21

20

by Sandy Stephens

M

ANY of us,
possibly first in
our childhood,
have memories
of a parent or relative taking us
to the local cemetery to put
flowers on a specific grave. As
we got older, we may have made
these trips to the cemetery with
our own children to do the same;
to pay respects to someone who
had died.
At some point during these
visits, we must have looked
around at all the beautiful
headstones that stood beside
those
whom
we
were
remembering. Did we ever
wonder… who were they? What
did they do? Did my relatives
know them? What did they look
like?
The
Hallan
Cemetery
Digitisation Project is about
answering these questions.
The IT word digitisation
means ‘to convert data into a
digital form so that it can be
directly processed by a
computer.’
The definition
sounds cold and technical, and to
use it for a cemetery might even
sound morbid. But thankfully,
due to the ever-changing world
of technology, those buried in
Cladh Hallan have emerged as
individuals with their own
character.
And digitisation
technology is how this came
about.
Hallan is 1.9 hectares of land
located on the machair in
Daliburgh, South Uist. In 1994,

a new entrance gate to the south
was built from community
township collections, and the
walls were again extended in
1998 to its present position
today.
In 1993 the resident parish
priest, the late Canon John
Angus Galbraith, along with the
help of the local undertaker, the
late
Donald
MacIntyre,
attempted to map Cladh Hallan.
In April of 1994 they managed
to get Hallan divided into six
sections.
But due to the
complexity of the uneven rows
and other environmental factors,
the scheme had to be
abandoned. Fifteen years later
the
Cemetery
Committee
decided to try again. After
extensive research it was
discovered that the cemetery
could be surveyed digitally.
Local councillors helped with
the funding, and it was decided
that local engineer Jonathan
Bridge would be brought in.
Led by Archie Walker,
Hallan’s caretaker, Ronnie
MacKinnon and myself from the
Cemetery Committee spent a
week locating all the graves in
preparation for this project. As
the project progressed, much
support and encouragement was
received by the incumbent
Daliburgh Parish Priest, Fr.
Roddy McAuley.
Then Mr. Bridge came to the
site with digital survey
equipment to begin the survey.
The equipment he used was
MicroStation, a CAD software
product for 2- and 3-dimensional
design and drafting which

generates 2D/3D vector graphic
objects
and
elements.
Committee members held a pole
with a prism attached to the top
at the point of each grave,
through which Mr. Bridge shot a
laser
beam
from
the
Microstation and to the prism,
which recorded the exact
location of the grave into the
software. It took three weeks for
this work to be completed. The
data was then converted into a
map, which is what you see
today.
It was originally estimated
that there were about 1000
graves in Hallan; after the survey
was complete the amount
totalled 2017.
The current
number of graves (including
newly discovered graves and the
recently deceased) is 2079!
Andrew Tanner of Web By
Numbers (whose company was
contracted
to
do
the
programming) remarked on the
difficulty of transferring all the
data from the survey: ‘The most
challenging aspect of the project
was the interactive map due to
the complexity of the plots, he
said. ‘We had to make sure that
the work put into the survey was
presented on the website to the
same high standard that it was
carried out.
‘It was interesting to apply
various features such as the
grave search, the grave records
details on the map and especially
the email comment facility to try
and involve everyone that uses
the site to contribute to the
individualisation of each person
buried there.’

Almost three months were
spent onsite carefully recording
and gathering information. In
late November 2009 the task of
inputting the information into a
large database began, and was
completed in late August 2010.
The site went live 6th
September, 2010.
Burial records from 1936 to
the present day were stored at St.
Peter’s Church and became the
basis
for
entering
the
information on each person. As
most records were written in
Latin, it was fortunate that the
Treasurer, Mr. John Angus
O’Henley, had knowledge of the
language! Many hours were
spent in their translation. The
treasure trove of old parish
newsletters, collected since
1965, held a wealth of
information about many buried
in Hallan. Members of the local
community submitted prayer
cards, photographs, and their
expertise! Finally, all of this
information was carefully
transferred into the burial
records, creating an ‘archived
footprint’ which transformed the
records into distinct individuals.
The result was the preservation
of the heritage and character that
make up the people of the
Southern Isles.
Of course none of this would
be possible without the many
decades of hard work by Archie
Walker, and his father before
him. We owe him a great debt as
a community.
Mr. O’Henley echoes the
importance
of
the
individualising those buried
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The website includes a highly accurate interactive map,
showing the exact location, pinpointed by laser and
electronic mapping technology of every grave in the
cemetery. Clicking on a grave site will bring up the record of
its occupant or occupants, including any additional personal
details that may have been added to the record. Users of the
site are encouraged to provide additional details about their
loved ones by using the secure contact page on the site.
There are currently 283 unidentified graves. The project
would be grateful for any information on their occupants.

Innovative new website digitises
burial records and creates
virtual Hallan cemetery
www.hallancemeterysouthuist.co.uk has proved an instant success and could
become the template for other cemeteries looking to digitise their records
there. As custodian of the burial
records for St. Peter’s Parish, he
said: ‘When I would fill in the
burial records each time a person
had passed away, I would then
close the book until the next
time. Having the information on
the website ensures that the
memory of these good people
will never die.’
Currently there are 15 priests
buried in Cladh Hallan. Two are
buried in the oldest part of Cladh
Hallan; Fr. Alexander Campbell
(known as ‘Fr. Alex’), originally
from Daliburgh who died there
in 1883 and Fr. Donald MacKay,
originally from Frobost, who
died in Drimnin, Argyll, in 1886.
It is common for the priests
that are buried in the island
cemeteries for their headstones
to be ‘facing the people’ (west)
as all the other stones are facing
east. Fr. George Rigg, of whose

stone is presented as a photo in
this article, probably has the
most well-known story of the
selflessness required of a priest.
Also among them are Canon
John Morrison known as ‘Father
Rocket’, Mgr. Neil MacKellaig,
who spent the better part of 40
years in Daliburgh and Bornish,
Fr. Angus Ewen MacLean (‘Fr.
Gus’) who was the vocational
director for the Bishop’s
Conference of Scotland, and the
many revered priests buried here
who served the people in their
life. In an article you can only
name a few, but the selflessness
which was required of all of
them was substantial, and we are
graced with their presence in
these records.
By this coming Easter, Cladh
Hallan website will offer a
‘Priests Gallery’ by which
viewers can read about the lives
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of the priests in greater detail.
Each one had their own unique
contribution to the Southern Isles
and it is hoped here they will be
remembered appropriately.
Working with the Church of
Scotland minister, Rev. Jackie
Petrie has been extremely
beneficial. Information from the
Church of Scotland records have
been incorporated into the
website.
One burial record is about a
Mr. James Young. ‘Jimmy’ was
a mechanic who was employed
by MacBraynes in the 1970s.
He died on 9th July 1982, and
his funeral took place in the
Daliburgh Church of Scotland
on 11th July.
Though he had no family in
the Southern Isles, he was
readily accepted into the
community.
The following
quotation is from the Cladh

Hallan website burial record:
‘The death occurred in the
hospital of Mr. James Young of
Lochboisdale. Jimmy’s funeral
took place on Saturday and then
on to Hallan. May he rest in
peace.’ (Written by Mgr. John
MacLean July 1982).
In additional information it
states: ‘In his spare time, Jimmy
operated a bicycle repair shop in
his home, which was located
across
from
the
old
Lochboisdale School. He was a
very efficient repairman, and
everyone who needed their
bicycle repaired always came to
Jimmy. They could always
recognise his house from the big
cart wheel he had outside!’
This is just one example of
how even the smallest amount of
information can preserve the
character of an individual, no
matter how minimal the

information may seem!
I would encourage anyone
who sees an error on a record or
who wants to add something
about an individual, to get in
touch. There is a link on every
burial record where this can be
done. Anything filled in on this
form will be automatically sent
to me via secure email. After
verification, the information will
be added or corrected.
If you know that this person
was a member of the Armed
forces, what their job or
occupation was, their date of
birth and possibly any of their
interests (crofting, story-telling,
Gaelic, etc.) these would be most
helpful. Also, their 'sloinneadh'
(gaelic word for ancestry) helps
to identify the lineage of that
family, which is of great
importance
to
persons
researching their ancestors. This
is probably the most wonderful
thing about this website – the
ability to make a contribution of
information that will last for
generations to come.
Many people from across the
UK and some from Canada and
Australia have already used this
facility to get in touch. As for
persons accessing the website,
there have requests from people
in 24 countries around the
world, including Canada, the
Netherlands, Denmark, New
Zealand, Greece, Italy, Russia,
Saudi Arabia, Sweden and
Japan.
Although the Cladh Hallan
Cemetery software and website
is copyrighted, anyone wishing
to download, view and print

maps or burial records for their
own personal use are urged to
do so. Some cemetery websites
offer these services for a fee, but
Cladh Hallan does not. Cladh
Hallan was developed for the
local communities and for all
who have emigrated from the
Southern Isles and this project is
about the people and for the
people. If anyone does wish to
make a small donation, a facility
is available on the website.
Ronnie MacKinnon believes
that this is a good opportunity
for the community to share and
celebrate the legacies of those
who are buried in Hallan and
with the internet, introduce the
world to the people who lived
on these islands: ‘What we have
tried to accomplish with the
project is to incorporate
information technology with the
culture and heritage of our
forbears, and to preserve this for
the future. This is a good start.’
Unfortunately, because of the
extreme weather conditions in
the past few years caused by
climate change, the north and
west walls have begun to fall
into disrepair and a grant was
submitted to assist in their
restoration. It is hoped that this
will have a favourable outcome,
and hopes are high though the
current recession makes the
awarding of grant funding much
more difficult.
A
Stornoway
based
archaeologist recently visited
Cladh Hallan to inspect the
damage to the north and west
walls relative to receiving
funding for their repair. It was
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The burial place of Rev. George Rigg, who replaced Fr. Allan MacDonald
in the Daliburgh parish when he moved to Eriskay. In his new book on
Father Allan, Roger Hutchinson describes how Fr. Rigg contracted
typhus fever while caring for an infected family in the parish. He died
nine days later at the age of 37.
Fr. Allan regarded Fr. Rigg as his ‘truest friend’ and in a bardic elegy in
Gaelic described the moment when news of his friend’s death reached
Eriskay: ‘I’ll take long to forget / The cry of grief that was heard / With our
minds like a world without sun’.
The Gaelic inscription on the stone, when literally translated, means ‘The
Good Shepherd would give his life for his sheep’ - John 10.11.

her opinion that the NE corner
had at one time been an ancient
burial site but she did not know
how old the area actually was.
She was sure that there are many
ancient artefacts under these
graves… but they will have to
remain respectfully undiscovered!
There is another website
where people from South Uist
have been honoured.
The
Scottish War Graves Project has
added
photographs
and
information from some of our
war heroes to their site. It is an
excellent resource, and like Cladh
Hallan, all done by volunteers.
The site can be seen at
http://scottishwargraves.phpbbwe
b.com/
When Cladh Hallan went
online in September this year,
there were three hundred and
twenty-eight graves that were
listed as unknown. In the past
three months, forty five
unknown graves have been
identified. Two hundred and
eighty-three graves are still

unknown. Some of these graves
have a few details, but others are
simply blank.
There is
information on the website how
to view these graves. Hopefully
someone will come forward in
the near future with assistance
on their identification.
With the recent success of
Cladh Hallan online, it is hoped
that other communities will also
want their cemeteries digitised
and that they can all be interlinked in the near future.
This would be a great
opportunity for the Southern
Isles to take the initiative to do
something like this. If someone
in Hallan could be connected to
a relative in cemeteries in
Eriskay, or Bornish, or Barra for
example, this would be a great
undertaking that would benefit
the wider community in
tourism, geneaology and be a
great legacy.
Each person in Cladh Hallan
has a story to tell, and I hope we
will get a chance to tell them all!

