
 

 
 

 
 

From Oban to Skye 

We have recently been blessed to have been 
joined in the community by Rev. James Beaton 
and his wife Jenny. Despite his retirement as 
Minister at Oban Free Church, James has 
provided much assistance to the congregation 
by regularly leading our worship at both 
Sunday services and attending with Jenny at 
the midweek prayer meeting. Their presence 
with us and at Duirinish Free 
Church has been warmly 
welcomed so the newsletter 
team wanted to learn more 
about them. 

Born in Ayr, the son of a Free 
Church Minister, it would have 
been easy to foresee a career 
in one form of Christian 
service would follow but it was 
not the ministry where James’ 
first role lay. As Managing 
Editor (and by his own 
admission, the only member 
of staff) at Christian Focus Publications James 
was responsible for a variety of Christian books 
coming to print, with his company being the 
first to publish work by retired Principal Donald 
MacLeod.  

James and Jenny first met at youth 
conferences in the mid 1970’s but didn’t meet 
again until much later when Jenny was 
undertaking midwifery training in Inverness. 
James recalls fondly their first date being on 4th 
November, being engaged on 4th April and 
then married on 24th August – a swift 
engagement indeed. Both enjoyed attending 
and serving at Smithton but challenges at work 
coupled with regular and encouraging cups of  

 

 

 

 

 

tea with the late Rev. Kenny Sammy 
MacDonald led him to seriously consider life in 
the Ministry. Whilst he found it disconcerting 
that others, including Rev. David Meredith, had 
thought this would be a path he would take, it 
became clear that the college was calling. 
Fortunately Jenny was happy with the idea and 
the family moved to Edinburgh where they 
attended Leith Free Church where James’ 

father had previously been the Minister. 

The pair recall a very warm welcome to 
Oban and they quickly settled into their 
role. Having arrived in Oban with 2 
daughters the family increased to 4 girls 
which led to Jenny being involved in 
much of the children’s groups and 
getting to know the other mums. They 
both recall hospitality being important 
part of the role, providing food and 
lodging to visiting preachers destined 
for the Isle of Mull, and regular visits 
from various mission organisations 
also. 

James describes the best thing about being a 
Minister was the privilege of being involved in 
the lives of people from birth to adulthood and 
being a known face at the happiest and 
saddest of times. He describes the impact of 
Covid as having been made easier by the long 
established links with both the church and 
wider community. Following retirement James 
and Jenny have moved to Jenny’s family home 
in Ose where the restoration project is best 
described as ongoing! 

James is looking forward to taking up golf 
again, reading the many books he has still to 
enjoy, and the occasional game of 5-a-side 
football, he is a Hibernian FC fan (Ed – we 
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won’t hold that against him). Jenny is enjoying 
been part of the community, improving her 
knitting skills and going for walks with James. 
They are also looking forward to spending 
more time with daughters Catriona, a primary 
school teacher, Joan who works at the Social 
Enterprises Academy, Rhoda, a surgery 
receptionist, married to Craig who works 
with SSE, and Mairi who is the Free 
Church Camps Co-ordinator.  

We would like to thank both James and 
Jenny for their valuable contribution to 
the worship in our church. 

Ambassador – you are really 
spoiling us. 
 
We were delighted to 
hear the news that our 
very own John Urquhart 
has recently been 
recognized with an 
important national 
responsibility.  Thank 
you to John for providing the article below.  
 
On the 6th of September an e-mail flew into my 
computer – like a bolt from the blue! The 
intriguing title said, Cuireadh: DÌOMHAIR 
(Invitation: SECRET). In it, Allan Campbell, 
President of An Comunn Gàidhealach (The 
Gaelic Association) said that I’d been nominated 
to be their Tosgaire na Gàidhlig (Gaelic 
Ambassador) for the year. That was a 
total surprise! 
 
I was not to let folk know about this until 
the Press Releases went out on the 
opening day of the Mòd in Perth – Friday 
14th of October. 
 
On that special day, on the banks of the 
River Tay, Muriel and I met the press, 
photographers, and a TV crew. After 
having posed for all the photos my facial 
muscles wanted a holiday! 
 
That evening we went to the civic reception in 
Perth Concert Hall, for the presentation. The 
Comunn Gàidhealach’s Chief Executive Officer, 

James Graham, welcomed us. So did the 
Scottish Government, who not only 
commissioned and paid for the award, but 
Shirley-Anne Somerville (Cabinet Secretary for 
Education and Skills) also presented it.  
 

John Swinney 
(Deputy First 
Minister of 
Scotland), Pete 
Wishart (MP) and 
Douglas Ansdell 
(Head of the 
Gaelic and Scots 
Team), were 
there too. I’m still 
surprised at all 

this and truly thankful to God for allowing me this 
encouragement. 
 
Congratulations John, we will all be praying for 
you during your year of increased responsibility.  
 
 

We Will Remember Them 
 
On Sunday 13 November 2022 Somerled 
Square fell silent to remember those who have 
given their lives in service of their country.   
 
A large contingent of community organisations 
and representatives were present at the 
service and on this occasion Portree and 

Bracadale Free 
Church was 
represented by Elder, 
Duncan Mackinnon, 
Sunday School 
teacher, Mairi Evans 
and her son, Ross 
who ably laid the 
wreath on behalf of the 
congregation. The 
theme of 
remembrance was 

continued at Sunday school and Bible class 
later that day with a healthy attendance at both 
including some in kilts who had come straight 
from duties at the square. 

 
 



Ferguson Memorial Family Lectern 
Leads to Saving a 
Kitchen.  
 

Thomas Macleay 
Ferguson was killed in 
a car accident in 1971, 
aged 23. 
 
Thomas was a very 
successful fisherman, 
having a fishing boat built for him in 1969, 
named the “Silver Spray”. His other great 
interest was playing shinty for Skye 
Camanachd. 
 
My parents Donald and Margaret Ferguson 
donated Thomas' estate to the Free Church in 
Portree to build a church Hall. They also 
donated a Lectern which was used for services 
at Budhmor Eventide Home and a garden seat, 
both were donated in memory of Thomas in 
1971. 
 
I would love if the lectern could be used in 
some capacity in the new church really as 
continuity of the Ferguson / MacLeay family in 
Portree 
Free 
Church 
going back 
over a 100 
years. 
 
Retrieving 
the lectern 
from 
Budhmor 
house on 
closing, also allowed the opportunity to save 
the stainless steel kitchen and equipment 
which will both save thousands of pounds on 
the build project and go on to serve the 
community, albeit in a new facility.  
 
Information for this article was kindly provided 
by Mrs Margaret Pyper 
 
 
 
 

An Evening with Dr Hannah 
 
The Bible class were delighted to spend 
some time with Dr Hannah MacLeod recently 
as part of their series of Sunday night Zoom 
sessions. 
 
Hannah gave so willingly of her time to speak 
about life 
growing 
up in 

Dundee, 
university 
life and her 
service 
abroad with 
Mission 
International 
and the 
NHS 
building 
schools and 
helping to treat Ebola patients.   
 
We are always looking for people to speak at 
these sessions and welcome any suggestions 
for our next guest. 

 

Coffee and Craft Morning 
 
A great time was had by old and 
young alike at the Coffee and Craft 
morning recently.  The young people 
(and some older people) spent time in 
fellowship making envelopes for the 
Big Meal, bird feeders to raise funds 
for 
the 

new 
building 
fund, 
colouring in 
and eating 
cake. 
 
A big thank 
you to all 
who helped out and to all who came along to 
spend time together. 

 



A Gaelic Success! 
 
Not content with one fantastic 
ambassador for the Gaelic 
language this edition we are 
delighted to share an article 
compiled by Jonathan 
MacDonald who will tell us 
about his recent trip to Perth.  
 
I’m Jonathan MacDonald, I am 
11 years old, I live in Kilmuir 
and go to church in Portree. 
 
I got a trophy for Precenting a psalm in Gaelic 
this year at the Royal National Mod in Perth. 
  
The Mod is held each year for one week in 
October. The Mod is an opportunity for children 
and adults to sing songs, recite poetry and 
stories in Gaelic, this will hopefully help keep 
Gaelic alive. 
 
I chose Psalm 57 to the tune of Martyrdom 
as it’s a tune I like.  
 
The trophy was presented to the Mod by my 
late Grandfather Jonathan MacDonald in 2000 
for Gaelic psalm singing for children under 13. I 
was pleased to get the trophy. 
 
I enjoy singing and it was nice of local people 
to travel down and form a congregation to sing 
the psalm with me and my cousin Calum 
Alasdair. I think I’d like to be a precentor in 
church when I’m older. 
 
Well done Jonathan – you’ve done fantastically 
well and we look seeing you at the front 
leading us all in years to 
come. 

 
Lewis’ Log 
 
We are grateful to Lewis 
for sending us an update 
on his work and studies in 
Edinburgh. 
 
It’s good to have a chance to write to you - 
these past few months have gone by very 

quickly and it hardly feels like I’ve 
been away in some ways!  
 

I’ve really enjoyed my time here at St 
Columba’s so far and there have been 
plenty of ways for me to get involved. 
The aim has been to help and take 
part in different parts of the life of the 
church like youth and children’s work, 
and house groups and one-to-ones - 
it’s great being able to learn and 
understand more of what’s involved 
in these areas. 

 
Mainly I have been shadowing other leaders in 
the youth/children’s work which has been 
helpful, and there is one lad who I have the 
opportunity of doing regular one-to-ones with - 
it would be great if you could remember him as 
he learns more about Jesus. 
  
As well as the preaching seminars at ETS I am 
finding that there are many aspects of church 
life that I am able to learn about and take part 
in, and overall it’s been a good opportunity for 
me to see what is involved in ministry. 
 

Thank you for your prayers and support - it is 
greatly appreciated and I will be remembering 
you all too. 
 

We will hear from Lewis again in the April 2023 
newsletter.  Please continue to pray for him as 
he continues to learn and develop his skills.  
 

Christmas 
Fayre 2022 

 
An incredible sum of 
over £1000 (and 
counting) was 
raised by the team 
at the High School 
Christmas Fayre 
recently.  A wide 
variety of gifts were 
available to buy and 
the stall was busy 
for the whole day.  A huge well done and thank 
you to all who contributed gifts and gave so 
freely of their time. 

Credit – West Highland Free Press 



Camanachd Cup Winners 
 
We were delighted 
to have 
representation at 
the recent 
Camanachd Cup 
Primary School 
final in Oban when 
Skye took on Kyles 
Athletic. In a tense 
affair in tough 
conditions Skye 
came out on top 9-2.  Andrew and Oliver Rose 
and Finlay Crawford formed part of the team 
made up of young people from across the 
island. 
 

Six in Sixty with … 
Stephen Varwell 
 
A huge thank you to 
Stephen for agreeing to 
be our Six in Sixty guest 
for this edition.  We are 
already on the hunt for 
the February 2023 
contributor. 
 
Tell us about you, your 
family and home life? I 
was brought up in 
Benbecula where my 
father was a minister, and after 5 years at 
University in Aberdeen, I moved to Skye - 23 
years ago now!  I'm married to Rachel, and 
we've got two children - John (17), and Anna 
(15).  And we can't forget about Mist the 
dog!!  We live in Kilmuir. 
 

Can you tell us about your role as Peatland 
Action Manager, what does that involve? 
So, I work for NatureScot, which is the 
Government's nature conservation agency.  I 
work in a project called Peatland ACTION, 
which is working to restore peatlands across all 
of Scotland.  Peatlands are fantastic for storing 
Carbon, but when they are damaged, they can 
emit Carbon - which is one of the things 
causing global warming (or climate change, as 
it is called).  By making sure that peatlands 

have plenty of water in them and are properly 
covered in vegetation like mosses and heather, 

they actually absorb carbon from the 
atmosphere, and store it - which is a 
good thing!  I could talk about peatlands 
all day....... :-) 
 

What other roles/jobs do you have in 
the community? 
I've been on the community council for a 
few years, and have been really excited 
to be involved with setting up the Kilmuir 
Community Trust in the last two 
years.    In my spare time, there's 

always something to do on the croft, and we 
have cows and sheep and a Fergie tractor, it’s 
very small scale compared to most but it’s 
good to be able to connect with creation in a 
very practical way. 
 

What's your favourite sheep?  Haha, the one 
that does what its meant to, and doesn't 
escape!!  We have Hebridean sheep, which 
have cheeky characters.  Lambing time is 
definitely my favourite season in the sheep 
calendar. 
 

Who would you most like to spend time 
with from the Old Testament?   
I think some of the Old Testament prophets like 
Jeremiah would have been interesting to be 
around, although I'm not sure I'd have wanted 
to spend a lot of time with them!  I think Moses 
would have been a good person to spend time 
with - life would never have been boring, and I 
think it would have been amazing to see God 
work through someone who was so 'ordinary' 
in a lot of ways, with none of the obvious 
'inspirational' characteristics that we associate 
with great leaders. 
 

What would you like to see achieved when 
the new Church building is completed? It’s 
so exciting seeing the new building take shape 
and I really admire the patience and 
faithfulness of the congregation over many 
years to get to this point.  I guess what I'd most 
like to see from the new church, is that it’s a 
place where the whole community can feel 'at 
home', and people are attracted to - and from 
there, to be inspired to find out more about 
Jesus. 



 

New Building Update 

The New Church Building subcommittee report 
that steady progress is being made at No 10 
Shepherd’s Way. Although the building 
continues to be 
surrounded by 
scaffolding, there is 
a definite sense of 
development 
outside and in. It is 
expected that the 
windows will arrive 
within the next 
month so that the 
building should be 
wind-and-
watertight before Christmas.  
 
The monthly site meeting took place 
on Wednesday 16th November, with 
the usual personnel, that is, the 
project manager, the clerk of works, 
the building team and two 
representatives of your subcommittee. 
However, this meeting had added 
significance because two 
representatives from the Free Church 
Board of Trustees were present – 
these were Andrew Giffen and Mark 
Robinson. Andrew is the chief 
executive officer at the Free Church 
offices in Edinburgh and Mark, who is an elder 
in Dornoch Free Church, is a retired bank 
manager with 
much 
experience of 
managing the 
finances of 
building 
projects. Their 
duty was to 
ensure that the 
£700,000 loan 
from the 
national church 
was being put 
to good use. 
The visitors were glad to note the progress of 
the new building and gave us much 
encouragement.  

 
The subcommittee had also invited our Gift Aid 
treasurer Miss Dolina MacLeod to be present 
at the above meeting. She has done sterling 
work over the last year in applying for grants 
from various Trusts - to date, these 

applications have yielded £75,000.  
    Since the last report, we must also 
give recognition to recent massive 
fundraising efforts, that is, John Angus 
Gillies whose Cycle Ride on 25th August 
has yielded over £11,000, and Robert & 
Jeanette MacRae’s Yard Sale on 1st 
October which has now just broken 
through the £12,000 barrier.  
    Again, we continue to give thanks to 
God for the kindness of people 
connected with the congregation from 

near and far – donations so far this year are 
over £280,000, 
with £57,000 in 
the last two 
months 
covering the 
range of 
individual gifts 
from £10,000 
to £5. Every 
penny counts. 
Donations 
during the year 
also include 
gifts from Free 

Church congregations throughout the land, and 
we are very grateful for our truly presbyterian 

brothers and sisters – Dundee, 
Smithton, Greyfriars, Fortrose, 
Ferintosh & Resolis, Gairloch, 
Plockton & Kyle, Trotternish, 
Back, and Stornoway.  
 
    Of course, the numbers are still 
big – so far, we have paid the 
builder nearly £900,000 and there 
is still £1.2 million to go. However, 
the gap between our funds and 
the total final bill has reduced to 
about £220,000, with more Gift 
Aid money to be expected before 

the end of the year. We have much to be 
thankful for.  
Dr Charles L Crichton 



Donnie’s Devotional (in exactly 

100 words)  

Exactly one hundred 
words, they said. I use 
more words to order a 
coffee in a café. But it 
can be done because 
that other guy did it. 
Every time! But then, he is a master of words, 
and I suppose also of arithmetic. I need lots of 
words to explain, express and perhaps 
impress. The Corinthians were 
impressed with words, especially the 
hyper-spiritual words that no-one could 
understand. The apostle said he’d 
rather speak five intelligible words to 
instruct others than ten thousand words 
in a tongue. And he did. Of Jesus he 
said, HE GAVE HIMSELF FOR US.  
 

Meet the Team 
This edition we get to 
know Deacon Robert 
MacRae 
 
I am a life-long resident of 
Skye having been born in  
Uig and lived in within a 
ten mile radius of Portree 
all of my life. 

I am married to Janette, have three adult 
children and now live in Borve where I run a deer 
farm.  I was schooled at Macdiarmid and 
Bernisdale before attending the High 
School in Portree and joined the family 
business as an apprentice mechanic when 
I left school. 

During my working life I have also grown 
and sold strawberries (planting over 5000 
plants in a season) and ran a guest house 
in Portree.  In my spare time I find great 
enjoyment in gardening and deer stalking.  

I have attended church all of my life having been 
brought up in a Christian household.  As a 
Deacon in the congregation I really enjoy 
spending time with my brothers and sisters in 

Christ and being there for others even just to be 
a listening ear. 

I am excited about what the future holds for our 
church family and am looking forward to the new 
building being completed.  I pray that others in 
the surrounding community will come to join us 
to worship. 

Going, Going, Gone! 

A fantastic time was had by all at the recent yard 
sale and auction 
held in Robert’s 
shed at Borve. 
With over 200 lots 
donated for sale 
there was much 
moving and 
reorganising ahead 

of the grand opening by Donnie G but a crack 
team led by Robert and Janette ensured that 
everything ran 
smoothly.  

Power tools, 
artwork, fitness 
equipment, 
furniture and much 
more were 
available for sale 
and Drew Miller did 
a great job in encouraging those present to bid, 
with teas and an excellent BBQ expertly 
operated by Lachie and Isabel. 

Over £12,000 was raised and every effort was 
made to donate any 
unsold items to local 
charities. 

Robert and Janette 
would like to thank 
everyone who 
helped out in the 
build up, on the day 
and afterwards – 
there are too many 

to name everyone but a heartfelt thanks goes to 
all.  

Roll on yard sale 2023! 

 


