
Building our communities

By Katie Macleod

“It’s been an exciting couple of months for young musicians,” 
says Gavin Woods, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’s Music 

Development Offi cer.
 It certainly has, as this spring has seen a string of successes for 

young island musicians in the Outer Hebrides, in everything from 
national piping competitions to local rock ‘n’ roll performances.

Island pupils have been performing and competing across the UK, 
with some even making national headlines, as was the case with the 
three young pipers who played alongside the Red Hot Chilli Pipers at 
Tynecastle Stadium in Edinburgh in April. Ciaran Murray and Joshua 
Morrison, both from The Nicolson Institute, and Cameron Hendry, 
from Sgoil nan Loch, were invited to take part in a live recording for 
the band’s new album, Fresh Air, alongside 275 other young pipers. 
The band enthused about the event on social media, saying “It’s safe 
to say the future of bagpipes are in good hands!” and adding that the 
pupils “were all a credit to yourselves and teachers.”

April also saw two pupils from The Nicolson Institute, Oscar 
Fish and Tom Blunt, gain two of only three places for trumpet at 
National Youth Orchestra of Scotland’s Junior Orchestra in Glasgow. 
The well-known Sgoil Lionacleit Pipe Band continued their winning 
streak in March, coming second place at Scottish Schools Pipe Band 
Championships in Inverness, while the Lewis and Harris Youth Band 
won a gold award at the Scottish Concert Band Festival at the Perth 
Concert Hall.

Meanwhile, seven pupils gained places on the National Youth 
Choir of Scotland Girls and Boys Choir in Glasgow. “We are very 
proud of them, they all did really well to get into their respective 
national choirs and enjoyed the courses immensely,” says Cath Fish, 
Music Teacher at The Nicolson Institute. “The fi nal concerts were 

excellent and performed to a sell-out audience.”

Three Nicolson Institute pupils were also successful in gaining 
places to attend the Corps of Army Music Spring Academy at Kneller 
Hall in London. Emily Hill on saxophone, Elizabeth Donner on fl ute, 
and Calum Poustie on tuba – all members of the Lewis and Harris 
Youth Concert Band – were hosted for a week as part of a group of 
thirty young people from across the country. They were put through 
their paces with marching drills, team building games, and intensive 
music rehearsals, all of which culminated in a fi nal concert at the 
Guards’ Chapel in London.

Closer to home, school pupils in the islands were equally busy. 
Held on 30th March and organized by Community Learning and 
Development, the annual Battle of the Bands saw rock and pop 
musicians from throughout the Outer Hebrides competing on stage 
at Stornoway Town Hall. The judges were local-singer songwriter 
Michael Libby; Director of the Hebridean Celtic Festival, Caroline 
Maclennan; and Alex Macdonald, Head of Performing Arts and 
Cinema at An Lanntair. At the end of the night, Megije Brice came 
away with the Best Song Award, Talia Graham was awarded the Best 
Under-14 Award, and Kirsty Ralston walked away with Best Overall 
Performance.

The Nicolson Institute Band Project also performed on the night, 
taking part in various elements of the competition and performing 
during the interval. The group of students who have been working 
with guitarist Louie Macleod through the Outer Hebrides Music Trust 
initiative “Music for Life,” which is funded by Creative Scotland.

From pop to piping, the music festivities continued with young 
pipers performing at the Bowling Club in Stornoway to mark start of 
the season in April, attending piping workshops, and supporting the 
26th Annual Pipe Major Donald Macleod Memorial Competition. 
The latter took place at the Caladh Inn in Stornoway on April 5th 

and was live-streamed to viewers and piping fans around the world.

With summer fast approaching, the school holidays won’t see the 
young musicians’ efforts slow down, either. The Nicolson Institute 
pipers and ceilidh band are all set to open this year's Hebridean 
Celtic Fetival on 17th July, and the Dìleab EP – which was recorded 
on 11th May by school pupils and local singer-songwriter Willie 
Campbell – will be available to buy in the summer. 

“The EP will feature many of the songs which were performed at 
the sold out Dìleab concert in December. We do, of course, hope 
that the community will support the work done by the pupils once 
again by buying the EP when it’s launched later this summer,” says 
Evelyn Coull Macleod, Multimedia Manager at Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar. “Whilst it is fantastic to see the progression of Dìleab 
as a project, it is even more rewarding for us to follow the pupils’ 
development and this EP gives them another platform to showcase 
their considerable talents.”

“The youth music scene in the Outer Hebrides continues to grow 
both within the formal and informal sectors and this is purely down 
to the enthusiasm and skill of music leaders,” adds Gavin. “Outer 
Hebrides’ Youth Pipe Bands, Concert Bands, and Choirs are now 
competing and winning national competitions whilst groups such as 
the Lewis branch of NYCOS are some of the most popular and well 
attended of any in Scotland.” 

“The Young Musician of the Year competition, Mod, and Feis also 
continue to inspire our young musicians, whilst performances such 
as the highly successful Dìleab event only serve to highlight the 
breadth and depth of our island musicians and the part they play in 
refl ecting our heritage and culture, both past and present. It is this 
energy behind music which puts the Outer Hebrides near the top of 
the league table for participation in musical tuition in our school age 
population. Long may it continue!”
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