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Joyful and faithful, he was all that the Lord could ask of a Hebridean priest. 

An inspirational priest and a lovely man - will be greatly missed. 

I did not know him personally, but from watching `An Island Parish' I could tell what a 

kindly man he was. 

 

These comments were posted on the Diocesan website following the announcement of Fr. 

Calum MacLellan's death on 14th July 2012. 

 

That there was surprise and great sadness expressed at the death of an 86 year-old man who 

had spent six weeks in hospital, gravely ill, says a lot about how Fr. Calum was regarded in 

the island communities of Eriskay, Barra and Uist (and far beyond). His 86 years belied a 

very youthful and energetic personality to the very end. He was anything but `an old man'! 

His final illness struck him down in Glasgow while en route to lead prayer at a Gaidhlig 

ecumenical gatherin in Cape Breton - he couldn't resist an invitation to speak! 

 

Fr. Malcolm Joseph MacLellan was born in Glasgow on 6th June 1926, the fifth of eight 

children of Eriskay couple, Allan and Flora MacLellan. Before the young Calum was due to 

start school, the family had moved back to Eriskay. Times were hard for everyone but the 

close-knit island communities of the day added a mix of resilience and humour to the daily 

grind of survival in a crofting and fishing community. To be self-sufficient as a community in 

just about everything was necessary for survival at the time. 

 

At 15 years of age, the young Calum applied and was accepted as a seminarian at St. Mary's 

College, Blairs, the centre of formation which helped shape the priestly vocation of so many 

of Calum's generation (and subsequent generations). His seminary studies were interrupted 

when he was called up for National Service, an interruption that saw him being posted to 

North Africa and Greece. Resuming his priestly studies, Calum was sent to the Scots College, 

Rome, where he attended the Gregorian University. He was ordained in Rome on 5th July 

1953. 

 

The whole of Fr. Calum's priestly ministry was spent in his beloved Diocese of Argyll and 

the Isles. His first appointment (1953-1956) was to the Cathedral parish, Oban, and from 

there he was to spend six energetic and productive years as curate in Dunoon. His arrival as 

curate in Daliburgh the following year saw the end of his mainland ministry, as the rest of his 

active priesthood was spent in the Western Isles: Bornish (1963-1966), Northbay (1966-

1972), Benbecula (1972-1980), Castlebay (1980-1991) and finally home to Eriskay from 

1991-2001. 

 

Fr. Calum reached the retirement age of 75 in 2001. That year also saw the completion of the 

causeway between Eriskay and South Uist for which Fr. Calum had so strenuously fought. A 

consequence of the new road connection was the withdrawal of a resident parish priest from 

Eriskay. A happy consequence of that was that Fr. Calum was able to continue to live in the 

Eriskay presbytery with the status of ‘retired in residence’. These last eleven years were far 

from retired or retiring. As well as helping out, always willingly, in times of holiday or crisis 

in various parishes in the Diocese, these years also gave Fr. Calum the opportunity to spread 

his charms further afield - he spent some extended time in Quito, helping in Fr. Colin 

Maclnnes' mission there; he was even ‘chaplain’ to Scottish golfers in the south of Spain for a 



couple of seasons! In the last year or two of his life he charmed the nation with his 

appearance on the TV series ‘An Island Parish’. ‘Undaunted’ is a word that would do Fr. 

Calum proud! 

 

To go back to his years of active parish ministry, Fr. Calum was a force to be reckoned with 

in both energy and commitment. Although he became very involved in the public and 

political life of the islands, he saw himself primarily as a priest, and all his efforts for the 

good of the communities he served came from that divine calling. He was diligent and 

attentive to the regular duties of looking after a parish. He derived great joy from celebrating 

the welcome to the life of God and the Church that is Baptism; he loved the excitement of a 

marriage; he was a source of comfort and compassion at times of bereavement; his visits to 

the sick and housebound were never rushed affairs and his youthful spirit appealed to the 

young to his dying days. He was also enthusiastic in his efforts to share and bring the fruits of 

the Second Vatican Council to his parishioners, forward-thinking to an extent that many of 

his generation found ‘difficult’. The parishes he served benefited greatly from his love of the 

Eucharist and his efforts to put the church's liturgy and teaching into practice. He was 

particularly committed to the use of Gaidhlig in the church's worship and liturgy whenever 

possible. 

 

While never compromising the ideals of his priesthood but rather deriving his more secular 

activities from them, Fr. Calum was one of the islands' most vocal and committed activists of 

his day. With the reorganisation of local government in 1975, and as the local councillor for 

Benbecula at the time, Fr. Calum was elected Vice-Convenor of the newly formed Western 

Isles Council, a responsibility that no doubt brought some headaches in its wake! He 

continued in that post until his appointment to Castlebay in 1980 required him to resign his 

ward seat. 

 

Before that time of very prominent public service and beyond it, Fr. Calum was involved in 

all the island development programmes of the day and his name is attached to most of the 

benefits that came to the Southern Isles from the 60s to the Eriskay causeway in 2001, not 

forgetting the Vatersay causeway ten years earlier. He was the driving force behind the many 

initiatives that saw the Barra fishing fleet increase in size and in productivity. 

 

Barra Atlantic continues to be a successful fish-processing factory and a major source of 

employment. In later years, Fr. Calum focussed his sights on the developments he saw 

necessary for the improvement of living conditions on Vatersay, chief among them was his 

relentless demands for a causeway to mainland Barra - he was able to drive across it a couple 

of months before his move to Eriskay. That must have given him much satisfaction - a job 

well done ... it would now be Eriskay's turn to benefit from his vision and energies. And 

throughout all these years he was a warrior for the promotion and use of Gaidhlig as a living 

language with such a rich culture behind it. 

 

That he was made a Freeman of the Western Isles in 2004 came as no surprise to anyone who 

knew of his involvement and efforts to better the conditions of `a people living on the 

fringes'. A final accolade was awarded posthumously from Sabahl Mor Ostaig (Skye Gaelic 

College) when in October his brother, Donald, accepted the `Sar Ghaidheal' (Outstanding 

Gael) Award Fellowship in his name. 

 

The national press along with all the local papers covered extensively Fr. Calum's death on 

14th July 2012, all of them highlighting his strength of character, his love of all things Gaelic, 



his ability to relate without fear or favour to everyone in equal measure - from royalty to 

media, his sense of fun and most of all, his deep and simple faith. His priestly life touched so 

many people in a great variety of ways. The islands are the poorer for his loss. 

 

It's a pity that this email received from a woman in Illinois on 30th September 2012 didn't 

come before Fr. Calum's death. He might not have expressed surprise, but he would have so 

loved its content, and rightly so! 

 

"I was playing around on the internet and decided to look up my old parish in Scotland, and 

saw a listing for a Father MacLellan. I was wondering if this Father MacLellan, is the same 

one who was once at Our Lady and St Mun's in Dunoon. Sometimes we go through life 

wondering if we ever meant anything to anyone, or made a difference. If this is the same 

Father MacLellan, then I would like him to know that he did make a difference. As I grew 

older, I remembered the good he had done in the parish and for the teenagers there. I was 

impressed enough that I named my first child after him, Calum (I guess in the hopes that 

some of the ‘good'’would rub off). I just wanted him to know." 

 

That memory goes back more than 50 years. Fr. Calum was in Dunoon from 1956 until 1962. 

 

May he rest in the peace and joy of Christ on which his heart was set from his earliest days. 

 

Fois agus sith gun robh aig t-anam, a Chalum. 

 

[Mass was celebrated for Fr. Calum in St. Columba's Cathedral, Oban on Thursday 19th July 

and Bishop Toal accompanied his body to Eriskay for an open air Funeral Mass and burial on 

Friday 20th.] 


