gàidhlig 
but no 

English 
1911  
   Colbhasa & Orasa (Colonsay & Oronsay) CP 
   Diùra (Jura) CP   
   Cill-à-Rubha & Cill Mheanaidh (Killarow & Kilmeny) CP 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) CP 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) CP      

7,130 
273 
570 

2,552 
2,087 
1,648 

5,580 
229 
465 

1,931 
1,652 
1,303 

351 
21 
26 
85 

168 
51 

1921   
   Colbhasa & Orasa (Colonsay & Oronsay) CP 
   Diùra (Jura) CP   
   Cill-à-Rubha & Cill Mheanaidh (Killarow & Kilmeny) CP 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) CP 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) CP      

6,503 
284 
461 

2,243 
1,899 
1,616 

4,972 
236 
361 

1,682 
1,509 
1,184 

151 
5 
6 

33 
79 
28 

1931  
   Colbhasa & Orasa (Colonsay & Oronsay) CP 
   Diùra (Jura) CP   
   Cill-à-Rubha & Cill Mheanaidh (Killarow & Kilmeny) CP 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) CP 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) CP      

5,604 
238 
382 

2,104 
1,500 
1,380 

4,356 
190 
272 

1,572 
1,219 
1,103 

92 
10 
3 

25 
33 
21 

1951   
   Colbhasa & Orasa (Colonsay & Oronsay) CP 
   Diùra (Jura) CP   
   Cill-à-Rubha & Cill Mheanaidh (Killarow & Kilmeny) CP 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) CP 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) CP      

4,766 
233 
263 

1,871 
1,081 
1,318 

3,272 
173 
155 

1,245 
809 
890 

11 
- 
- 
2 
4 
5 

1961 
   Colbhasa & Orasa (Colonsay & Oronsay) CP 
   Diùra (Jura) CP   
   Cill-à-Rubha & Cill Mheanaidh (Killarow & Kilmeny) CP 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) CP 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) CP      

4,277 
166 
254 

1,809 
908 

1,150 

2,520 
121 
119 

1,026 
588 
666 

- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 

1971
25

 
   Colbhasa & Orasa (Colonsay & Oronsay) CP 
   Diùra (Jura) CP   
   Cill-à-Rubha & Cill Mheanaidh (Killarow & Kilmeny) CP 
   Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) CP 
   Cill Daltan (Kildalton) CP      

4,175 
140 
210 

1,795 
765 

1,270 

2,010 
80 
70 

820 
455 
585 

* 
* 
* 
* 
* 
* 

 

Table 18: Number of persons speaking Gàidhlig between 1911 and 1971 – civil parishes in Ile, Diùra & 
Colbhasa 

                                                           
25 Due to rounding of figures to the nearest 0 and 5 it is impossible to provide exact ‘‘Gaelic only” numbers in 1971.  
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Number of persons and percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers in 

former County Council Electoral Divisions (Argyll) 

(Population aged 3 years and over) 

 

Area  

1961/71  

Code 

 

1961 

 

1971 

 

1981 

 

1991 

 

2001 

Diùra & Colbhasa  
Jura & Colonsay CCED 

JC 240 
 59.6 % 

150 
 44.1 % 

102 
 29.3 % 

66 
 22.4 % 

46 
 15.8 % 

Cill Chomain 
Kilchoman CCED 

KC 588 
 67.4 % 

455 
 61.1 % 

374 
 53.8 % 

298 
 44.0 % 

206 
 28.3 % 

Cill-à-Rubha   
Killarow CCED 

KL 1,026 
 59.4 % 

815 
 47.9 % 

678 
 39.7 % 

521 
 32.3 % 

354 
 23.1 % 

Cill Daltan  
Kildalton CCED 

KD 666 
 61.3 % 

585 
 49.4 % 

488 
 39.5 % 

380 
 34.0 % 

260 
 23.8 % 

 
Table 19: Number of persons speaking Gàidhlig and all Gàidhlig-speakers as a percentage of the popula-

tion (aged three years and over) for pre-1975 county council electoral divisions (CCED) according to cen-

sus data from 1961 to 2001 

 

Percentage of population speaking Gàidhlig but no English 

 in island parishes of former Argyll
26

 

Age group 1891 1901 1911 1921 1931 

3-4 56.7 % 47.7 % 44.0 % 34.1 % 30.5 % 
5-9 30.1 % 22.8 % 12.4 % 6.3 % 4.7 % 

10-14 14.2 % 7.9 % 1.1 % 0.4 % - 
15-19 11.1 % 6.5 % 0.7 % - 0.1 % 
20-24 9.3 % 5.4 % 1.3 % 0.4 % 0.5 % 
25-29 8.5 % 4.6 % 1.1 % 0.3 % 0.3 % 
30-34 11.8 % 5.4 % 1.0 % 0.4 % 0.2 % 
35-39 13.4 % 7.1 % 2.0 % 0.3 % 0.3 % 
40-44 17.2 % 9.7 % 3.3 % 0.3 % 0.2 % 
45-49 19.1 % 10.5 % 2.8 % 1.2 % 0.8 % 
50-54 25.1 % 13.8 % 5.5 % 2.3 % 0.3 % 
55-59 23.5 % 14.5 % 6.2 % 2.3 % 1.2 % 
60-64 32.2 % 18.8 % 8.2 % 4.9 % 1.3 % 
65-69 38.4 % 24.4 % 13.3 % 6.2 % 3.0 % 
70-74 43.0 % 27.4 % 15.1 % 6.6 % 5.8 % 
75-79 46.6 % 38.4 % 19.9 % 11.0 % 5.1 % 

80 and over 50.5 % 40.8 % 24.9 % 18.4 % 6.5 % 
      Total “Gaelic only” 22.3 % 14.4 % 6.9 % 3.5 % 2.3 % 

 
Table 20: Percentage of persons speaking Gàidhlig but no English (aged three years and over) for different 

age groups in island parishes of former Argyll according to census data from 1891 to 1931 

                                                           
26 Civil parishes on islands of Ile (Islay), Muile (Mull), Tir Iodh (Tiree), Colla (Coll), Colbhasa (Colonsay), Diùra (Jura) and 
Giogha (Gigha) (Scotland Census Office, 1932). 
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Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa: Gàidhlig-speaking in Age Groups (1971-2001) 

Age group 1971 1981 1991 2001 

0-2
27

 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 2 1.7 % 
3-4 15 8.6 % 5 4.5 % 7 7.1 % 2 2.5 % 

5-24 305 26.5 % 245 18.8 % 192 18.4 % 148 18.2 % 
25-44 505 51.3 % 394 35.8 % 243 24.1 % 105 10.9 % 
45-64 655 64.9 % 512 60.4 % 454 47.2 % 307 27.8 % 
65 + 530 81.5 % 488 77.5 % 369 59.1 % 306 45.3 % 

         
Total (3 years 

and over) 

2,010 50.6 % 1,642 
 

41.1 % 1,265 
 

33.9 % 866 23.8 % 

Born in Scotland n/a n/a 1,611 44.8 % 1,223 38.0 % 830 27.2 % 
 

Table 21: Number and percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers in different age groups in Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa   

(Islay, Jura & Colonsay) according to data from 1971 to 2001 

 

                                                           
27 Information only available since 2001. 
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Number and percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers
28

: Ile, Diùra &Colbhasa 
Map No Census output area 1981 1991 2001 

01 Colbhasa (Colonsay) 55 40.0 % 29 29.3 % 26 23.0 % 
Diùra: Baile na Creige (Craighouse) 29 26.9 % 02 
Diùra: Ceann Uachdrach 2 8.0 % 

15 18.7 % 10 14.1 % 

03 Diùra: Faolainn (Feolin) 16 18.1 % 22 17.6 % 10 8.6 % 
04 Port Asgaig (Port Askaig)  43 34.7 % 33 24.6 % 
05 Na Ceallan (Keills) 

130 47.4 % 
54 42.1 % 30 24.0 % 

06 Baile Grannda (Ballygrant) a 19 32.2 % 17 24.6 % 
07 Baile Grannda (Ballygrant) b 

88 50.6 % 
22 23.4 % 14 14.1 % 

08 Beul an Atha (Bridgend) a 44 32.4 % 41 32.5 % 30 24.2 % 
09 Beul an Atha (Bridgend) b 30 31.9 % 18 27.3 % 12 16.9 % 
10 Loch Gruinneart (Loch Gruinart) 28 45.2 % 33 42.9 % 20 21.7 % 

Bruthaich a’Chladaich (Bruichladdich) 92 51.1 % 11 
Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) 8 38.1 % 

92 52.6 % 32 21.5 % 

12 Port Sgioba (Port Charlotte) a 28 29.5 % 41 28.5 % 
13 Port Sgioba (Port Charlotte) b 25 39.1 % 

Port Sgioba (Port Charlotte) c 

112 56.9 % 
60 38.2 % 

14 
Nearabus (Nerabus) 41 41.4 % 32 47.8 % 

36 26.9 % 

15 Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven) a 40 49.4 % 18 21.2 % 
16 Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven) b 

84 65.6 % 

 Losaid (Lossit) 26 86.7 % 
48 53.3 % 35 42.2 % 

17 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) 1a 58 33.7 % 47 29.4 % 
18 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) 1b 

132 36.6 % 
40 23.1 % 22 13.3 % 

19 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) 2a 57 34.8 % 47 38.8 % 
20 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) 2b 

127 40.6 % 
44 37.3 % 26 23.0 % 

21 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) 3a 49 37.2 % 22 16.9 % 
22 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) 3b 

127 43.9 % 
63 41.6 % 33 25.6 % 

Laphroaig (Laphroaig)  17 39.5 % 23 
An Obha (Oa) 28 33.7 % 

28 20.0 % 37 20.0 % 

Lag a’Mhuilinn (Lagavulin) 47 37.0 % 24 
Gleann Eigeadail (Glenegedale) 16 47.1 % 

27 26.2 % 27 22.1 % 

25 Corrairigh (Corrary) 13 19.7 % 14 12.8 % 15 15.6 % 
26 Am Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) 1a 32 38.1 % 35 26.5 % 
27 Am Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) 1b 39 30.7 % 22 16.8 % 
28 Am Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) 1c 

109 39.9 % 

27 50.0 % 19 32.2 % 
29 Am Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) 2a 58 32.2 % 47 27.0 % 
30 Am Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) 2b 

148 44.0 % 
44 37.0 % 30 24.2 % 

31 Am Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) 3a 45 41.9 % 35 19.6 % 
32 Am Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) 3b 

92 31.2 % 
44 32.8 % 15 23.8 % 

 
Table 22: Number and percentage of Gàidhlig-speakers for the census output areas in Ile, Diùra & 

Colbhasa (Islay, Jura & Colonsay) according to data from 1981 to 2001

                                                           
28 Statistical base is the population aged 3 years and over for 1981 and 1991 and the total population in 2001. 
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Knowledge of Gàidhlig in 2001  

Map 

No. 

 

Output Area 

 
Young age 

(0-24) 

All ages Difference 
(Language viability  

indicator) 

Born in Scotland 
(Language community 

indicator) 

01 Colbhasa  
(Colonsay) 

1 5.0 % 35  31.0 % - 26.0 % 35.8 % 

02 Diùra: Baile na Creige 
(Craighouse) 

7 29.2 % 15 21.1 % + 8.1 % 25.5 % 

03 Diùra: Faolainn  
(Feolin) 

4 12.9 % 14 12.0 % + 0.9 % 15.1 % 

04 Port Asgaig  
(Port Askaig)  

11 23.9 % 47 35.1 % - 11.2 % 36.2 % 

05 Na Ceallan  
(Keills) 

4 10.5 % 46 36.8 % - 26.3 % 38.3 % 

06 Baile Grannda a 
(Ballygrant a) 

4 23.5 % 23 33.3 % - 9.8 % 34.4 % 

07 Baile Grannda b 
(Ballygrant b) 

4 11.1 % 27 27.3 % - 16.2 % 27.4 % 

08 Beul an Atha a 
(Bridgend a) 

10 26.3 % 44 35.5 % - 9.2 % 38.9 % 

09 Beul an Atha b 
(Bridgend b) 

1 5.0 % 18 25.4 % - 20.4 % 27.3 % 

10 Loch Gruinneart  
(Loch Gruinart) 

5 19.2 % 25 27.2 % - 8.0 % 34.4 % 

11 Bruthaich a’Chladaich 
(Bruichladdich) 

5 21.7 % 46 30.9 % - 9.2 % 42.3 % 

12 Port Sgioba a 
(Port Charlotte a) 

13 32.5 % 54 37.5 % - 5.0 % 44.4 % 

13 Port Sgioba b 
(Port Charlotte b) 

9 31.8 % 30 46.9 % - 15.1 % 62.8 % 

14 Port Sgioba c 
(Port Charlotte c) 

8 25.8 % 52 38.8 % - 13.0 % 49.5 % 

15 Port na h-Aibhne a 
(Portnahaven a) 

2 22.2 % 24 28.2 % - 6.0 % 32.4 % 

16 Port na h-Aibhne b 
(Portnahaven b) 

10 66.7 % 41 49.4 % + 17.3 % 55.6 % 

 
Table 23: Intergenerational viability and Gàidhlig-speakers born in Scotland in Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa (Is-

lay, Jura & Colonsay) according to census data of 2001 – Part A 
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Knowledge of Gàidhlig in 2001  

Map 

No. 

 

Output Area 

 
Young age 

(0-24) 

All ages Difference 
(Language viability  

indicator) 

Born in Scotland 
(Language community 

indicator) 

17 Port Ilein 1a 
(Port Ellen 1a) 

10 19.2 % 65 40.6 % - 21.4 % 41.3 % 

18 Port Ilein 1b  
(Port Ellen 1b) 

9 15.8 % 41 24.7 % - 8.9 % 26.9 % 

19 Port Ilein 2a  
(Port Ellen 2a) 

5 19.2 % 62 51.2 % - 32.0 % 52.6 % 

20 Port Ilein 2b 
(Port Ellen 2b) 

8 30.8 % 37 32.7 % - 1.9 % 34.6 % 

21 Port Ilein 3a 
(Port Ellen 3a) 

9 20.9 % 34 26.2 % - 5.3 % 29.0 % 

22 Port Ilein 3b  
(Port Ellen 3b) 

8 17.0 % 48 37.2 % - 20.2 % 41.4 % 

23 Laphroaig  
(Laphroaig)  

5 12.5 % 49 26.5 % - 14.0 % 31.7 % 

24 Lag a’Mhuilinn  
(Lagavulin) 

7 17.5 % 40 32.8 % - 15.3 % 32.6 % 

25 
 

Corrairigh 
(Corrary) 

6 30.0 % 20 20.8 % + 9.2 % 26.0 % 

26 Am Bogha Mòr 1a 
(Bowmore 1a) 

8 22.9 % 51 38.6 % - 15.8 % 41.0 % 

27 Am Bogha Mòr 1b 
(Bowmore 1b) 

7 17.1 % 41 31.3 % - 14.2 % 33.1 % 

28 Am Bogha Mòr 1c 
(Bowmore 1c) 

1 8.3 % 23 39.0 % - 30.7 % 42.9 % 

29 Am Bogha Mòr 2a 
(Bowmore 2a) 

12 33.3 % 67 38.5 % - 5.2 % 41.4 % 

30 Am Bogha Mòr 2b 
(Bowmore 2b) 

5 13.5 % 46 37.1 % - 23.6 % 38.3 % 

31 Am Bogha Mòr 3a 
(Bowmore 3a) 

12 23.5 % 55 30.7 % - 7.2 % 32.7 % 

32 Am Bogha Mòr 3b 
(Bowmore 3b) 

2 16.7 % 23 36.5 % - 19.8 % 40.0 % 

 

Table 24: Intergenerational viability and Gàidhlig-speakers born in Scotland in Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa (Is-

lay, Jura & Colonsay) according to census data of 2001 – Part B 
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III. Some Valuable Comments about Census Information 
 
The interpretation of census figures (derived statistics in particular) is not as straightforward as the pure 
numbers might suggest. The author has taken great pains to compare like with like and the calculated ta-
bles with greatest geographical detail and age group information as possible. But the differences of cen-
sus questions, enumeration districts and information details between years are quite substantial. It is 
therefore very important to notice the following facts: 
 
1. Questions on Gàidhlig have been raised in census enumerations in Scotland since 1881. In this first 

instance, however, it was asked whether the person ‘‘speaks Gaelic habitually’‘ and the information 
was provided by the enumerator. From 1891 onwards this wording was changed into ‘‘speaks 
Gaelic’‘ and the information was given by the head of the household. Accordingly direct comparison 
of the results of 1881 and later years is not possible.  

2. Until 1971 it was asked whether the person ‘‘speaks Gaelic and English’‘ or ‘‘speaks Gaelic but not 
English’‘ (Gaelic only). Due to the simple necessity to survive in an English dominated society and 
the considerable impact of the school system in fact all Gàidhlig-speaking people were forced to be-
come bilingual – with the notable exceptions of pre-school children and very old people. These 

‘‘Gaelic only’‘ persons did not, however, present those who had Gàidhlig as their natural and 

preferred language nor were they the only mother tongue speakers. This was already high-
lighted after the census 1911 by comments given by the then registrar general and the superintendent 
of statistics in the county report on Inverness (Census Office, Scotland, 1912): “When discussing the 
statistics of the Gaelic-speakers of Argyll we expressed an opinion that the reduction in the number 
of persons speaking Gaelic but unable to speak English should not be taken as a proof that the use 
of the language was being discontinued, and after making a similar study of statistics of the Gaelic-
speakers of the islands of Inverness, we are in a position to repeat that opinion. One fact alone 
seems to justify such an expression, and that is that fully three-fourths of the children of less than 
school age, more than three but less than five, speak Gaelic exclusively. Such a condition seems pos-
sible only when Gaelic is the language habitually spoken in the homes, and this seems conclusive 
evidence of its wide and habitual use.”  Due to the ever increasing presence of English in the Gàid-
hlig community (mixed language marriages, in-migration of English only speakers, radio and televi-
sion) more and more children under the age of 5 became bilingual and the census question proved to 
be irrelevant after the 2nd World War. Because of the very small numbers involved and the am-
biguety of the question no census enumeration took place after 1971 on persons who spoke Gàidhlig 
but no English.  

3. No data are available on persons speaking Gàidhlig outside Scotland in the rest of the United King-
dom. Census returns are, however, recorded in Canada where the Gàidhlig language survived as a 
community language in a few locations of the province of Alba Nuadh (Nova Scotia) well into the 
1940s.  

4. During Word War II no census was taken. Therefore no figures are available for 1941. 
5. In 1971 the wording was changed from “speaks Gaelic” into “is able to speak Gaelic”. This resulted 

in areas with low density of speakers in a substantial increase of Gàidhlig-speakers counted com-
pared with 1961. These were essentially those who could speak Gàidhlig but did not have the oppor-
tunity to use it. In strongly Gàidhlig-speaking areas those who were able to speak Gàidhlig were also 
using the language. So in the islands and on the western seabord the figures should have remained 
comparable with previous censuses. 
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6. In 1981 the population basis was changed from persons present on census night to usually resident 
persons. In the light of increased mobility of the population this change was inevitable. 

7. From 1971 onwards additional questions were asked on the ability of people to read Gàidhlig or to 
write Gàidhlig.  

8. In 2001 another question was introduced on the ability of a person to understand spoken Gàidhlig. 
This may have had an influence on some people with only a small command of the language to re-
cord themselves as being able to understand rather than able to speak the language. Without this 
choice some of them might have enlisted themselves or their children as Gàidhlig-speaking in order 
to be counted at all. This may explain the small decrease of speakers in the age group of 3 to 4 de-
spite the strong efforts by the cròileagan movement in the preceding decade.  

9. Additionally in 2001 for the first time all children under the age of 3 were recorded with their knowl-
edge of Gàidhlig. In previous enumerations these children were not counted or (in 1891 and 1901) 
only a few children were enumerated in this age group. In many census publications percentages 
were calculated by using the enumerated Gàidhlig-speaking population (aged 3 years and over) on 
the basis of the total population. This led to slightly lower percentages than actually existed. 

10. Census counts are not strictly exact. Apart from inevitable small enumeration errors the census au-
thorities have introduced measures to keep returns anonymous. For example in 1971 figures in tables 
were rounded to the nearest 0 or 5. This fact represented a major obstacle in using small area statis-
tics for further evaluation because of  the small numbers involved. Comparable measures were taken 
in later censuses but with smaller overall ‘‘uncertainties’‘ of +/- 1 in general.  

11. All census material used and reproduced in this study is Crown Copyright. The use of this material 
in this study has been allowed under the licence no. C02W0003665.  

12. Further information may be obtained by contacting the General Register Office for Scotland at 
http://www.gro-scotland.gov.uk. 
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IV. List of Census Output Areas with Numbers and Placenames 
 
The following list provides detailed information on all postcode names included in individual census output areas and shows 
the abbreviations/numbers defining output areas in census statistics between 1961 and 2001. 
 

Census Output Areas in 

Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa – Part A 
Area Codes  

Map 

No. 

 

Census output area  1961 

1971 

1981 

1991 

2001 

01 Colbhasa (Colonsay): Cill Chatain (Kilchattan), Glas Àird, 
Uragaig, Cill Òrain (Kiloran), Sgalasaig (Scalasaig), Orasa 
(Oronsay) 

JC  32BM01 
32BM02 

60QD000581 

02 
 

Diùra (Jura): Taigh na Creige (Craighouse), A’Chabrach 
(Cabrach) 

JC 32BL01 60QD000114 

03 
 

Diùra (Jura): Faolainn (Feolin), Na Ceallan (Keils), Inbhir 
Lusa (Inverlussa), Àird Lusa (Ardlussa), Àird Fheàrna (Ard-
fernal), An Tairbeart (Tarbert), An Leag (Lagg), An Ceann 
Uachdrach (Kinuachdrach), Eilean Sgarba (Scarba) 

JC 32BL02 
32BL03 

60QD000115 

04 
 

Port Asgaig (Port Askaig), Caol Ila, Bun na h-Abhainn 
(Bunnahabhain), Dùn Losaid (Dunlossit) 

KL 32BG01A 60QD000109 

05 Na Ceallan (Keills) KL 32BG01B 60QD000110 
06 

 
Baile Grannda (Ballygrant), Baile Mhartainn (Ballimartin), 
Losaid (Lossit), Port an Eilein (Finlaggan) 

KL 32BF01A 60QD000107 

07 Baile Grannda (Ballygrant), Cill Mheanaidh (Kilmeny) KL 32BF01B 60QD000108 
08 

 
Beul an Atha (Bridgend), Sgàrabus (Scarrabus), Na Taig-
hean Ruadha (Redhouses) 

KL 32BE03 60QD000106 

09 Beul an Atha (Bridgend), Na Creagan (Craigens) KL 32BE02 60QD000105 
10 

 
Loch Gruinneart (Loch Gruinart), Càrabus, Bruach an 
Aoraidh (Aoradh), Beul an Aba (Ballinaby), Ceann na Dro-
chaid (Kindrochit) 

KC 32BE01 60QD000104 

11 Bruthaich a’Chladaich (Bruichladdich), Loch Gorm KC 32BK02 60QD000712 
12 

 
Port Sgioba (Port Charlotte), Macharaidh (Machrie), Gear-
ach, Cill Chomain (Kilchoman) 

KC 32BJ02A 
32BK01 

60QD000113 

13 Port Sgioba (Port Charlotte) KC 32BJ02B 60QD000580 
14 

 
Port Sgioba (Port Charlotte), Nèarabus (Nerabus) KC 32BJ02B 

32BJ01 
60QD000579 

15 
 

Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven), Bun Obhan (Port Wemyss) KC 32BH01A 
32BH03 

60QD000111 

16 
 

Port na h-Aibhne (Portnahaven), Losaid (Lossit), An Clad-
ach (Claddach) 

KC 32BH01B 
32BH02 

60QD000112 

 
Table A-1: List of locations within individual census output areas and official numbers for different cen-

sus dates for Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa (Islay, Jura & Colonsay) – 1961-2001 – Part A 



Gàidhlig (Scottish Gaelic) Local Studies Vol. 16: Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa                                                                             2
nd

 Edition 
 

May, 2006 

2nd Edition 

 Page 48 of 54   
 

 
 

 

Census Output Areas in 

Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa – Part B 
Area Codes  

Map 

No. 

 

Census output area  1961 

1971 

1981 

1991 

2001 

17 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) KD 32BC01A 60QD000192 
18 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) KD 32BC01B 60QD000193 
19 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) KD 32BC02A 60QD000194 
20 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) KD 32BC02B 60QD000195 
21 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) KD 32BC03A 60QD000196 
22 Port Ilein (Port Ellen) KD 32BC03B 60QD000600 
23 

 
Laphroaig, Rìosabus (Risabus), Gleann Eigeadail (Gle-
negedale), Baile Bhìocair (Ballivicar), Cornabus, Iomair 
a’Mhail (Imeraval), Laorean (Learin), Cragabus 

KD 32BC05 
32BC04 
32BC07 

60QD000102 

24 
 

Lag a’Mhuilinn (Lagavulin), An Àird Bheag (Ardbeg), Cill 
Daltain (Kildalton), An Àird Mhòr (Ardmore), Àird Talla 
(Ardtalla) 

KD 32BC06 60QD000578 

25 
 

Corrairigh (Corrary), Gleann Eigeadail (Glenegedale), 
Gart Loisgte (Gartloist), Gart nan Tràghad (Gartnatra), 
Cruach, Àrd Làrach (Ardlarach), Abhainn Bhogaidh (Aven-
vogie) 

KL 32BD04 
32BD05 

60QD000103 

26 Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) KL 32BD01A 60QD000197 
27 Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) KL 32BD01B 60QD000198 
28 Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) KL 32BD01C 60QD000199 
29 Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) KL 32BD02A 60QD000200 
30 Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) KL 32BD02B 60QD000201 
31 Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) KL 32BD03B 60QD000202 
32 Bogha Mòr (Bowmore) KL 32BD03A 60QD000601 

 

Table A-2: List of locations within individual census output areas and official numbers for different cen-

sus dates for Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa (Islay, Jura & Colonsay) – 1961-2001 – Part B 
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Fig. 10: Overview map of census output areas for Ile, Diùra & Colbhasa (Islay, Jura & Colonsay) - num-

bers are provided in tables A-1 and A-2 29 

                                                           
29 Digital boundaries courtesy of Ordnance Survey as part of the Geography Products provided by GROS for the 2001 census 
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VII. List of Abbreviations 
 
There are a number of abbreviations used in the text which might not be known by every reader. There-
fore this short list intends to facilitate better understanding: 
 
CCED County council electoral division 
CP Civil parish 
CNSA Comhairle nan Sgoiltean Araich: Gaelic playgroup association 
Comhairle nan Eilean 
(CNE) – later:  
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 
(CNES) 

Official name of the Western Isles Council, the local government body of 
the Outer Hebrides (with abbreviations) 

Cròileagan Gaelic speaking playgroup 
Fèis Local art festival with normally some Gaelic courses 
GLPS “Gaelic Language for the Primary School”: Course as introduction of 
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GME Gaelic medium education 
GMU Gaelic medium unit: Class(es) with Gaelic medium education but as part 
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GROS General Register Office for Scotland 
LVI Language viability indicator 
LCI Language community indicator 
Mòd Gaelic language gathering (conversation, song and music) comparable to 
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n/a Information is not available 
OA (Census) output area: the smallest enumeration unit on which census data 

are available 
P1 Primary school year 1 
P2 Primary school year 2 
S1 Secondary school year 1 
S2 Secondary school year 2 
Sgoil Araich Gaelic speaking nursery school 
Sràdagan Gaelic speaking clubs for primary school children 
Vi Village according to census definition in 1881, 1891 and 1901 
 Village according to census definition in 1881, 1891 and 1901     
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