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Warriors



 From the Editor
For the month of April we are focusing on “Warriors” and certainly the Celts had 

their fair share of them. Our cover and first story in this issue are by Larry Andrews 
who has already created a number of pieces of art for the covers of Celtic Guide.

Recent studies, both of Celtic DNA and Celtic migration patterns, now seem to 
indicate that the early Celts of Europe were most likely equestrians and also made their 

migrational moves generally to find better water supplies and to find precious metals – gold 
for their jewelry and tin and copper to fuse together to make their bronze weapons. It has been 
noted that there was very poor farmland in western Ireland, in Cornwall and in the Alps, and yet the 
Celts thrived in these areas. Because of their horsemanship and knowledge of mining, they were 
able to overcome the local farmers wherever they went, often by brute force, and reap the metallic 
rewards that awaited them. They were even able to sack Rome. However, once they were residents 
of the Highlands, islands and Ireland, their equestrian adventures were relegated to ponies or at 
least smaller horses, unless, of course, they were knights. Horse and pony riding has always been 
very popular in Ireland, and the Scotch-Irish, who came to America, were very fond of their horses. 
During their battles with England, the Celts relied much more heavily on huge swords and battle-
axes for their advantage. They also relied on such things as surprise, brashness (including bagpipes 
and loud yelling during the charge), on trickery and on fighting skills. Scottish regiments used the 
famous “Highland Charge” all the way up through World War I.

April is particularly famous for the celebration of National Tartan Day (April 6th), which 
celebrates both the Scottish fight for freedom in their homeland, and also the influence they had on 
the Colonial effort during the American Revolution. It takes a certain kind of bravery to rush into 
battle for one’s cause or country, and we, at the Celtic Guide, have much respect for those who 
accept the challenge. In this issue, we celebrate their courage, cunning, and call to duty. 
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Hector married a bonnie lass, the fair daughter 
of the Earl of Douglas and though the bold hero 
did love his father-in-law, there was an undeniable 
difference between them. Due to Red Hector’s 
long-lived fame in battles, both distant and near, 
he was ever called upon by his kinsman, Donald 
the Lord of the Isles. Often would the great 
Douglas try to persuade his brave son-in-law to 
abandon all loyalties to Donald of Islay. 

The red-haired war reaper, on that subject, 
could not be swayed. Hector flatly refused to turn 
away from his great uncle and so he would long 
remain a glory champion and lieutenant general 
to the Lord of the Isles. 

The proud Maclean was steadfast in his 

faithfulness to his famous uncle and ever to be 
the hard answer in all disputes of that proud 
prince of the sea. 

By the mid-twelfth century, Somerled, son-in-
law to King Olave of Man, by might in ships and 
mail-coated swordsmen, had become the beating 
heart of the Hebrides. 

In 1164, with his own mead-nourished war 
host and added warriors from Northern Ireland 
as well as the Isle of Man, he sailed to the main 
land. Somerled, the Lord of the Isles, sought to 
expand his claims to Scotland through strife. 

With a glorious fleet of one hundred and sixty 
galleys, that warlord set out to turn his ambitions 
loose on Scotland.

– 3 –

Red Hector of the Battles
by Larry Andrews 

USA

Circa 1367-1411



– 4 –

 
His red-ready clansmen sailed fearlessly 

up a river at the Firth of Clyde. There, on that 
water road, those prodigious raiders from the 
sea beached their broad galleys and brought 
death to all that dared not flee. Fire and sword 
was the stout Island clansmen’s answer to all 
complaints. Somerled’s war horde, deliverers 
one and all of mournful fates, marched, blue 
blade ready to the Knock, a small, serene hill 
between Renfrew and Paisley. At the Knock, the 
High Steward of Scotland, with a much smaller 
force, leveled stout spears to stop the invader’s 
onslaught.  

During the bloody conflict of Renfrew, 
Somerled and his eldest son fell from kings 
to corpses. Some say he was slain deep in the 
enemy’s nest; others, that a treacherous dirk 
from beneath the scarlet cloak of a trusting 
servant was used to harm the mighty king of 
hosts. Whatever the cause, his fall undid the 
courage of his clansmen, and their shield wall 
quickly splintered against the stout spears of the 
Scots. 

Ravens’ meat was made of the fleeing raiders. 
So many of his clansmen fell into the river that 
brought them, it ran red with Islander corpses. 
For many a year, long would be the grief over 

the slain shield soldiers. Though Somerled and 
his eldest son fell to war’s red sway, he left lions 
living to carry on that blood line. For centuries, 
Somerled’s descendants would ever be a source 
of strife to the kings of Scotland. Ronald, 
surviving son of Somerled, was the father of 
Donald, who was father of Angus Mor, father 
of Angus Og, father of John. John, decedent 
of that long ago hero, fathered Hector’s uncle, 
Donald Lord of the Isles. Donald, like his 
ancestor Somerled, also had ambitions toward 
the mainland of Scotland. 

When Alexander Leslie, Earl of Ross, died 
without a direct heir, Donald, through eternal 
marriage rights to the sister of that Earl, held 
fast on his rights for the rich lands of Ross. 
By the customs and rightful laws of the times, 
Donald, that heavy-handed Lord of the sea, had 
a strong entitlement to the lands of Ross. The 
Earl of Buchan boldly disputed Donald’s claims 
and refused to hand over the earldom. 

At this same time, Euphemia, the only 
surviving daughter to the last Earl of Ross, gave 
her Christ-nourished soul to the cloth and became 
a nun. Against the wishes of Donald, she handed 
over the earldom to her anxious uncle, the Earl 
of Buchan, son of Albany. Donald, in a fury, 
decided to gather his glory-seeking clansmen 
and go directly to Ross. Backed by all his clan, 
the proud Donald sailed with a great fleet of 
war galleys to Scotland. There, with fearless 
courage, fire and sword, he pursued his claim.

At the beckoning of his uncle, Hector, ever 
the warring right arm of Donald, called his 
wolves out for the fray. In 1411, all the septs 
and allies of the Clan Macdonald gathered their 
unwavering war bands and led them in great 
galleys to invade Scotland.   The Lord of the 
Isles commanded a mighty host of five hundred 
score to the shores of Scotland.

That huge invasion force landed and let loose 
wild war fiends one and all. 

The enormous army of Islanders marched to 
Ross where many Highland clansmen accepted 
the rights of Donald and joined his cause. 

That bold and grand war host of Gaels strode 
on for plunder and battle glory. Those far-
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reaching lions ravaged the lands of Scotland 
without remorse. When these ferocious warriors 
came to where Ross meets Sutherland, they 
spoiled and slew many friends of Angus Dubh 
Mackay of Farr.

Angus Dubh retaliated and raised a host 
from Strathnaver of his own warriors and 
followers to meet and stop Donald’s onslaught. 
At Dingwall, the seat of the Earl of Ross, those 
two war bands met, keen for killing. Arrows 
first flew, indiscriminately slaying men on both 
sides of the fray. Then Donald formed his war 
host into a cuneiform, or wedge, formation, 
with his bold warrior Hector leading the right 
wing. In the age-old way of Highland warriors, 
all bent on the destruction of the other, each side 
roared their battle cries then took blue blade in 
hand and charged like wild wolves at wounded 
game. 

Shields, axes, claymores, dirks, and even 
hard wooden cudgels were to be the deadly 
tools of the clansmen that day. It was as though 
thousands of eagles’ claws extended and, bent 
on the kill, clashed into each other. Sharp and 
loud like lightning’s thunder was that clash 
of weapons. Red Hector, full of dash and 
destruction, made all perish before his charging 
battle craft. Faithfully, his warriors followed 
their chief deep into the thick of red, stinging 
steel. 

Angus Dubh, with his brother Roderick 
Gallda commanding the right, met that charge 
and battled like wild boars storming into a pack 
of howling, wanton wolves. Roderick Gallda 
fought the brave man’s fight. Wicked with his 
axe, he wrought red slaughter all around him. 
Then, unexpectedly struck by many blades, he 
fell covered in crimson mail. What was the tall 
warrior’s blood and what was theirs none could 
tell. He had put his craft to good use, but was 
overwhelmed by Donald’s deadly horde. 

Proud Angus was overrun as well and taken 
prisoner. Though the Strathnaver warriors put 
up a stout struggle, they could not outfight the 
huge horde following the Lord of the Isles. 
Mackay’s men were killed in great numbers; 
many were left on the field, red-soaked meals 

for the ravens’ meat. With the defenders of 
Dingwall in ruin, the castle of that district fell 
with little effort.

Donald of the Isles then marched his army 
of ten thousand on to the lands of Inverness 
and Murray. There the bloody blades of his war 
horde rang long and reaped ruin in the ears of 
many a mourning mother. Homes and barns were 
plundered and burnt, cattle and other livestock 
lifted, men were murdered and women ravaged. 
Great and mighty were these glory reapers; like 
a dark plague, they left gore, death, flame, and 
horror in their wake. 

Peerless Donald, steadfast in his war rage, 
was mad with blood, spoil, and plunder. His 
deadly hauberk heroes carried with them 
desolation and despair. They left behind fields 
fit only for the ravens’ altar. That hardhearted 
lord was glad with glory and next decided to 
fulfill a long-harbored ambition. He, with his 
war-ready horde, would sack and burn the rich 
town of Aberdeen. That adventurous sea prince 
marched his marauding war host through Moray, 
slaying any who were not ready or wise enough 
to run. He brought flame, raid, rape, and ruin in 
great excesses to the inhabitants of Strathbogie 
and the district of Garioch. All those mournful 
people were a population under the protection 
of the Earl of Mar. 

Then the bold, red reaper turned his attention 
to Aberdeen. From wealthy to poor, the citizens 
of that busy city were all now in a dreadful state 
of woe and panic. Well known was the cruel 
cold dish of fire and sword Donald intended to 
serve the population of that sorrowful place. 
The dreading people of Aberdeen were soon 
relieved to some degree. The Earl of Mar, bold 
in battle and wise in the ways of war, came to 
their rescue, raising an army of many brave, 
well-armed, iron-clad knights and infantry from 
Mearns and Angus.

Many valiant men rallied to the Earl’s call: Sir 
Alexander Ogilvy, sheriff of Angus; constable 
of Dundee and the stoic standard-bearer of 
Scotland, Sir James Scrymgeour; Sir William 
de Abernethy of Salton, nephew to the Duke 
of Albany; Sir Robert Maule of Panmure; Sir 
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Robert Davidson, the Provost of Aberdeen, who 
brought with him a brave party of burgesses; 
Sir Alexander Irving of Drum; and Sir Robert 
Melville were a few of the famed knights who 
came to that Earl’s call. 

The bold and brave Earl of Mar marched his 
armored army, fleet of foot, by way of Inveraray. 
On Friday, 24 July, the eve of the feast of St 
James, 1411, they met the Lord of the Isles and 
his war-ready warriors hard by a village called 
Harlaw. At that field of woe one of the greatest 
battles in the history of Scotland was to ensue. 

Upon seeing the army that had come to stop 
them, the Lord of the Isles’ horde of wanton 
wolves formed into the time-tested wedge 
formation. Donald at the forefront, chief of the 
Clan MacIntosh, Callum Beg MacIntosh led the 
left, and in the place of honor, Donald’s right 
arm of war was Red Hector of the Battles.

To the Earl of Mar, his armored knights ready 
for the fray, rose in their ranks. In the advance, 
brave men-at-arms under Alexander Ogilvie of 
Auchterhouse and his bold companion of the 
sword song, Sir James Scrymgeour, moved 
out to meet their fate. Behind that intrepid 
advanced guard, the Earl of Mar led the might 
of his host who filled his ranks with the Irvings, 
Leslies, Murrays, Straitons, Maules, Stirlings, 
and Lovels; each family with their chiefs in the 
forefront of their clansmen.

Donald’s wild warriors roared their war cries. 
The Earl’s dark, mail-clad infantry formed into 
tight-packed schiltrons and lowered their stout-
shafted spears to greet the Island and Highland 
horde.  Gaels, long filled with great wild hate, 
abruptly charged in force. The proud warriors 
poured into the Earl of Mar’s army like wide-
ranging lions. It was a ferocious clash and clang 
of men and steel, a full roar thunderstorm to be 
heard far and wide. 

Highlanders and Islanders crashed into Mar’s 
schiltrons and many fell, fearless, in red droves 
of gore and slaughter. The armor-clad corpse 
sowers supporting Sir James were at once 
engulfed by Donald’s wild wolves. The brave 
knights made all around them crimson carcass 
mounds of bold clansmen. Heavy armor held 

against the reckless Highland heroes, but for 
every brave warrior of Donald’s that fell to stout 
steel and blurring blades, there were thousands 
more fresh and ready for the fray.

Bold and brave, the Earl of Mar counter 
charged deep into the main body of Donald’s 
war horde. They trampled sword reapers 
beneath their charge; no braver knights ever 
piled into thicker carnage. At first, wonderful 
was the charge of steel, steed, and champion. 
They piled corpses high with sword, axe, and 
mace strokes. Yet on and on came the wild men 
of the North. Men-at-arms twisted and turned, 
striking in every direction. Brave mail-clad 
steeds bucked and kicked, killing wild men at 
every blow, but still, on came the Highlanders 
and Islanders. Those valiant wild warriors 
swarmed like wolves bringing down a big bear. 

Wicked dirks disemboweled swift steeds 
bogged down in red mire. Mounted men-at-
arms were crowded over and dragged from 
their dying chargers. Knights who were at one 
moment with every stroke piling up corpses 
for crows were the next moment pulled to the 
ground and killed by hardhearted Highlanders. 
Many a great knight was pinned by wild warriors 
and had to kiss the red dirk of death or they bore 
a slim blade through an armored eye slit. 

Doom and slaughter was everywhere. The 
chief of the Macintosh, bold and stout Callum 
Beg, with ferocious axe strokes splintered 
shields, spears, and men like dry twigs in winter. 
Furiously he attacked, gathering mail-clad souls 
with his whirling weapon. His clansmen fell all 
about their brave war chief gladly taking spear 
hits to protect him in his fury. 

Through the thick, hot in the battle din, the 
stout and fearless Callum Beg refused to yield a 
step and fought on like a red-splashed wildcat. 
With corpses laid around him, he, too, finally 
fell, punctured many times over by a forest 
of sturdy spears. As the MacIntosh and his 
body guards died, some slain, others mortally 
wounded, Donald’s left flank began to dissolve 
away. Far-sighted and quick with the command, 
the Lord of the Isles sent more warriors in to 
lend aid to that faltering line.  
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Sir Scrymgeour, from his black steed, came at 
Donald’s warriors with quick, merciless sword 
cuts. His armor was being struck from every 
direction and yet that bastion of war craft heaped 
fallen crimson-soaked Islanders all around him. 
He whirled his weapon with an unyielding arm 
and planted death blows on one roaring, wild 
warrior after another. Close at hand and as thick 
in the fray was his valiant friend, Sir Ogilvy. 
For the briefest of moments, each grim reaper 
caught the other’s gaze and could read the fate 
written on their friend’s exhausted expression.

The bold knights battled on. One’s sword, the 
other’s mace sang a fatal wanton song that laid 
many a Highland warrior low. Then a Gaelic 
wolf, full of fury wild and powerful in his axe 
craft, crushed Sir Scrymgeour’s leg with a well-
placed blow. The bold knight faltered but a 
moment and then was instantly dragged from his 
stallion’s back, bitterly was he dealt with. Half a 
dozen dirks found gaps in that glorious knight’s 
armor and soon shut out his life’s light.

Brave Sir Ogilvy’s mace made wrecks of 
clansmen’s skulls, dashing brains out like split 
curds. High-spirited, his steed, with war harness 
drawn tight, kicked and bit at the swarming 
warriors all around him. Yet, again and again, 
for every fighter that fell, bold, fresh glory 
seekers filled the gap. That haughty stallion 
suddenly let out a horrific cry. For a long, slicing 
dirk, fixed deep into its bowels, slit and spilled 
that fighting horse’s innards to its feet. Furious 
warriors flooded onto the brave dying steed 
and dragged the beast and its rider down. Sir 
Ogilvy, still swing mace in hand, was quickly 
grappled to the red-soaked ground and slain by 
a dirk thrust through the eye. The glorious Sir 
Ogilvy laid slain a short reach from his fallen 
son George. 

Donald’s bold body guard laid low enemies 
in every direction; one would find no sight of 
those men’s feet in flight. Warriors trained from 
birth to bring doom with every well-directed 
stroke, they slew in the thick an easy thirty 
men each. Their long-reaching Lochaber hooks 
harried strong horsemen from the saddle to greet 
the fallen fiends with heavy-handed hacks and 

crimson good byes. Brave blade bearers were 
these well-honed Highlanders, quick on with 
the cut and thrust, deadly in combat, attack was 
their only defense. Many an armor-clad knight 
found his fate when facing those dexterous 
weapon wielders.

Sir Robert Davidson, having his mount 
likewise destroyed, now fought on foot. In 
shining black armor that knight battled bold 
and brave with his burgesses keeping stride. His 
crimson-splattered shield and sword worked 
together as one. Greedy for corpses, he jammed 
enemy weapons with his battered barrier while 
simultaneously striking soul-crushing sword 
blows. His black armor dinged and clanged 
with many enemy strokes while as a lion in his 
ferocity, Sir Davidson made ravens’ meat all 
around him. 

Then a raging, crimson-covered clansman, 
seeking vengeance for a fallen friend and not 
sparing his own life, leaped on that black knight. 
By dead weight, that clansman bore the weary 
armed cavalier to the ground. Great axes and 
swords hacked and plunged into every opening, 
and Sir Davidson, with his brains spilling loose 
inside his helmet, quickly breathed his last.

Red Hector was well-equipped for slaughter. 
His battle station ever a killing ground where 
he weaved, with deadly claymore in hand, 
a wild rain of doom. His loud voice had long 
gone hoarse from roaring the battle cry of lions. 
His war gear was crimson-splattered and slain 
foes laid in a trail of heaps from every passing 
step. Many a bold soldier trembled before him 
and wisely so. No one could claim that in the 
hot, red hour of slaughter Hector did not sing 
his sword’s song. A firm fortress in the fray, 
his warriors, with battered shields and ready 
blades, supported their mighty chief’s bold 
battle stride. 

Sir Alexander Irvine of Drum, his horse slain 
beneath him long ago, was now fighting on foot. 
Great sword in hand, he attacked full force at 
the thick of it. His long, blue blade left shields 
and men in splinters. It was a murderous path 
he hewed before him.  Deep in bloodshed his 
mighty sword stroke was uninhibited by any 



signs of mercy. He pushed back all charges with 
life’s blood splashed upon his cheek. Through 
the din of battle, Alexander spotted the banner 
of the far-famed Red Hector. He knew well that 
island hero’s bold deeds and so called out to him, 
“Come fight me if you dare, you rebel cur!” 

A proud chief needs little to provoke him. Ever 
fearless in the fray, Hector promptly responded, 
thundering in a wild roar, “Time serving, slave, 
you will regret that taunt!” Warriors and men-
at-arms cleared the way for those two lions to 
clash. Claymores in hand, furious, they charged 
at one another. Equal in stature and sword craft, 
the two huge heroes clashed like mighty bulls 
locking horns. Hector, the very valor of the 
North, came at the king’s knight in a whirling 
fury of sword steel; five times fifty would have 
fell before his blade craft. Sir Irvine of Drum 
was also a far-famed wall of sword skill and, 
with steady strokes, he remained staunch in his 
defense. 

Renowned was the knight’s reckless courage, 
and he countered Hector’s onslaught with a 
flurry of his own. He struck back hard with 
sharpened blade pursuing the kill stroke like a 
dauntless lion. Back and forth these powerful 
red reapers cut and parried. So gifted was their 
sword skill, neither could gain the advantage. 
Each grudgingly began to admire the other’s 
abilities. Then, as suddenly as they started, both 
pulled back to measure the other and, in as many 
seconds, grinning behind blood-soaked beards, 
the resolute war reapers closed and clashed 
again. 

Unwavering in their quest to slay the other, the 
blade masters made bold and fatal strokes, each 
cleaving his foe between neck and shoulders. 
The mighty men fell together to the crimson 
earth beneath them. Life’s blood poured fast out 
of their fatal wounds. So epic was this clash of 
lions, the battle seemed to stall around them. 
Men-at-arms and warriors alike watched in 
great veneration the bravery and valiant sword 
strokes of those two champions.

Red Hector of the Battles and Sir Alexander 
Irvine of Drum, with what sorry strength they 
had left, traded swords as a gesture of respect 

and honor. Each hero’s followers then bore their 
fallen lords away from the red field of Harlaw. 
Short were their valiant lives; long would their 
kinsmen mourn for them; forever their dauntless 
deeds were to be sung in song. On the anniversary 
of the two warriors’ fatal meeting, this friendly 
exchange of swords remained a tradition that 
was followed for many years afterward by the 
families of Duart and Drum.  

The battle of Harlaw was a long, dreadful 
struggle that ended more or less in a draw. The 
bold war leaders led their men in the deadly 
strife until the dark of night overtook them. 
That horrific red day was a measure between 
well-armed and armored men, and fearless wild 
Highlanders and Islanders. The bards claimed 
that of the Lord of the Isles host a full nine 
hundred warriors fell. The fate of the Earl of 
Mar’s brave host fared little better, six hundred 
men-at-arms fell with their followers. 

Among Donald Lord of the Isles’ war 
horde, two leading allies fell: his Lieutenant 
General: Red Hector of the Battles, chief of 
the Clan Maclean of Mull, and Callum Beg 
MacKintosh, chief of Clan MacIntosh, Captain 
of the Chattan Confederation, and leader of 
Donald’s left wing. Many warriors from the 
Clans MacDonald, MacDonell, Cameron, Ross, 
MacBean, Macleod, Mathieson, MacIntosh, 
Shaw, MacPherson, and Farquharson fell on the 
red field of Harlaw. Several great family chiefs 
and all their sons were killed and left as food 
for crows. 

The chiefs and their personal body guards 
were mail-clad and helmed in their war gear but 
most of Donald’s warriors wore only common 
garments of the time. An untold number of 
champions died in the fray, as glory reapers often 
do. Though many Highlanders and Islanders 
were slain, they slew, too; in droves died their 
formidable iron-clad foes. 

Of the Earl of Mar’s army, renowned in 
that battle as the staunch protectors of their 
people, many paid a woeful and crimson price. 
Numerous respectable families from Angus and 
Mearns lost their heads as well as every male 
in the house. Nearly all the foremost men of 
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Buchan fell. Leslie of Balquhair died next to 
six of his sons. Added to this carnage were the 
Skenes and five hundred men-at-arms who fell, 
feasts for ravens on that bloody field.

Of the Earl’s knights fallen were Sir James 
Scrymgeour, Sir Alexander Ogilvy and his 
son George, Sir William Aberthy of Saltoun, 
Sir Alexander Irvine of Drum, Sir Gilbert de 
Greenlaw, Sir Robert Maule of Panmure, Sir 
Thomas Murray, and Sir Alexander Straiton 
of Lauriston. Sir Robert Davidson, Provost 
of Aberdeen, was slain with James Lovel, 
Alexander Stirling, and the majority of the 
burgesses of Aberdeen.

Under the raider’s lamp, Donald and his 
remaining host slipped away. The Earl of Mar 

and what men-at-arms survived were all too 
blood nourished to press the Lord and his host 
into the night. Instead, those glorious survivors 
slept on the field of gore in their war gear. For 
a time, Donald held the Earldom of Ross, but 
Scotland’s king raised a greater armor-clad 
army and retook Donald’s lands. 

The king’s army attacked Donald at three 
points, ultimately forcing the great clan chief 
to submit hostages and give up all his haughty 
claims. For centuries, power struggles in 
Scotland were ever in a state of flux and, within 
one generation, Donald’s direct decedent, John, 
by the king, gained back the Earldom of Ross 
without much bloodshed. 

An Deireadh
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by Liam O Shea
Ireland

Obie is pictured above with Celtic reenactment warrior, Gearoid 
O’Nuallain. In the Celtic world, as elsewhere, hounds were used 
to hunt and to protect. Hounds similar to Obie were trained to 
protect tribal chiefs and would accompany them into battle. I 
grew up on stories of ancient Irish battles with huge hounds 
following their masters into battle. Stories like Setanta who later 
became known as Cú Chulainn after slaying the fearsome hound 
of Culain (Cu Chulainn in Irish meaning Hound of Culain) and 
Fionn Mac Cumhaill and his hounds, Bran and Sceolan. Folklore 
says that these hounds were Fionn’s nephews turned into dogs 
by evil sorcery. There is literary evidence of Irish hounds sent 
abroad to Iceland and Rome, such was their reputation as hunting 
dogs and dogs of war, and their fiercely protective nature. 
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Many people have heard of the magical 
place in Northern Ireland called The Giant’s 
Causeway. This is a unique spot where the basalt 
rocks have formed into octagonal columns 
over a large area on the shore, making surreal 
shapes and patterns. What most may not know 
is that there is another end to the Causeway. 
In Scotland, on the Isle of Staffa, lies Fingal’s 
Cave, another small island full of this strange 
basalt formation. Both of them were connected, 
in legend, to the story of Fionn MacCumhaill. 
(Fingal is the Scottish version of this name)

Fionn MacCumhaill (anglicized to Finn 
McCool) was a famous warrior, a hero out of 
legend and out of time. He was a hunter and 
leader of warriors out of the Fenian Cycle of 
Irish Mythology. The name, Fionn, means blond, 
bright, or fair. His hair supposedly turned white 
while he was young, and the name is related to 
the Welsh name Gwyn. Gwyn ap Nudd is also 
known as the god Belenus.

Fionn was not a lone warrior, though. He led 
a famous troupe of warriors called the Fianna, 
or the Fenians. These warriors protected the 
land of Ireland throughout the summer, and 
then wintered in different halls, enjoying their 
reward with feasts and women. Don’t imagine, 
though, that these were men who disdained 
their women. In fact, women were revered 
and respected. In fact, Fionn was taught by a 
warrior woman named Liath Luachra. He also 
studied under a druid named Finn Eces, and 
so learned wisdom and poetry to balance his 
prowess with sword and spear. Like the legends 
of Gwion Bach, Fionn stole from Finn Eces by 
touching the Salmon of Knowledge, and thus 
being granted its wisdom.

The tale of his love was tragic, though. He 
met his wife, Sadhbh, while out hunting. A druid 
had turned her into a deer, but Fionn’s hounds, 
who were once human, recognized this, and did 
not kill her. 

The Giant of the Causeway
by Christy Nicholas

USA
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Sadhbh transformed into a woman, and she 
and Fionn were married. The druid returned, 
though, and turned her back into the deer, and 
he never saw her again, despite hunting for her 
for many years. He did, however, find his son, 
Oisín.

Sometimes his tales of adventure show him 
as a giant, and one of these connect him to the 
Causeway and Cave in Scotland. Fionn had 
built a bridge from Ireland to Scotland, so as 
not to wet his feet when he crossed over. 

One legend has him pretending to be a baby 
in a cradle, so as to fool a visiting giant who 
is coming to fight him. The giant sees the huge 
baby, and decides that the adult would be too 
big to tangle with, so he returns, destroying the 
bridge behind him. 

In some versions of this story, his wife, 
Oona, has made several griddle-cakes, some 
with griddle-irons inside, and some without. 
When the giant visits, she feeds him one with 
iron, and the baby one without. Again, the giant 
is so amazed at the baby, he flees before meeting 
the father.
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Fionn is not just a mindless 
brute, like so many of the 
archetypes in other cultures. 
Fionn is a warrior of the body 
and the mind. 

I believe his story shows that 
the Irish valued wisdom, poetry 
and art as much as they did the 
physical feats of strength and 
agility. They believed, like the 
ancient Greeks, that a complete 
man or woman would excel in 
many areas. 

A well-rounded person, later 
known as a “Renaissance Man”, 
would be able to recite a poem as 
well as defend his castle. A true 
warrior is one who can defend 
their body and mind.
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From the 12th to 16th century, Irish (and later 
Scottish-Irish) chieftains or landowners hired 
elite bands of mercenaries, skilled in the use of 
heavy, hand-held weapons, to supplement their 
regular forces. They went on to serve under 
Gustavus Aldophus, king of Sweden, during the 
“Thirty Year War”, as pictured above.

The earliest of these mercenaries were 
known as gallóglaigh  in Gaelic, which is often 
anglicized as Gallowglass. They were a mix of 
Irish warriors and Scottish warriors especially 
hailing from the Hebrides and northwest coast 
of Scotland. The name is typically translated 
as “young foreign warriors”, some say alluding 

to their Viking influence if not bloodlines. This 
may well be so, since the Norse name for the 
Caithness region of Scotland was Gallach 
because of its Viking influence, and one name 
for the early Hebrides clans was the gall-gael, 
referring to a mix of gall (Vikings) and gael 
(Celts). The Hebrides have been called Innse 
Gall, or “Islands of the Foreigners”. Galway 
Bay in Ireland and Galloway in Scotland are 
named after their Viking backgrounds. Even the 
Irish name Gallagher means “foreign helper”. 

The above drawing is, without any doubt, the 
most accurate image we have of the Gallowglass. 
It was drawn by Albrecht Dürer, a German 

Gallowglass
Mercenary Warriors

by Jim McQuiston
USA
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painter, engraver, printmaker, mathematician, 
and theorist from Nuremberg. His high-quality 
work established his reputation and influence 
across Europe when he was still in his twenties, 
and he has been conventionally regarded as the 
greatest artist of the Northern Renaissance ever 
since.  Even more to the point, he was well-
known for accuracy and wrote two equally-
influential sets of books, one set on geometry 
which is called the Four Books on Measurement, 
and another set on human proportions, which is 
called the Four Books on Human Proportion.

Dürer would have seen these men in person, 
during their European campaign, and no doubt 
had them pose for this drawing. In other words, 
these were real Gallowglass warriors being 
recorded for posterity, in 1521. 

The three men to the left are Gallowglass. 
The two men to the right are what was known 
as a kern or an assistant.

Later mercenary warriors from Scotland 
were known as Redshanks. Some say this was 
because of the red legs gained from wearing 
kilt-type clothing, legs which would become 
suntanned, or in some cases simply reddish 
in color from wading in cold streams or being 
scratched by vegetation. Others say it was from 
the wearing of reddish deer-hide leggings. 
Either way, the Redshanks were a bit less formal 
than the Gallowglass, and often consisted of 
desperate men looking for any kind of work, 
even mercenary work. 

The Gallowglass seem to have been more of 
an elite group of fighters similar to the Knights 
Templar, Ninja, or Samurai organizations. They 
had very specific rules to follow, including the 
number of troops in each group (said to be 100 
plus a leader), the type of weaponry to be used, 
and the number and nature of the support staff.

These imposing mercenaries wore distinctive 
long coats of padded cotton or chain mail and 
conical shaped helmets, which set them apart 
from ordinary Irish warriors. Many of those 
from Scotland ultimately settled in Ireland and 
became the forefront of the Irish war machine 

with their claymore (a two-handed sword), and 
their battle axe, pike and long bow. Clan Donald 
was one of the principal providers and leaders 
of Gallowglass warriors, not only in Ireland, but 
also for King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden and 
in a few other areas of Europe. Other families 
involved were the MacSweeneys (thought to 
be the first Gallowglass family), MacSheehys, 
MacDowells, MacRorys, and the MacCabes.

 I always like to note how nothing happens 
in a vacuum. Gustavus was known as the 
“Father of Modern Warfare” and it is likely that 
some of his tactics were learned from the very 
Gallowglass warriors that he employed to help 
fight his battles. It is also very likely that the 
Gallowglass learned some of their tactics from 
the Knights Templar.

 Knights Templar are thought to have taken 
refuge in Scotland, landing on the Isle of Mull 
in 1313. This would have been well within the 
kingdom of the Rulers of the Isles, the “Sons of 
Somerled,” and well within the homeland of the 
Gallowglass.

The following year, a few Templars are said 
to have been led by Angus Og MacDonald, 
essentially the leader of the Western Isles, and 
great grandson of the famous Somerled, into the 
Battle of Bannockburn, when Robert Bruce’s 
troops freed Scotland. 

Angus was married to Agnes O’Cahan, 
daughter of the O’Cahan chief of Dungiven, 
an Irish community located near Londonderry, 
thus linking the Scottish Island and Highland 
families with the Bann River Valley Irish.

Scottish-Irish families have mixed histories 
in both countries over several centuries. 

That the Knights Templar were in Scotland 
is proven in many ways. Over 500 pieces of 
property were recorded as belonging to the 
Templars. Templar graves dot the landscape 
from the Isle of Skye to Paisley Abbey, two 
places where Clan Donald had a dramatic 
presence. Also, on a small island, just off the 
coast from Caisteal Uisdean, on the Isle of 
Skye Trotternish Peninsula, are known to be 



the graves of two Crusaders knights. It was the 
Crusaders who originally made up the Knights 
Templar. Not far away was located the chapel 
and headquarters of the Bishop of the Isles for 
about 1,000 years until it was moved in 1498.

It is most likely that Gallowglass Warriors 
fought with tactics learned from Vikings, Celts, 
and later from Templars and were, therefore, the 
very best, toughest fighting men around, at the 
time. No wonder they were invited to Ireland!

The fighting typically took place only in the 
summertime, when fields were dry. During the 
winter, Irish families were required to house 
mercenaries, and in many cases these Scots, 
from the Hebrides, married Irish women. Still, it 
is not generally accepted that the term “Scotch-
Irish” means a combination of Scottish and Irish 
blood, though in many cases it actually was.

The marriage of Angus Og MacDonald and 
Agnes O’Cahan or O’Cathan, was of particular 
importance in bringing the races of Scots and 
Irish Celts back together. Both had originated 
from Celts who were escaping persecution in 
Europe. Both groups of Celts were attacked by, 
and intermarried with Vikings. They were and 
are essentially the same people.

Scotland got its name from Irish Celts known 
as scotti, meaning invaders or voyagers. Their 
scotti-land became Scotland.

The Wild Scots of the Hebrides and Highlands 
were often referred to as the Irish, and their 
language was often called Irish, by lowland or 
English writers.

In the case of Angus and Agnes, her dowry to 
him was that 140 Irish were to marry 140 Scots 
to help bring peace to the two regions of the old 
land of Dalriada. This means there were at least 
141 recorded marriages between the Celtic/
Vikings of Northern Ireland and the Celtic/
Vikings of Scotland. Of course there were many 
more, including those of Gallowglass warriors 
to local Irish women.

There are other records of dowries including 
the arrival of Gallowglass warriors. The 
earliest-known record of Gallowglass service 

was in 1259, when Aedh Ó Conchobair, King 
of Connacht, received a dowry of 160 Scottish 
warriors from the daughter of the King of the 
Hebrides. They were organized into groups 
known as a Corrughadh, which consisted of 
about 100 men. In return for military service, 
Gallowglass contingents were given land and 
settled in Irish lordships, where they were 
entitled to receive supplies from the local 
population.

In 1569, Turlough O’Neill married Lady 
Agnes MacDonald of Kintyre. Her dowry 
consisted of at least 1200 Gallowglass warriors. 
Along with two or three men as supporting 
kerns, this could easily have numbered around 
5,000 current and future Gallowglass coming 
into the area.

By 1512, there were reported to be fifty-nine 
groups throughout the country under the control 
of the Irish nobility. Though initially they were 
mercenaries, over time they settled and their 
ranks became filled with both Scots-Norse and 
many native Irish men.

Shakespeare mentions Gallowglass in his 
play Macbeth, although along with other aspects 
of the play it is an anachronism, as the historical 
Macbeth lived in the 11th century:

The merciless Macdonwald,
Worthy to be a rebel, for to that
The multiplying villainies of nature
Do swarm upon him, from the Western isles
Of kerns and gallowglasses is supplied

The importation of Gallowglass into Ireland 
was a major factor in containing the Anglo-
Norman invasion of the 12th century, as their 
ranks stiffened the resistance of the Irish 
lordships. Throughout the Middle Ages in 
Ireland, Gallowglass troops were maintained by 
Gaelic Irish and Hiberno-Norman lords alike. 
Even the English Lord Deputy of Ireland usually 
kept a company of them in his service. 

In a very ancient document entitled “A 
Description of the Power of Irishmen”, written 
early in the 16th century, the Irish forces of 
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Leinster are said to be numbered at 522 horse, 
five battalions of Gallowglass and 1432 kerne, 
and those of the other provinces were in like 
proportion. Mac Cárthaigh Mór commanded 
40 horse, two battalions of Gallowglass, and 
2000 kerne; the Earl of Desmond 400 horse, 
three battalions of Gallowglass, and 3000 
kerne, besides a battalion of crossbowmen and 
gunners, the smaller chieftains supplying each 
their quota of men.

In 1517, “when the reformacion of the 
countrye was taken in hand,” it was reported 
that the Irish forces in Thomond were 750 horse, 
2324 kerne, and six “batayles” of Gallowglass, 
the latter including 60 to 80 footmen harnessed 
with spears; each of these had a man to bear 
his harness, some of whom themselves carried 
spears or bows. Every kern had a bow, a ‘skieve’ 
or quiver, three spears, a sword, and a skene 
(Irish scian or Scottish Gaelic sgian), each two 
of them having a lad to carry their weapons. The 

horsemen had two horses apiece, some three, 
the second bearing the ‘knave’ or his attendant.

As can readily be seen, the Gallowglass were 
elite, were well-structured, and were a force to 
be reckoned with.

The downfall of their power came with the 
invention of the firearm finally making its way 
into these remote Celtic enclaves. England was 
more than ready to supply its allies in Ireland with 
the latest, greatest weaponry, and disregarded 
any code of ethics in battle against the Irish, 
and Scottish, for that matter. As an example, 
in 1575, while Sorley Boy MacDonnell stood 
on the Antrim coast waiting to do battle with 
English troops, the English, instead, attacked 
Rathlin Island, where over 600 women, children 
and the aged were hidden, massacring the great 
majority of them, though totally defenseless.

As weapons and warfare changed, the 
Gallowglass became relegated to the pages of 
history and legend. 
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There is a humorous old saw about God 
preparing the nation of Scotland for the eventual 
arrival of Columba, who was to be canonized 
for his great crusade to convert the Picts to 
Christianity. Just as the Heavenly Father was 
applying his finishing touches, St. Peter tapped 
his divine shoulder, interrupting to wonder 
if perhaps He had been unfair to the other 
homelands of Man, as this place called Alba 
was just too perfect, with the purest of waters 
and most magnificent of mountains, its deep, 
verdant forests rich in game, its lochs and bays 
teeming with fish, its valleys graced by shining 
rivers and brimming with barley and oats, 
peopled with the mightiest warriors, the fairest 
women, the wisest sages, the most gifted bards 
. . . was not all that more than any race 
deserved?

“Yes”, replied God, pointing south 
to the English border, “but consider the 
neighbors!”                                                         

Peter then heaved a great sigh, and
opined:
“True, Lord, true . . . I guess I’d 

better ask my brother to watch out for 
them!”                                                                                     

And indeed, the evangelist Andrew, 
the disciple martyred on the X-form 
cross, did become the patron saint and 
benefactor of the Scottish Nation, that 
devout kingdom so blessed with an 
embarrassment of natural riches, not 
the least of which being her triumphal 
parade of fighting men, plentiful 
enough to fill the benches of far 
Valhalla. Native to her northern soil 
were valiant knights swinging chain-

bursting claymores, battlefield champions 
battering opponents with armor-crushing maces, 
stalwart archers sinking lethal shafts into the 
eye sockets of galloping enemies, screaming 
highland heroes high-jumping as they split 
skulls with their stockman’s cleavers, even an 
armed and enraged widow defiantly riding her 
late husband’s warhorse into an adversary’s 
great hall to demand blood retribution.                                                                                                                                    

Debatable though it might be just which Clan 
contributed the highest number of legendary 
fighters, few would deny that among those who 
most enjoyed the trade of mortal destruction, 
the MacGregors lead the pack! 

No Highland tribe was more proud of its 
ancient name than the MacGregors, and yet 
none suffered more for their name, or was more 
compelled to abandon it. Is Rioghal mo dhream  
—  “my race is royal”  —  is the proud boast of 
these “Children of the Mist”, and no worse fate 
could they face than to surrender commitment to 
that legacy. They take their name from Gregor, 
third son of Alpin, First Great King of the Scots. 
Doungheal, the elder son of Gregor, was the first 
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MacGregor of record; he passed the name to his 
descendants, while his brother Quarai became 
the progenitor of Clan MacQuarrie.                              

A later chief, Malcolm, led his followers 
to fight for Robert the Bruce, and expected, 
like other supporters of the Bruce, to see his 
prosperity rise with that of the King, but such 
was not the case. The MacGregor chiefs, like the 
MacKays farther north, scorned the “sheepskin 
tenure” of feudalism, as decreed by the upstart 
Malcolm III. As had the Celtic kings of old, they 
upheld the ancient way of entitlement, by coin a 
glaive, or “right of the sword”. Thus, they were 
perpetually engaged in brawls over possessing 
and occupying lands for which they held no 
title or deed, actions seen as purely lawless, and 
often in defiance to the Crown. 

Repeatedly, the MacGregor’s more 
powerful rivals found it highly profitable 
to incite hostilities, then decry the results, 
procure warrants for the MacGregors’ arrest 
or extermination, and thereby, secure the legal 
appropriation of the Clan’s lands and holdings.

Ranking high among those enemies were 
the Campbell chiefs of Loch Awe, starting with 
Sir Neil Campbell, whom Robert the Bruce 
had rewarded for service at Bannockburn, 
specifically with authority over the lands of 
Loch Awe; in the 15th century, his descendant 
heirs became the Earls of Argyll. 

An incident showing this enemy’s methods 
occurred when Campbell of Loch Awe induced 
the MacNabs of Loch Tay to start quarreling 
with the MacGregors, purportedly for their 
own gain. The two clans met in bloody battle 
at Crianlarich, where the MacNabs were 
soundly defeated. Campbell then procured a 
royal commission to punish both altercants, 
resulting in the MacGregors being forced to 
seek a truce by forfeiting large spans of their 
territory. Conversely, in this same decade, the 
Clan staged an attack upon the stronghold on 
the little island in Loch Dochart, a fastness 
considered impregnable due to the deep water 
surrounding it. 

The MacGregors, eager for another 
opportunity to slay more MacNabs, chose a 
winter day when the loch was frozen over, 
and shielding themselves from the defending 
archers by huge screens of brush-wood pushed 
across the ice before them, they managed to 
successfully storm the isle and seize their prize. 
Here was a cherished victory unspoilt by the 
machinations of Loch Awe!                                                                        

But MacGregors’ fortunes plummeted again 
in 1588; thirsting for revenge, they ambushed and 
beheaded the King’s forester, John Drummond, 
who had hanged several MacGregors for 
poaching in Glenartney. 

On their way home along Loch Earn, they 
displayed the head in barbarous fashion on the 
supper table at Ardvorlich, before the sister of 
the slain man, causing her to flee the house “in 
a demented manner”. News of this act brought 
swift reprisals by fire and sword, and profiting 
most were the Campbells; Colin Campbell had 
become the Laird of Glenorchy, a community 
formerly settled by family lines like the 
MacGregors, Menzies’ and Fletchers.                                                                                                                                  

Among those pilloried on the village green at 
Kenmore was the chief, Gregor Roy MacGregor 
of Glenstrae. Nevertheless, the Clan served 
loyally in the army under the young Earl of 
Argyll, suffering a disastrous defeat by Huntly 
and the Catholic Earls at the Battle of Glenlivet 
in 1594, joining the Grants and Mackintoshes 
in losing hundreds of their finest warriors to 
their faith in the strategy of warfare under the 
Campbells.                                                                                                                               

In 1603, instigated again by the House of 
Argyll, Alastair MacGregor of Glenstrae and 
his retainers attacked the Colquhouns of Luss, 
fought a pitched battle with them in Glenfruin 
on Loch Lomond, and defeated them, slaying 
140 men. 

The Colquhouns then petitioned an audience 
of grievance with James VI, and won his 
sympathy by parading before him and his royal 
court a long array of the weeping, grieving 
widows of the slain warriors. 
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Resulting therefrom, the King was compelled 
to pass severe laws against the Clan, whom he 
found guilty of “heinous outlawry”.

Specifically, they stated that any man might 
kill a MacGregor with no fear of punishment, 
and further, claim all of the subject’s goods and 
gear; that the very name of MacGregor was 
disallowed and proscribed to be borne by any 
grown individual, under pain of death, leading 
many to adopt, or “borrow” the surnames 
of neighbors like the Campbells, Stewarts, 
Hendersons and MacDougalls. As well, 
MacGregors were disallowed to carry a weapon, 
or gather with more than two fellow clansmen 
at any time. 

Those clansmen most targeted for 
persecution were even chased with 
bloodhounds, and the spot is still pointed 
out, high on the slopes of snowcapped Ben 
Cruachan, where the last of the Clan to be so 
hunted actually turned and shot his pursuer.                                                                                                                                         
   Among other Highlanders incited to attack the 
MacGregors were the wild-hearted Camerons, 
but, even under such dire extremes, “the Children 
of the Mist” managed to muster their forces 

and inflict a signal defeat upon the followers of 
Lochiel. It is likely from the persecutions of this 
era that the MacGregors developed their ‘coded’ 
form of hailing each other, that being when one 
party approached another, whom they suspected 
to be kin, kith or ilk, they would holler forth: 
“Halloo, Grigorach!”, to which the addressed 
party would reply “Aye, Grigorach, failte!”, or 
else deal with the first party fighting or fleeing, 
as the need presented.

Despite all such harrowing persecution, 
the Clan actually called two hundred men at 
arms to muster for the British throne during 
the Commonwealth Rebellion in 1651, earning 
them a post facto pardon from Charles II, but 
it all went to ruin again with the ascension of 
William of Orange, who was swiftly convinced 
to brand the MacGregors outlaws and wolfsheads 
all over again.

Into this maelstrom of wrath and strife 
was born, in 1671, the most famous of all 
MacGregors, the renowned outlaw, Rob Roy, 
celebrated for three centuries in ballad, legend, 
prose, film and mixology, as recounted by 
everyone from Sir Walter Scott to Walt Disney. 

Shown dissecting this map from mid-upper right to mid-lower left is Loch Awe (Scottish Gaelic: Loch Obha), 
which is a large body of water in Argyll and Bute, Scotland. Loch Awe is the longest freshwater loch in Scotland, 
stretching 25 miles (41 kilometers) from end to end. It is also the third largest freshwater loch in Scotland. Trout 
fishing is popular here and once in awhile a salmon even makes it up the River Awe to the loch. It was from the 
shores of Loch Awe and surrounding area that Clan Campbell established itself as a powerful clan. It shared the 
territory with its oft-times enemy, the MacGregors. In the State of New York, USA, there are two villages, one 
named Argyll and another named New Scotland. Oddly enough, on this old map of Loch Awe there is a village 
named New York in Scotland (see arrow), which in modern times is now home to just two rental cottages.  
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Though he fought bravely as a patriot 
in the Jacobite cause, Rob Roy is best 
remembered for his spirited, continual defiance 
of virtually all governmental authority, 
using sly, guerilla tactics like looting, 
blackmail, livestock theft, smuggling, 
kidnapping, and, literally, “highway robbery”.                                                                                                                              
But let us examine instead a little known tale of 
Rob Roy’s heroic side, involving a young boy 
he encountered one morning, sobbing pitifully 
while driving his flock of sheep deep into the 
woods between two hills. When Rob and his 
men inquired of the lad why he was weeping, 
and putting his sheep at peril, they were told 
that his father’s and uncles’ farmsteads were to 
be seized that day for a debt of forfeiture, and 
that all his family was to be “put out by force”; 
when asked his father’s clan, the boy replied 
that they were MacIntyres. 

This answer served to galvanize Rob, who 
well remembered how often he’d found refuge 
in MacIntyre barns, and sustenance at their 
boards, and shelter beneath their roofs, across 
the very breadth of Argyll. Seeing an opportunity 
to repay some old debts, Rob Roy arranged for 
his men to meet the enforcers of the eviction  
upon their arrival, relieve them of all weaponry 
and footwear, and seat them upon the ground, 
where they witnessed Rob presenting the eldest 
clansman with a stave he had just cut from an 
oak sapling, enabling him, after an old Celtic 
tradition, to preside over a “trial by Oake”, 
which granted him authority over all strangers 
until sundown, perforce being a man of property, 
and born to the land. After all claims for seizure 
were heard and denied, the enforcers’ writs of 
debiture were burned, they were escorted back 
to the road from whence they’d arrived, mounted 
their horses, weaponless and barefoot, and were 
warned by Rob Roy MacGregor never to return, 
upon pain of death. And to the relief of all who 
lived upon those farmsteads (likely constituting 
a small village), they never did!                                                                                                                               

But Rob’s palms were ever itchy, and his feet 
always restless -  even military service under the 

Jacobites in the 1715 Uprising could not long 
interrupt those old, predatory instincts; after the 
Battle of Sheriffmuir, he deserted his regiment, 
and went back gleefully to his plundering ways, 
in particular playing merry hob with raids on 
the burgh of Dumbarton. Remarkably, he died 
a peaceful death nearly 20 years thereafter, 
surrounded by generations of kin.

In 1774, forty years after Rob Roy’s passing, 
and 66 years into the Act of Union, the laws 
of attrition against Clan MacGregor were 
finally repealed. Following a petition by family 
members, an official clan chief was created 
with full heraldic honors; ironically, his son, Sir 
Evan Murray, the Clan’s next chief, was chosen 
as toastmaster for the visit of King George IV 
to Edinburgh in1822, saluting him therein as 
“the chief of chiefs”, doubtless resulting in a 
few secret tooth-marks deep in his own tongue.                                                                                                                                          
 But whatever the political moods of our modern 
MacGregors, it’s an easy consensus that likely 
every single one of them can feel their heart 
race just a wee bit when they remember catty 
old Robert Roy’s defiant epitaph, printed boldly 
above his grave in the churchyard at Balquhidder:  
“A MacGregor In Spite of Them All”.

And hark, as the shadows of night come 
down, listen close to the keening of the wind . . . 
can ye hear it?

             “Halloo, Grigorach!”

This material is just a sampling of one of 
the 60 Clan names and legends appearing 
in the Spring 2014 upcoming book;  - 

 
by Cass and Deborah Wright

Follow future issues of Celtic Guide 
for further information about 2014 
publication. . . . and thank you for 

joining us at the hearth !  - DW
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Drust, son of Irb, is said to be the 24th king 
of the Picts. Known as “Drust of the Hundred 
Battles”, who lived a hundred years, this hero 
king probably became a legend in his own 
lifetime. 

Drust was born around 407 A.D. when the 
Romans were leaving Britain. A true leader, he 
took control during the ensuing disruption and 
united all the Southern Picts under his banner, 
(which probably depicted a wild boar), and he 
is thought to have set up safe harbours to protect 
his coastline from invasion by the Britons.

What is believed to be his fort, known as 
Trusty’s (i.e. Drust’s) Hill, lies at Anwoth near 
Gatehouse of Fleet in Galloway in Southwest 
Scotland. The ruins of this fort still exist, along 
with Pictish symbols comprising a double disc 
and “Z” rod, a sea serpent, a geometric symbol 
which it has been suggested looks like a dagger, 
and what appears to be an insect’s head, all 
carved on an outcrop of rock near the fort’s 
entrance. 

This fort was partially excavated in 1960 by 
Charles Thomas and was found to date from pre-
Roman times. Apart from the carvings no other 
evidence of Pictish occupation was discovered, 
so it is possible that Drust occupied the fort for 
a relatively short time before moving further 
north, probably to Abernethy in Perthshire.

The Pictish Chronicle, the only historical 
writing known to be left behind by the Picts, 
says that Drust reigned for 100 years and 
triumphed in 100 battles. It also says that Saint 
Patrick came to Ireland in the nineteenth year of 
Drust’s reign, which would place it in the middle 
of the 5th century. John of Fordun, who was to a 
great degree responsible for the Scotichronicon, 
the earliest complete history of the kingdom of 
Scotland, claims that Drust reigned for 45 years 
in the time of Palladius rather than Patrick. It 
would seem the Picts would have known better 
what happened during their time in Scotland.

A fresh water spring, thought to commemorate 
Drust, or his mysterious name-sake, St. Drostan, 
lies on the slopes of Dumbarrow Hill just south 
of Abernethy. This spring, known as the “Katie 
Thirsty Well”, (note: not Katie’s) gives the 
visitor beautiful extensive views across to the 
Lomond Hills in Fife, but is sadly neglected, 
and is now nothing more than a group of four or 
five large stones showing where the water flows 
out of the ground. 

The name Katie is believed to be in 
remembrance of St. Katherine of Alexandria, 
thought to have been martyred early in the 
fourth century by the Emperor Maxentius who 
supposedly had her tied to a revolving wheel set 
with knives. The “Catherine Wheel” firework is 
named after her. 

Drust himself can be found in the second word 
“Thirsty” which is a corruption of his name; 
similar to that of “Trusty”, but incorporating a 
linguistic phenomenon known as metathesis, 
where two letters inside a word switch places, 
altering the sound. If there is any truth at all in 
this old legend then the Katie Thirsty well must 
be one of the oldest Christian sites in the whole 
of Scotland. 

King Drust, son of Irb, died in 478 A.D.

by Ronald Henderson
Scotland

Trusty’s Hill
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There have been many fierce warriors 
throughout Europe, noble men who fought for 
freedom and justice, but we seldom hear of the 
female heroines. Believe it or not, there were 
warrior queens of the past who stood their 
ground and never gave up in battle without a 
fight.

Boudicca was the queen of the people of Iceni 
(which is now Norfolk and Suffolk, England) 
and joined by her husband the king, Prasutagus. 
Most historians suggest that a modern day 
translation of Boudicca is “Victoria,” a beautiful 
name if I do say so myself. Although, I am a 
wee bit partial. The Iceni were a Celtic tribe 
who were isolated in their part of the world. The 
sea lay to the north and east and the remainder 
of their land was covered in a dense forest, 
making any type of invasion very difficult but 
not impossible.

When the Romans conquered England in 43 
AD, they allowed Prasutagus to continue to rule. 
Since the king was allied with Rome, he made 
Emperor Nero his co-heir, leaving the other 
half of the kingdom to his wife and daughters. 
Even though making a deal with the Romans 
provided the Iceni with necessary protection, 
it was a rather costly endeavor. In order for 
the Iceni to be part of the Roman Empire, the 
Romans demanded heavy taxation. 

However, as with any reign, nothing ever 
stayed the same. Once Prasutagus died, the 
Romans did not honor the agreement made with 
the Iceni king. According to Roman law, royal 

inheritances did not pass to women. As a result, 
the Romans seized and pillaged lands they 
thought were their own. 

Clearly seeing the injustice, Boudicca boldly 
took a stand and rebelled against her Roman 
enemies. As a result of her defiance/bravery, she 
was flogged and forced to bear witness as her 
two daughters were publicly raped. The Romans 
forcefully took all the lands, and Boudicca’s 
Iceni kinsmen were treated like slaves. 

by
Victoria Roberts

USABoudicca

Queen Boudicca in John Opie’s painting 
“Boadicea Haranguing the Britons”

 - The Female Warrior
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While Boudicca had no rights to succession 
per Roman law, her people still regarded her 
as their natural leader. They were willing to 
support her and her cause because they’d 
suffered from Roman taxation for far too long. 
But the Romans made a grave error in judgment 
by underestimating Boudicca’s cunning. After 
their attempts to humiliate her into submission, 
she only became that much more 
enraged. 

Boudicca amassed a Celtic army 
of sorts and found many allies after 
the Romans attacked the center of 
the Druidic religion. These actions 
prompted the neighboring tribes to 
join forces with the Iceni queen and 
fight the Romans. Many tales indicate 
that Boudicca was just as barbaric as 
the Romans, removing the heads of 
her enemies, etc. I’ll spare you from 
the gore. 

While Boudicca’s people fought 
for country and their families, the 
Romans fought for nothing but greed. 
The British army was immense, but 
the Romans had the advantage of 
armor and shorter swords. In hand-to-
hand combat, the shorter swords were 
far more deadly in close quarters. 
Fearing capture, Boudicca fled back 

to her kingdom and ended her life by taking 
poison, ultimately making her the master of her 
own destiny. 

The rebellion of this warrior queen has 
established a place in history. Boudicca was 
a wife, queen and mother, and circumstances 
beyond her control molded her into a fierce 
warrior queen. 

Statue of Boudicca by Thomas Thornycroft 
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by Alison MacRae
Canada

The Norse Mill is a Viking-
built grain mill on the Isle of 
Lewis, constructed near a stream 
so that the force of the water 
could turn the millstone.

Vikings
and the Isle of Lewis

All photos by Sandiephotos.com
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Viking warriors began raiding the Isle of 
Lewis, off the west coast of Scotland, during 
the 9th century A.D.  The island became part of 
the Kingdom of Mann and the Isles – officially 
part of Norway. 

Viking warriors were indeed feared across 
nearly all of Europe for their vicious attacks.
Their main weapon, and most dreaded at the 
time, was the battleaxe. These warriors were 
generally modestly clad in armour except the 
king’s guards who were typically using chain 
mail for better protection. 

However, the most feared of all were the 
Viking “Berserkers”. They were believed to use 
herbal types of hallucinogenic drugs to enhance 
their mood for battle. Almost in a trance and 
working themselves into a rage, it was believed 
they used to bite their shields and swords in 
anticipation of the forthcoming battle, and the 
resulting violence. It seemed it was impossible 

to scare these warriors, as they were drugged so 
heavily for the battle. 

The Norsemen believed that if they died in 
battle it was a sure way of entering Valhalla 
(from Old Norse, meaning Hall of the Slain). 
The warrior’s reward was to be found in a 
majestic, enormous hall located at Asgard, and 
ruled over by the god, Odin.

One can only imagine what it must have 
been like to see the big wooden ships with their 
dragon-shaped heads approaching. These ships 
were over seven feet tall, coming ashore with 
the blood red colouring of their sails for a raid. 

When ashore, their rapid attacks were meant 
to go in, get the goods and spoils of war, and 
then get out before any backup could arrive. 

They often robbed monasteries and, in fact, 
because of these raids, the monks took to hiding 
their wealth in the ground whenever they were 
pre-warned of the invasion. 

Carloway Broch, on the Isle of Lewis, is thought to have been built as a defence 
against the Vikings, or perhaps even by the Viking’s themselves.
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One of the monks’ hidden hoards, from 
Viking attacks of the 8th century, included gold 
and silver, and was discovered in 1958. 

Jewelry, walrus ivory and amber were also 
part of their loot, and they kidnapped children 
and mostly females to take back with them for 
selling at the slave markets in Europe. If these 
kidnapped people were from noble families, 
they would attempt to ransom them.

The Lewis Chessmen were discovered in a 
stone chamber in a sand dune, at Uig in 1831. 
They are from the time of the Viking rule and 
numbered 93 pieces, which consist of 8 kings, 8 
queens, 16 bishops, 15 knights, 12 rooks and 19 
pawns. The height of the pawns range from 3.5 
to 5.8cm., while the other pieces are between 7 
and 10.2cm. 

Also found were 14 plain, round tablemen for 
the board game and one belt buckle, all made of 
ivory. Eleven of them are now in the Edinburgh 
National Museum of Scotland and 67 of them 
are in the British Museum in London.

In the 9th century, the Vikings began to settle 
on Lewis after years of raiding it from the sea. 
The Norse invaders intermarried with local 
families and abandoned their pagan beliefs and 
lifestyles. At this time most of the buildings 
changed their forms from being round to 
rectangular following the Scandinavian style.

The Vikings were heavy users of timber 
for their houses, boats and heating. The native 
woodlands were soon consumed, and this vital 
resource was seriously reduced by a Viking 
leader named Magnus III, who burnt the land. 

To this date not many trees are on the island, 
except around Lewis Castle and a few other 
places.

 
The traditional Black House, shown above, 

has elements of Viking construction, and can still 
be found on the island today.

The Viking era came to an abrupt end after 
the Battle of Largs in 1263, when King Haakon 
of Norway was defeated by King Alexander III 
of Scotland. This did not affect the Vikings that 
had settled on the island.

The clans of Lewis were of mixed Viking 
and Celtic origin, some of them with traceable 
names from Norse leaders. Dominant clans were 
Morrison , MacAuley, MacLeod, MacIver, and 
MacKenzie, all with loyalty to the Lord of the 
Isles – the MacDonalds. 

Then, in 1266, the Norwegians surrendered 
their territory in Scotland in return for a large 
sum of money. However, Orkney and the 
Shetlands were not included in this treaty. They 
became part of Scotland on February 20, 1472, 
when the northern isles were annexed to the 
Crown of Scotland.

A lot of surnames on Lewis are of Norse 
origin and both Gaelic and English are still 
spoken there.

The villages have also retained their Norse 
names, (i.e. Grimersta, Swainbost, Grimshader), 
and many people have the blue eyes and fair hair 
of their Norse ancestors. (My great grandmother 
was from Grimshader).

Each year, Up Helly Aa, a Viking ship 
burning ceremony, takes place in Shetland on 
the last Tuesday of January.

Uig, where the “Lewis Chessmen” were found.
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Modern DNA research shows that about 
30 percent of all men carry what is known as 
“the warrior gene” - a tiny bit of DNA that pre-
disposes them to violent behavior. Women can 
carry the same gene.

Throughout history, the nearly one third of 
men who carried the gene were able to convince 
or coerce most of the remainder to follow them 
through at least three methods.

The first is called “ethnocentrism” and is the 
belief that one’s own group is superior.  There’s 
a natural tendency to believe this, and a related 
tendency to view others within the same group 
with you more positively.

The second is known as “ethnophaulism” 
which takes things even farther, deliberately 
creating negative cognitive images of an outside 
group. This usually involves portraying the 
enemy as inferior, stupid, evil, or monstrous.

Thirdly, most people have a strong tendency 
to obey when the person giving the orders is 
in an authoritative position. It has been pretty 
much proven that 80-85% of all people want 

to be led. Add to this the tendency to believe 
what a person is saying, no matter how untrue 
or unbelievable, as long as that person delivers 
their message with authority and confidence.

And so tyrants as well as freedom fighters 
have been able to rally troops to rush into certain 
death to protect their country or culture.

The Celts have no small involvement in 
the history of war, whether for conquest or 
for freedom. In this article I expand on last 
month’s popular DNA article, taking a look at 
the traditional tales of migration across Europe, 
perhaps starting in the Middle East and ending up 
in what we now know as the Six Celtic Nations. 
I follow this with modern DNA research which 
entirely backs up claims made many centuries 
ago, and highlights the true “Celtic bloodline” 
– obviously containing at least 30% or more of 
the so-called “warrior gene.” Please forgive any 
redundancy, but I wanted to present this in a 
more complete and comprehensive form. 

For centuries there have been tales of the 
travels of the Celts from the Middle East by way 

The Warrior Gene

by James McQuiston
USA
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of the Alps, through countries like Switzerland 
and Austria, through Eastern Europe by way of 
the Balkan states and up through countries like 
Poland, Hungary, Ukraine, on into Germany 
and France, especially along the Danube River, 
and also through the Iberian Peninsula, where 
Spain and Portugal are located - thus ending up 
in these six official Celtic Nations.

The historic migration of the Celts, at least 
in Scotland, was expressed in a famous letter, 
from 1320 AD to the Pope - nearly 700 years 
ago -  known as the Declaration of Arbroath. 
This declaration and its effect on the American 
Revolution and the American Declaration of 
Independence, is celebrated every April, on the 
6th of the month.

In this ancient document, it is written that 
the Scots – “journeyed from Greater Scythia 
by way of the Tyrrhenian Sea and the Pillars of 
Hercules, and dwelt for a long course of time 
in Spain among the most savage tribes, but 
nowhere could they be subdued by any race, 
however barbarous. Thence they came, twelve 
hundred years after the people of Israel crossed 
the Red Sea, to their home in the west where 
they still live today.”  

Greater Scythia has been described in various 
ways by historians, but generally includes most 
of Eastern Europe including countries like 
Hungary and Ukraine. Historians also agree that 
the Scythians had an earlier beginning in the 
Middle East. The Tyrrhenian Sea, mentioned 
in the Declaration of Arbroath, is simply the 
Mediterranean Sea, which meets the Atlantic 
Ocean at the Pillars of Hercules, now called the 
Straits of Gibraltar, located just below the Iberian 
Peninsula. While there are still gray areas being 
explored, modern archeologists and historians 
generally agree with the views expressed in this 
ancient Scottish document. There may, in fact, 
be a few different migration patterns, but all 
lead from East to West.

As to a Middle East origin of the Celts we 
have the following circumstantial evidence.         

The bagpipes, an obvious symbol of 

Scotland, are actually of Middle Eastern origin, 
most likely invented in Pakistan. 

Above is a recent photo showing a sidewalk 
bagpipe maker in Pakistan, with his son testing 
a new set of pipes. Many bagpipes are still made 
in Pakistan, or their parts are made there and 
then assembled in Scotland.

Another bit of evidence often pointed to, 
for a Middle East connection, is the harp, the 
symbol of Ireland, thought to harken back to the 
harp of David, of Biblical fame.

Still another thread in the weave of this 
tradition is the “Stone of Destiny,” over which 
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many an Irish, Scottish and English king or 
queen has been crowned. This stone is said, in 
legend, to be the actual stone used as a pillow by 
Jacob in the Biblical story of his dream. It was 
reportedly brought to Ireland by Scota, daughter 
of the Pharaoh Cingrus. 

Scota’s name is one source given for the 
naming of Scotland. The other, typically given, 
is Scotti, the Celtic word for ancient Celtic 
warriors from Ireland. 

I think it is possible that the Scotti warriors 
got their name from being related to the story 
of Scota, and later their name was transferred 
to Scotland as they made their way into the 
western islands and coastal regions of Scotland, 
where their Scotti land became Scotland.

The Stone of Destiny was said to be brought 
to Ireland, then transported to Scotland, where 
it was taken to England by King Edward, way 
back in 1296, and placed under the coronation 
chair at Westminster Abbey.

Since then, all kings or queens of England 
have been crowned over it.

Some doubt the authenticity of this stone, and 
others believe there were many Stones of Destiny 
which served as coronation chairs. However, 
this particular stone became quite famous over 
the centuries It was returned to Scotland, with 
much ceremony, in 1996. This year - 2014 - 
Scotland is being given the opportunity to vote 
freedom for itself from England, just as the 
lower 26 counties of Ireland have found.

There is another Biblical connection often 
cited for the Middle East origin of the Celts. The 

islands located between Scotland and Ireland 
(marked in Red on the map) are known as the 
Hebrides. These islands are thought to have 
been named for Heber, the great, great grandson 
of Noah. This is also said to be the source for 
the name of the Iberian Peninsula, where Spain 
and Portugal are located. And then we have 
the Irish Catholic society, the Ancient Order of 
Hibernians.

There are many tell-tale signs of Celtic 
occupation throughout Europe. In the early 
days of this culture, the Celts were generally 
accomplished horsemen roaming east to 
west across Europe looking for the spoils of 
war, for better water supplies, and for mining 
opportunities to create their bronze weaponry, 
gold jewelry and artwork. They sacked Rome 
twice, along with Greece, where they also once 
served as mercenaries.

On the Iberian Peninsula, in both Spain and 
Portugal, we have an area known as Galacia, 
where forms of Celtic music and language 
can still be found, including the playing of the 
bagpipes, along with Celtic art, culture and 
ancient statues.

Also, in the early 1900s, the area surrounding 
what is now Cracow, Poland, was in the hands of 
Austria as a “crownland” and was being called 
Galicia. It wasn’t until World War I that the 
land of Galicia was split up between Poland and 
the Ukraine. Several historians have suggested 
a settling of this area many centuries ago by 
Alpine Celts, heading north and west from the 
Alps.

 In Turkey, one of the Balkan states, there 
was once another area called Galatia. There is 
also much evidence of Celtic origins for this 
place, and, by the way, they still play bagpipes 
in Turkey, too.

These names of Galicia, Galacia, Galatia 
come from the original Celtic or Gaelic settlers 
of these lands, These were the original Middle 
Eastern Galatians of the Bible, and the Gaelic 
Celts of the Alps that headed north and west on 
their way to the British Isles.
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At the Zurich National Swiss Museum, in 
Switzerland, all the early historical displays are 
dedicated to the Celts that once permeated this 
Alpine region. They founded cities like Zurich, 
along with Munich, Germany, and Milan, Italy. 
They had a very sophisticated culture here, and 
the museum displays show items like plumbing 
shut-off valves and clothes pins, along with very 
recognizable Celtic knot artwork and, of course, 
many weapons of war.

Julius Caesar, in his own writings, admits 
to having killed over one million two hundred 
thousand Celts, as Rome chased them all the 
way to the edge of Europe and on to the British 
Isles, where Hadrian’s Wall was built to keep 
them contained.

Located just above the Alps, along the Danube 
River, at a place called Alsace-Lorraine, there 
was a considerable early Celtic community. 
This region now belongs to France, though it 
has been traded back and forth between France 
and Germany through the years.  The Danube 
River has been considered the western edge of 
Greater Scythia by some historians.

In addition to the settlement on the Iberian 
peninsula, we have Brittany, located on the 
coast of France, as well as early Normandy, 
which were both Celtic countries where these 
people had literally been pushed to the very 
edge of the continent. A form of Celtic language 
is still spoken in the furtherest western corner 
of Brittany, which is considered one of the Six 
Celtic Nations.

There has also been a considerable study 
of the similarity of Celtic words to those of 
the Hungarian language, including the word 
for “son of” being Mac or Mc in Gaelic, and 
the word for “seed” being Mag in Hungarian. 
Hungary is located just below Poland and the 
former Galicia, and directly on the route north 
from the Alps. 

Celtic graves and weapons have even been 
found in the Tarim Basin of western China. These 
folks wore tartan-type clothing and had red hair, 
a color of hair well-identified as Celtic.

All these bits of writings, of tradition, of 
circumstantial evidence, similarity in words and 
cultures – though they generally matched the 
history given in the Declaration of Arbroath and 
other early Celtic documents – could only hint 
at the possible path of the Celtic races to their 
current homelands. And yet it seems obvious 
that the Celts had an early connection to land 
in Eastern Europe, traveling west to the Iberian 
Peninsula of Spain and Portugal, to the fringes 
of France, and perhaps originating in the Middle 
East.

Celtic historians are still grappling with 
exact migration patterns, but in recent years 
they are becoming more and more in harmony 
with centuries-old Celtic traditions.

Still the traditional legends of one Celtic 
race, one bloodline, couldn’t be proven beyond 
a reasonable doubt . . . that is until the advent 
of DNA! 

I first became familiar with the use of DNA 
to determine the place of origin and similarity 
in bloodlines through my involvement in the 
Clan Donald DNA project. Having had many 
conversations with the folks from Family Tree 
DNA, who administered the testing, I still do 
not consider myself any type of DNA expert, 
but I can, however, understand at least some of 
the findings of their DNA research, and that of 
others.

Family Tree DNA was able to prove that the 
half dozen or so variations in the spelling of my 
own family name all led back to one progenitor 
in the not too distant past. And, our McQuiston 
name was determined to be a subset of Clan 
Donald, which had been our tradition for many 
centuries. The simple swabbing of the inside 
of the cheeks of a few dozen men revealed so 
much.

In DNA talk, a haplotype is a combination 
of DNA sequences indicating a common 
ancestor. Haplotypes which have a close DNA 
match to other haplotypes then create an overall 
haplogroup. Haplogroup R1b is only one of 
several identified haplogoups and it happens 
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to be the dominant paternal lineage of Western 
Europe. Due to European emigration, it also 
reaches high frequencies in the Americas and 
Australia.

To further isolate a specific Celtic bloodline, 
European R1b is dominated by a DNA marker 
named R-M269. The frequency of this marker 
found in various populations is about 71% in 
Scotland and 60% in France (where Brittany 
and Alsace-Lorraine are located). 

In western England (where Cornwall is 
located), in Spain and Portugal (where Galicia is 
located), and in Wales and Ireland, the frequency 
of this marker is as high as 90%. 

However, in parts of north-western Ireland it 
reaches 98%, meaning these folks, as a group, 
have the purest Celtic bloodline in the world. 
My own family shares this marker and thus this 
purest form of Celtic blood. 

Research into Irish DNA at the beginning 
of the 21st century suggests that the early 
inhabitants of Ireland have their the closest 
genetic relatives in Spain, again supporting 
the Declaration of Arbroath migration. These 
same ancestors, who helped settle northwestern 
Scotland, are shared to an extent with the people 
of Britain - especially the Scottish. 

These isolated Celtic Irish, in fact, share 
six specific markers with the Basque people 
of the Spanish and French border region. The 
significance is that the Basque are the last 
speakers on earth of an ancient language that 
once permeated Europe.  There are at least some 
similarities between the Basque language and 
the Gaelic language.

The Basque word mendi meaning mountain 
is mynydd in Welsh, meneth in Cornish. The 
Basque word maite means beloved, or dear and 
in Irish maith means good. The Basque adar, 
meaning horn, is similar to the Irish adarc also 
meaning horn. The Basque andere, meaning 
woman or lady matches the Irish ainder, also 
woman, young lady. There are many other 
examples connecting the Celts and Basques 
historically, linguistically and through DNA. 

It should be stated that R1b is thought to have 
split from R1, 10,000 or more years ago.

 

This image shows a map of the best research 
concerning the development of haplogroups 
from the oldest known DNA, which in this case 
is named Adam. The path travels from Africa to 
the Middle East, then the R haplogroup splits off 
above Pakistan about in the area now known as 
Ubekistan. From there, about 18,000 years ago, 
R1 split from R, and in western Asia, R1 split 
into R1a which accounts for the Slavic people 
and to some degree the Vikings, and into R1b, 
what might be called the Celtic haplogroup.  
This final split happened about 10,000 years ago 
and the R1b has remained a pure and specific 
bloodline since. 

Additional genetic evidence for the migrations 
of ancient people was gained from the study 
of microscopic elements from proteins found 
in human blood. Within most of the European 
continent, the majority of genetic diversity 
shows migration coming from the southeast 
towards the northwest, or in other words from 
the Middle East towards Britain and Ireland. 
This is exactly what the traditional legends of 
the Celts have said for over 700 years. 

In the British Isles, a major research project 
aimed at collecting more data is the Oxford 
Genetic Atlas Project, which is associated with 
Bryan Sykes of Oxford University. In 2007, 
Sykes produced an analysis of 6000 samples 
from the Genetic Atlas Project, which was 
published in his book Blood of the Isles. Sykes 
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argued for significant immigration from the 
Iberian peninsula into Britain and Ireland. 

In 2010, several major Y-DNA studies 
presented even more complete data showing 
that the very oldest surviving male lineages had 
mostly migrated to the British Isles from the 
Balkans, and ultimately from the Middle East, 
not exclusively from Iberia. These oldest of 
male lineages may even account for the Picts of 
Scotland who have sometimes been thought to 
have actually been a Celtic tribe, with specific 
links to Hungary.

It must be remembered that there were not 
highways or airline routes, trains or cruise 
liner tours leading from the Middle East or the 
Alps to the British Isles. Folks took the easiest, 
fastest route, especially when they were under 
attack in the Alps. Whatever route they took, the 
evidence is clear that the same DNA bloodline 
originating in the area of the Middle East, then 
traveling north through eastern Europe and west 
to the Alpine region, is the same DNA bloodline 
now dominating the British Isles. 

Mitochondrial DNA, or maternal DNA, 
research supports the same conclusions as 
the paternal Y-DNA research, adding to the 
acceptance of a specific Celtic blood.

DNA testing through the male Y chromosome 
has shown that Irish males have the highest 
incidence of the haplogroup R1b in Europe, 
in addition to the highest concentration of the 
R-M269 marker at 98%! 

While other parts of Europe have integrated 
continuous waves of new settlers from Asia and 
Africa, Ireland’s remote geographical position 
has meant that the Irish gene-pool has been less 
susceptible to change. The same genes have 
been passed down from parents to children for 
thousands of years. This holds true for the most 
remote of Scottish settlements, too. 

Wow! Then there is such a thing as Celtic 
blood!

Genetic studies  have compared DNA analysis 
with Gaelic surnames, and this research suggests 
that the holder of the surname is a descendant 

of people who lived in Ireland or Scotland long 
before the English conquests, during the Middle 
Ages. Men with Gaelic surnames showed the 
highest incidences of haplogroup Rb1 and the 
R-M269 marker. This means that those Celts, 
whose ancestors pre-date English conquest, are 
descendants of early settlers who migrated west 
across Europe, as far as Ireland in the north and 
Spain in the south.

In the Gaelic lands of Ireland and Scotland, 
men were generally given a last name that 
indicated their father’s name, for instant, in my 
case the first four sons of Uisdean McDonald 
were recorded, in Gaelic, as MacUisdean, which 
eventually became McQuiston. However, they 
were also recorded, in a more English style, as 
Uisdean’s son or Hutchinson. In some cases 
they simply took the surname of McDonald, 
their parent clan. 

While Uisdean was a McDonald, his father 
was not named Donald, but rather Alexander or 
Alistair. There were cases where he was referred 
to as Uisdean McAlistair but generally speaking 
it was Uisdean McDonald. The difference was 
that Clan Donald was very powerful at this point 
in history, and many of its members simply used 
the last name of McDonald, regardless of what 
their father’s actual name was. 

In the case of Uisdean, he was a famous 
enough man to have his own branch or sept of 
the McDonald family, which became known as 
MacUisdean or Clan Uisdean. Two important 
chiefs of Clan Donald, today, both descend from 
Uisdean. They are Lord Godfrey MacDonald, 
Chief of all MacDonalds and Peer of Parliment, 
and Sir Ian MacDonald, Chief of Uisdean’s 
specific branch of MacDonald, and premier 
Baron of Nova Scotia. Sir Ian still carries the 
official patrynomic of MacUisdean. 

In Northwestern Scotland, where Celtic 
blood was strongest, Mc or Mac, originally 
spelled Mhic, was the most common beginning 
to a name. This held true, to some extent, in 
Ireland, although it shared billing with the 
prefix O’ as in O’Brien, O’Rielly, etc.  O’ was 
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simply a contraction of the word of, as in “son 
of”. The third, less seldom used prefix came 
out of Normandy and is the word Fitz, Norman 
French for “son of,” from the Latin filius, son. 
It is said that there is only one true Gaelic Irish 
family which uses the Fitz prefix, they being the 
Fitzpatricks. The name Fitzpatrick can serve as 
a good example of how Gaelic names changed 
along the way. Its Gaelic it was originally Gille 
Padraic, for servant of Patrick, or Mac Gille 
Padraic, son of the servant of Patrick – Patrick 
being St. Patrick. Another form of the name 
is Kilpatrick. Gille and Kil beginnings mean 
“servant of” or “devotee of.”  

Other Fitz names found in Ireland or 
Scotland generally have an influx of Norman 
blood in them, however, the Normans were still 
a Celtic/Norse mix of bloodlines. Normandy 
got its name from the Norsemen who attacked 
the Celts already living there.

A “Fitz” beginning will most often trace 
back to someone who came with the Norman 
invasion. In 1066, when William the Conqueror, 
Duke of Normandy, invaded the British Isles, 
he brought many Norman knights with him to 
whom he gave land, especially in Scotland. 
This invasion is responsible for many families 
in lowland Scotland assuming more regular 
surnames. The most common reason given for 
William’s insistence that all families declare 
an official surname was to record them for tax 
purposes.

The first Calhoun of Loch Lomond was 
actually Umphredus Kilpatrick, who was given 
title to the area on the shores of Loch Lomond 
known as Calhoun, which itself was named for 
the place where the king’s hounds were kept. It 
was and still is pronounced Ca Hoon in the old 
countries of Ireland and Scotland. One might 
first think the hoon represented the word hound, 
but actually Ca or Co is the Gaelic for hound, 
the hoon meaning home in this case. 

William the Conqueror, himself, had what I 
have heard being called a T-name or a to-name, 
an identifying name based on an occupation, 

situation or physical trait. One of William’s 
cohorts was named Hugh the Fat. Other so-called 
T or To names were Smith, for the blacksmith, 
Hunter, Fisher, and the like. 

It was obvious that there were too many 
confusing T names around and so everyone 
was ordered to pick a specific family name and 
stick with it. This caused some name changes as 
in the case of the Kilpatricks of Calhoun who 
chose Calhoun as their surname. FitzAlan, the 
Land Steward of Scotland, chose the surname 
Steward, which became Stewart, the surname of 
Scotland’s royal family. 

In the Highlands, most families stuck with 
the overall clan name, such as MacDonald, 
MacIntosh and Macalister. In some cases the 
anglicized version of the Gaelic became their 
family named as in the case of Campbell, which 
was originally caimbeul, meaning “crooked-
mouthed”. In the case of the MacGregors, they 
had gotten into so much trouble that many took 
the name Gregg, Gregory, or other forms of 
the name, instead. The name Ball, as in Lucille 
Ball, along with Belle, Bailey and other forms 
of that name are thought to have been a name 
change from King Balliol of Scotland who fell 
out of favor with almost everyone of his era. It 
was simply too dangerous to have the surnames 
of MacGregor or Balliol.  

The name we would pronounce as Craighead 
referred to a rocky promontory which extended 
into a body of water, craig meaning rocky and 
head meaning an extension of land. In Scotland 
this name is pronounced as in Crockett, as in Davy 
Crockett. All over Colonial America, where we 
find the name Craighead, we also find the name 
Crockett, and it is almost certain that they are just 
different spellings of the same name.

With all the name changing and name 
variations, still it is sometimes remarkably easy 
to find our Celtic roots. Military records provide 
a wealth of information and many old records 
are being posted online, either for free or for a 
membership fee. Certainly DNA testing is the 
newest tool to help in our search.
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I was travelling through Scotland, back in 
2000, on my way to the Isle of Skye. I stopped 
for lodging at a B&B in Crianlarich, located 
about six miles above Loch Lomond. I was 
having a great time conversing with the owners 
when the gentleman of the house noted that 
“history is written at the point of a sword.”

I understood his point that to the victor 
belongs the spoils, including the printing press 
(or scribe). However, the opposite can be true - 
that the pen can be mightier than the sword in 
defeating one’s enemy.

The sentence (if not the idea, which had been 
expressed in various earlier forms) was coined 
by English author Edward Bulwer-Lytton, in 

1839, for his play Richelieu; Or the Conspiracy. 
The play was about Cardinal Richelieu, whose 
line, in Act II, Scene II, was: 

True, This! —
Beneath the rule of men entirely great
The pen is mightier than the sword. 
Behold
The arch-enchanters wand! — 
    itself is nothing! —
But taking sorcery from the master-hand
To paralyse the Cæsars, and to strike
The loud earth breathless! — 
Take away the sword —
States can be saved without it!

. . . mightier than the sword
by James McQuiston

USA
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So, what’s next?
“Think for a minute, darling: in fairy tales it’s always the children who have the fine adventures. 

The mothers have to stay at home and wait for the children to fly in the window.”           
       – Audrey Niffenegger, The Time Traveler’s Wife 

Where would we be without our mothers? Actually, I guess we wouldn’t “be” without our 
mothers. Going back just ten generations a person has over 2,000 ancestors involved in their 
makeup and character (see chart below). One half of these are women – grandmothers, great 
grandmothers, etc. – everyone of whom, I can almost bet, led a much tougher, challenging life than 
we do – giving birth, protecting and feeding, traveling in archaic ways possibly even to foreign 
lands, and finally allowing her children to leave the nest, but not without bittersweet sadness in 
her heart. 

The May issue will be dedicated to mothers and other woman who have played substantial roles 
in Celtic culture and history.

In June, we will feature Sacred Places as our theme. 
So sharpen your pencils, and your writing skills and get your articles in early. It is helpful to 

receive them by the middle of the month preceding the publication date. In other words, mid-April 
for the May issue, and mid-May for the June issue.

I will never be able to thank those who work behind the scenes enough for all their persistence, 
patience, creativity and contributions. This is a group effort by folks from all over the world. And 
what a great little e-magazine it has turned out to be. 


