Only now are we beginning
to discover our own country.
[Maclean writing in 1954]

Highbridge / An Drochaid Àrd

John MacDonald, Highbridge, Brae Lochaber,
1950s.
Courtesy of the School of Scottish Studies Archives.

The ‘Famous Four’:
JOHN MacDonald
(1876–1964)

In 1951 Maclean’s first fieldwork trip for the
newly-established School took him to the heart
of the West Highlands to “Lochaber, the wildest
and most beautiful part of Scotland. I arrived
there in the dead of winter and Lochaber lay
white and deep in snow.”
There amid ‘the wild Lochaber snows’ I met
little John MacDonald, the Bard...This remarkable
man is now seventy-eight years of age...has
John MacDonald (L) with his two
composed scores of songs. His memory is simply
brothers, Duncan and Angus, c. 1910.
astounding. He seems to know everything that
ever took place in Lochaber. He can give the date
of almost every battle and clan fight as far back as the fifteenth century
almost to the exact day and month of the year.
Courtesy of Jim Burgess, a grand-nephew of John MacDonald.

John MacDonald, styled the Bard as
well as Iain Beag, belonged to Highbridge,
Brae Lochaber, famous for the first
skirmish of the ’Forty-five. Maclean
recalled his first meeting with the Bard:
John MacDonald is a sturdy man
Cille Choirill, Brae Lochaber.
somewhat under medium height,
but very alert and active. His little
grey eyes seemed to pierce right through me as I approached him.
I greeted him in Gaelic. On hearing his own language, he immediately
shed his reserve and smiled...He could
not remember how many songs he had
composed, perhaps a hundred or two...
We crouched down behind a wall and
he sang the song. It was full of vigour
and fire...Of course, he would tell me
stories. His father knew everything that
ever happened in Lochaber. He would
meet me every afternoon...I knew I had
Highbridge, Brae Lochaber, family home to the
MacDonalds.
met a real character.
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Courtesy of Jim Burgess, a grand-nephew of John MacDonald.

Over the next few months, Maclean would record over five hundred separate
items of oral material from MacDonald’s recitation alone and with each
session the unwritten history of Lochaber would pour out of him. “Everything
that ever took place there seems to have left some imprint on his memory.”

