
Balance is Essential
lessons with donald macleod

■  by Iain Ma c Do n a l d

FEATURE

The summer I was 12, I attended the
Saskatchewan Summer School of the Art s
at Fo rt San, Saskatchewan. Like most 12-
ye a r-old boy s, I was looking forw a rd to two
weeks of camp: piping, sun, girls (I hoped),
and mischief. As I recall, all of it work e d
out except the girls. That summer I was
also to meet a man who would influence
my life for the next 30 ye a r s, and beyo n d .

The guest instructor that year was Don-
ald MacLeod, not long re t i red from the
competition platform, and an acknow l-
edged master player. It was Donald’s first
year at Fo rt San, and there was plenty of
e xcitement about this great piper before
he arri ved. When he came around to meet
the classes that ye a r, we we re all charm e d
by this gentle, approachable, and grand-
fatherly man. He made a point of “c o n-
n e c t i n g” with each student he met. To me
he said something like, “We’re bound to be
good fri e n d s — I ’m part MacDonald too.” 

That ye a r, we we re sent to Donald in

P
IPE MAJOR DONALD MACLEOD, MBE IS A

legendary name in piping. Even bet-

ter than the legend, was the person.

Donald was kind, witty, encouraging,

and a gifted player, composer and teacher.

His legacy of teaching and composing carries

on today through his recently released

recordings, his books, and his many students.

One of those students was Iain MacDonald

from Saskatchewan, who kept a journal of his

time with the ‘master.’
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Donald MacLeod
competing at the
Dingwall Highland
Games, 1948. The
judge in the center is
Angus MacPherson,
MBE. Note the
column of steam
coming from a train
in Dingwall Station.



small groups to learn piobaireachd. We left
our regular classes, and made our way to
an old one-room schoolhouse, where Don-
ald waited for us. One of the first things we
did was learn to write and play basic
p i o b a i reachd move m e n t s. Donald dictated,
and we wro t e. I still use those directions to
s t a rt players on the move m e n t s, and to re i n-
f o rce how they are to be executed. 

D o n a l d’s favo u rite tunes for beginners
in those days we re “Duncan Ma c Rae of
Ki n t a i l’s Lament” and “The Old Sw o rd .”
That summer, I heard the first good
p i o b a i reachd of my life, also from Don-
ald. He played “The Desperate Battle.”

O ver many summers, Donald re t u rn e d
to schools in Canada and the USA, and each
year we had new piobaireachd, light music,
h i s t o ry, and inspiration. Donald Ma c L e o d
was both demanding and gentle. He appre-
ciated wit, and had plenty to dish out when
needed. When I was about 19, Donald sug-
gested that if I was interested, I should come
to Scotland for lessons. I would follow other
pipers from the region who had also gone
to Scotland: Ga rth Neel from Da u p h i n ,
Manitoba (won the Ma rches at In ve rn e s s ) ;
Kelly Todd and Alan Walters from Ca l g a ry —
both pri ze winners in Scotland.

After completing a university degre e, I
left for Scotland, where in 1978 and 1981 I
had the benefit of weekly lessons with Don-
ald. In 1978, Donald was still the owner of
Grainger & Ca m p b e l l .
Each Tu e s d a y, I made
my way to the shop
on Argyle St re e t ,
w h e re I sat on “T h e
Stool of Re p e n t a n c e”
(as he re f e r red to it)
under the stairs, had
l e s s o n s, and drank in
e ve ry sight, sound
and name in the
s h o p. Donald would
stand behind the

c o u n t e r, or work at the table behind, and
sing and direct me through tunes. On occa-
sion, I would go to his house, where he would
make tapes for me to use as re f e re n c e.

T h rough the doors of the shop came
piping gre a t s, and the not-so-gre a t s. T h e y
we re all re c e i ved with a warm smile, a hand
s h a k e, perhaps a smattering of Gaelic, and
many stayed long enough to get a cup of
coffee and have a chat. One of Donald’s
favourite visitors was Roddy MacDonald

of South Uist. They would chat and ban-
t e r, talk about the tune I was learning, and
remember who played what and how.

Each evening when I was back in Pa i s-
l e y, I would write down the stories I heard ,
the bits of history, and reflections on the
c h a racters who came in the door. It was
an experience that made me a better piper,
and a better person. I met many fine peo-
ple in that shop, and had a chance to get
to know a generation of great pipers, many
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Right, Donald MacLeod
is seen tuning up at the
Argyllshire Gathering in
1954, wearing the
uniform of the Seaforth
Highlanders. Is that
Donald MacPherson in
the background?
Below, Iain MacDonald,
seated fifth from the left
with the Saskatchewan
Summer School of the
Arts Class of ‘68.
Donald MacLeod is
seated, far right.



who are now gone.
By 1981, Donald

had been ill, and had
sold Grainger &
Campbell to Si r
Pa t rick Grant and
Ro b e rt Wa l l a c e. T h a t
ye a r, I visited Don-
ald at his home each
week. I would arri ve
in the morning, to be
g reeted by Donald
and Mrs. Ma c L e o d ,
and we usually
s t a rted with a cup of
coffee “just to take
the chill off your fin-
g e r s.” We would go upstairs to a spare bed-
room, which was set up as a music room,
and Donald would lead me through the
t u n e s, and later put them on tape. His tech-
nique was to teach three or four tunes,
spend a couple of weeks working on them,
and then have a session making a tape
f rom his master copies. Donald was a stro n g
b e l i e ver in the value of re c o rd i n g s, and he
e n c o u raged their use for teaching and
learning.

He had two cassette recorders, and he
would put the master in one, the blank
cassette in the other, and then we would
follow in the book. From time to time, he
would stop the master to add comments
or possible va riations to the tune. “I ’ve also
h e a rd it this way…” and then he would
sing or play the altern a t i ve, and then re -
s t a rt the master. My tapes also feature the
sound of Donald rolling his small brow n
cigarettes in the background!

Fo l l owing the lesson, I often had a sand-
wich and coffee with the Ma c L e o d s, and
the talk cove red many subjects. Piping
and piobaireachd we re the pri m a ry
t h e m e s, but both Donald and Mrs.
MacLeod we re extremely interested in the
world around, and the talk cove red eve ry-
thing from local Gl a s g ow events to world
p o l i t i c s. By the time I left Scotland in late
1981, I had been through more than 150
p i o b a i reachd with Donald, and many
pieces of light music.

What always amazed me about this
e x p e ri e n c e, is that I was so incredibly lucky
to have that kind of tuition. Du ring my stay
in Scotland, I met many players far better
than me who would have loved to have
lessons from Donald MacLeod. I believe
that Donald’s main interest at that time

was in perpetuating the music, and he
taught people who would pass on what
they had learned. Many of the champion
p l a yers that he taught—Andrew Wri g h t ,
Iain Mo r rison, John Wilson, Angus J.
MacLellan—have been notable teachers
in their care e r s. He often stated that the
only recompense he would take for the
l e s s o n s, is that I teach others what I had
l e a rned, to the best of my ability. For the
re c o rd, I continue to keep up my end of
the deal.

I continue also to be guided, influenced
and inspired by his example, his teaching
and his philosophies—as he saw them at
that time. “Life can be like piobaire a c h d ,”
he would say. “To have a good one, bal-
ance is essential.”

journal entries
December 1977

Lessons with Donald are going well. I
am onto two new piobaireachd, and we

h a ve gone over some old ones, and a load
of light music. He is being ve ry critical and
very thorough, and it’s really helping me.

March 1978
Donald told a story told about how he

was competing in the Clasp one ye a r, and
there was one of the tunes on the list that
he didn’t play. He had it pinned to the wall
in Grainger & Campbell and sang it daily,
but hadn’t got around to playing it. When
he got to the board s, that was the tune they
asked to hear, and he started in, expect-
ing to break down on each successive line.
He didn’t though, and in fact he won the
e vent, with a tune he’d never played on the
pipes before.

March 1978
When an old “ i s l a n d” friend of Don-

a l d’s came into the shop the other day, they
we re talking about what it was like to be a
b oy on the islands in that era. The only
e n t e rtainment they had was what they
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A publicity shot taken
during the War for an
article on the Army
School of Piping.
Teaching is P /M Wi l l i e
Ross, and the students
a re P/M Donald
MacLeod, Seafo r t h
Highlanders and P/M
William MacLeod,
C a m e ron Highlanders of
Canada. Apparently there
was another photo taken,
in which Willie Ross
pointed to a D and
Donald fingered a High G
as a joke. Willie was none
too pleased to find that
photo was also printed. 



did—singing, piping, fiddling and danc-
ing. It was many years until the islands got
“w i re l e s s” after the mainland, and eve n
when they did Donald and the other yo u n g
pipers only ever listened to the bro a d c a s t s
of Pipe Major Willie Ross.

April 1978
Iain Ma c Pherson came into Gra i n g e r s

at noon, and he and Donald got to talking
about Willie Ross and John MacDonald of
In ve rn e s s. Donald started going to Jo h n
when he was about 11—that was when the
P i o b a i reachd Society sent MacDonald as
their own tra velling tutor. He called Don-
ald “Ma c L e o d” then, and for the whole 25
years that Donald went to him, he only
ever called him “MacLeod”.

Willie Ross toured the Highlands as a
tutor for the Piobaireachd So c i e t y, and
d u ring his second year he got six-ye a r- o l d
Donald MacLeod from St o rn ow a y. Don-
ald’s father, who was himself a very good
p i p e r, used to say to Wi l l i e, “It’s no use
teaching him piobaireachd move m e n t s,
because he’ll never be able to play them
a n y w a y.” It used to make the young Don-
ald so furious he’d go away for hours ham-
m e ring out movements on the chanter.
He thinks that was exactly what his father
had hoped for!

July 1978
South Uist Games—The weather va r-

ied between sunshine/warmth, and
c o l d / rain. I played piobaireachd first and
got “St ruan Ro b e rt s o n’s Sa l u t e”. Ma n a g e d
a pretty good tune, pipes sweet, but flat-
tish F. I placed 5th of 15 pipers, so I was
quite pleased. Got £3 for my effort.

September 1978
I was in to see Donald, and he tells me

that Kelly Todd got a pri ze in the stra t h-
spey and reel at In ve rness! John Mc D o u g a l l
won the Clasp, 18 years after winning the
Medal. Angus MacDonald won the Fo r-
mer Winners’ MSR. Angus has had a very
successful year.

February 1981
Donald told a story about Angus

Ma c Pherson and Seton Go rdon, and their
inability to hear well in later years. At the
Lonach Ga t h e ring one ye a r, it rained hard
all day, and they pulled a little Austin mini
in front of the platform for the two judges
to sit in. Donald came up to play the stra t h-
spey and reel, and Angus rolled down the
w i n d ow and said, “What are your tunes?”
Donald said “Ca m e ronian Rant and Pre t t y

Ma ri o n” and Angus rolled the window up
and Donald went to play. He played two-
parted tunes four times each…and won!

March 1981
Willie Ross called the Kilberry Collec-

tion the “Kill Piobaireachd Book”, and he
also re f e r red to it as “that damn green thing”.
The original cover was green.

May 1981
Last week Donald was talking about

competitions—the winning and losing of
them, and how it affects people as musi-
cians and as individuals. He is always one
to under rate his own ability, and he said
that day a number of things about people
in general that seem to be ve ry tru e. He
talked a bit about how “e ve ryone loves a
w i n n e r”. People used to tell him what a
g reat perf o rmance he’d given when he was
ve ry unhappy with it. To be really suc-
cessful, a person must be his/her worst
c ritic, and even ve ry good perf o rm a n c e s
should be looked at critically, with a view
to improvement.

August 1981
Cowal Games—The park outside the

stadium was elbow to elbow with pipers,
d ru m m e r s, dancers and people watching.
Bands tuning up, marching all over and
people lying on the gra s s, drinking beer
and taking in the hot sun. In short, a glo-
rious occasion!

September 1981
P i t l o c h ry Ga m e s — Blew pipes a long

time before playing. The band (Babcock-
Re n f rew) was a shambles all aftern o o n ,
but came out sounding good on the field!
Pl a yed the “51st at Beaumont Ha m e l” set,
and made a good job of it. The result was:
1) Sh o t t s, 2) Ba b c o c k - Re n f re w, 3) Po l k e m-
met, 4) Lothian & Bo rd e r s, 5) Wa l l a c e s t o n

and 6) St ra t h c l yde Po l i c e. In the massed
band on the way out, many pipers and
d rummers changed instruments for the
m a rch out, the result being that it sounded
awful. The attack was terri b l e, and yo u
could hardly tell what tune was being
played. It was pretty funny.

October 1981
Wednesday I spent four hours at Don-

a l d’s having a chat, lunch, and saying good-
bye. I was ve ry dow n - h e a rted to have to
say goodbye, and I think he will miss me
t o o, which makes it a little worse. I sup-
pose he is used to the coming and going
more than I am. ■

Iain Ma c Donald teaches piobaireachd to stu-
dents in Saskatchew a n , and at summer schools
in Western Ca n a d a . He played for a number of
years with SFU,and is the Pipe Major of the Ci t y
of Regina Pipe Ba n d .
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In ve r m a rk
Learn at Home Seri e s
Audio cassettes by Donald F.L i n d s a y

CANNTAIREACHD
2 tapes & accompanying booklet $50

GUIDES TO THE 2002 SET TUNES
10 Silver Medal Tunes:

2 tapes $75

10 Gold Medal Tunes:
2 tapes $75

O verseas: add $5 per order for shipping.
New Yo rk state residents: add sales tax.

Send a check or money order 
in US funds payable to:

INVERMARK COLLEGE OF PI PI N G
P. O. Box 143

Pe t e r s b u rgh, NY  12138

December, 1981.
Donald’s Christmas
card, like his teaching,
was encouraging and
thoughtful. He
considered teaching a
shared and enjoyable
experience.


