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The ghostly image that introduces our June “Innovators” issue of the Celtic 
Guide is of a Scotsman named Oliver Hutchinson, a business partner of the 
inventor of the television, John Logie Baird. Baird was born in Dunbartonshire, 
Scotland, in 1888. This image is the first known photograph of a televised image 
and was produced by Baird’s “Televisor.” We’ll have more on Baird inside this 
issue, but he was not alone in innovations coming from Scotsmen. Others include 

James Watt’s steam engine, the telephone, invented by Alexander Graham Bell, 
Alexander Fleming’s discovery of penicillin and Adam Smith’s writings that laid 

the foundations for the free market economic theory. There are more, and there are innovations 
that do not deal so much with technology as with other aspects of life. Let’s not forget the King 
James Bible, the kilt, the Freemasons, world exploration . . . and haggis! We have a couple of great 
exploration stories awaiting you, both adding a slight “chill” to the June air. You’ll see.

Two of my favorite books are The Mark of the Scots, by Duncan A. Bruce, and How The Irish 
Saved Civilization, by Thomas Cahill. Both books list numerous accomplishments by people of 
Scottish and Irish descent. The Irish, of course, have offered us so much new in literature, from the 
Book Of Kells to James Joyce, from the Annals Of The Four Masters to a wealth of ancient Celtic 
legends. Irish folks are also responsible for color photography, the submarine, the cure for leprosy, 
and Guinness!

You will find many great tales inside this issue of how people from Celtic nations came up with 
new and innovative ways of attacking life’s challenges, of making life more enjoyable, of perfecting 
warfare and the public welfare. This issue stands as a tribute to their innovations. Meanwhile, we 
stay true to the Celtic art of storytelling, in a world that is now rife with innovation, some of which 
we can’t possibly even understand or see happening. It seems humankind will always be looking 
for something new. We protect something ancient.

From The Editor . . .

celticguide@gmail.com
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Tom Crean 
   The Gentle Giant of Annascaul

by Pollyanna Jones
England

The ship Endurance trapped in 
pack ice. Photo taken by Frank 
Hurley, in 1915, during the 
Shackleton Expedition.
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If ever you should visit Annascaul in County 
Kerry, Ireland, you might wonder why there is 
a pub at the bottom of the main street named 
the South Pole Inn. Its penguins and Antarctic 
memorabilia seem out of place in this sleepy 
corner of Ireland’s beautiful Dingle Peninsula, 
that is until you learn about the story of the man 
who ran it. 

On February 25, 1877, Thomas Crean was 
born to a farming family at Gurtuchrane, near 
Annascaul. He enlisted in the Royal Navy when 
he was fifteen, ten days before his sixteenth 
birthday. It is speculated that he joined after an 
argument with his father, and had lied about his 
age when signing up at a Navy inlet at nearby 
Minard.

Leaving rural Ireland far behind him, his 
taste for adventure soon developed. In 1901, 
aged twenty-four, Crean put his name down for 
an expedition to the South Pole aboard the ship, 
the Discovery.

An able seaman of the Discovery’s crew had 
deserted, leaving the ship one man down. Tom 
Crean was accepted onboard a ship on which he 
would meet the legends of Antarctic exploration, 
Robert Falcon Scott and Ernest Shackleton. 

The nature of the voyage would be to study 
the terrain and resources of this distant and 
mysterious continent. Lasting three years, the 
mission was deemed a success, despite there 
being issues with traversing the icy terrain and a 
problem with the ship becoming locked in ice. 

Crean earned himself the reputation of being 
hard-working and amiable, and was described 
as, “An Irishman with a fund of wit and an even 
temper, which nothing disturbed,” according to 
Scott’s second-in-command, Albert Armitage. 

Despite the difficulty of the terrain, Tom 
Crean and eleven others set a record for the 
furthest south mark, travelling across the Ross 
Ice Shelf by sledge.

After the return of the Discovery, Crean was 
promoted to a Petty Officer, First Class, under 

The South Pole Inn, Annascaul, Co. Kerry, Ireland 
(photo by Pollyanna Jones)

Tom Crean portrait by Frank Hurley, 1917
(Wikimedia Commons)



the recommendation of Scott himself. Crean’s 
reputation was such that Scott requested that he 
serve among his crew of the Victorious. 

At the time, Shackleton was back in the 
Antarctic in an attempt to reach the South Pole. 
Despite setting a new record for reaching the 
furthest point south, Shackleton’s party was 
forced to return. Upon hearing of the failure, 
Scott’s words to Tom Crean were, “I think we’d 
better have a shot next.”

In 1910, Scott famously set forth for the 
Antarctic aboard his ship the Terra Nova. 
Amongst those on board were Edward Evans, 
Lawrence “Titus” Oates, Edgar Evans, Edward 
Wilson, and Henry Robertson Bowers. Being 
one of the only men with Polar experience, 
Crean was held in high regard by Scott, and 
was put in charge of taking supplies to the “One 
Ton Depot.” He quickly became a hero. One 
night on a return trip from the depot, he and his 
companions were camping on the frozen sea. 
The ice began to break up, leaving Bowers and 
another man floating out to sea. Crean leaped 
out from his tent, and seeing his comrades in 
peril, jumped across the frozen sheets of broken 
ice before running to the others to fetch help. 

Because of his bravery and experience, 
Crean was one of the men chosen to go with 
Scott on the journey to the South Pole. The trek 
south was split into three stages, with a large 
group going forth for the initial 400 miles until 
the Beardmore Glacier was reached. Here, the 
party would be reduced, and the 120-mile climb 
up the glacier would commence. The final 168 
miles would be a small party, led by Scott to 
claim the glory of reaching the South Pole. Tom 
Crean travelled with Scott right until the start of 
the final stage, when he was ordered to return to 
base along with Lashley and Edward Evans. It 
is said that Crean wept at having to turn back, 
being so close to the goal. Scott, Edgar Evans, 
Wilson, and Bowers continued onwards in a bid 
to reach the South Pole.

Crean, Lashley, and Edward Evans were left 
with the mind-boggling prospect of walking 700 
miles through ice and snow to Hut Point. 

Somewhere along the way, they lost their 
bearings. They were way off their route to the 
landmark Beardmore Glacier, and with a great 
ice flow blocking their way, had but one choice: 
to go the long way round. With no safe way 
of getting down the icy plateau, supplies were 
running out. 

The three men were left with a deadly 
dilemma. They had to get down the ice floe, or 
they would die before they reached the glacier. 
Incredibly, they climbed onto their sledge, 
and the three slid down the ice floe onto the 
glacier, avoiding all crevasses that were over 
200- foot-wide. At uncontrollable speed, the 
three adventurers slid 2,000 feet downhill. 
Finally reaching a stop when their sledge hit 
an ice ridge and overturned, their gamble had 
paid off. Edward Evans wrote of it, “How we 
ever escaped entirely uninjured is beyond me to 
explain.” But they were far from safe. Making 
their way down the glacier was like traversing 
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Tom Crean in full polar travelling gear, taken 
during Scott’s Antarctic Expedition of 1911 by 
Herbert G. Ponting (Wikimedia Commons).



through a maze of ice. Edward Evans removed 
his goggles to try and see a way through, but was 
stricken by snow blindness as a result. Because 
of this, he ended up having to be carried the rest 
of the way. 

Finally, reaching the level surface at the base 
of the glacier, Evans’ health took a serious turn 
for the worse. He had swollen joints, was passing 
blood, and it was apparent that he was suffering 
from scurvy. Crean and Lashley managed to get 
him to One Ton Depot, but Evans collapsed. 
Crean had feared that despite their efforts, their 
companion had died, and Evans described how 
he felt Crean’s hot tears falling onto his face. 
Thankfully, he still lived, but it would not be for 
long if action was not taken. 

Nursing Evans with their last drops of brandy 
as they pulled him by sledge across the ice, Crean 
and Lashley discussed what to do next. It was 
still over 35 miles to the safety of Hut Point, and 
they did not have enough rations to get there. 
Crean went on alone to fetch help, with only 
a little chocolate and three biscuits to fuel his 
march. With no tent or survival equipment, it is 
a miracle that he reached Hut Point. Making the 
journey in eighteen hours, he collapsed when 
he arrived, just ahead of a blizzard that surely 
would have killed him. 

Thanks to his courage and endurance, 
Lashley and Edward Evans were brought back 
to Hut Point alive. In a later letter, Crean played 
down the experience saying, “So it fell to my lot 
to do the 30 miles for help, and only a couple of 
biscuits and a stick of chocolate to do it. Well, 
sir, I was very weak when I reached the hut.”

The crew of the Terra Nova waited for news 
or a sign of Scott and his companions. It became 
apparent that something had befallen them. 
Despite Crean’s cheery attempts to keep spirits 
high, the realisation that Scott’s party had met 
their end began to sink in. 

In 1912, Crean joined the eleven man search 
party. On November 12th, they spotted a peaked 
shape in the still whiteness of the Antarctic ice 
near the base of the Beardmore Glacier. It was 
a tent, against which a drift of snow had piled 

up. Within lay the bodies of Scott, Wilson, and 
Bowers. Of Oates and Evans, there was no sign. 
We know now that Oates, who was suffering 
from terrible frostbite in his feet and hands, 
sacrificed himself by walking out into the snow 
in a bid to help the others, whilst Edgar Evans 
died near the bottom of the glacier. 

The loss was devastating. Crean wrote of it 
in a letter, describing that in Scott’s death, he 
had lost a good friend. A large wooden cross 
was erected on the slopes of a hill overlooking 
Hut Point, with the names of the five dead 
men inscribed upon it. The words of Tennyson 
were added, from his poem of the great Greek 
explorer, Ulysses, “To strive, to seek, to find, 
and not to yield.”

Crean’s bravery was noted, and upon his 
return, he and Lashley were awarded the Albert 
Medal by King George V himself at Buckingham 
Palace, for their deeds of bravery in saving the 
life of Edward Evans. Tom Crean was also 
promoted to Chief Petty Officer.
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Statue of Tom Crean, taken by Pollyanna Jones, 
with the South Pole Inn just barely visible in the 
background, top righthand corner.



You would think that the experience with 
Scott’s doomed expedition would put any man 
off visiting the Antarctic again. But not Tom 
Crean. Ernest Shackleton, whom Crean had met 
on the Discovery, was planning a voyage south 
on his Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition. 
The goal of these explorers was to cross the 
Antarctic from sea-to-sea. 

Shackleton rated Tom Crean as being a top 
man to have in any party to the frigid continent, 
and requested that Crean join him aboard the 
Endeavour as Second Officer. Crean’s duties 
were varied, and included taking care of the 
dogs. He famously nurtured a litter of puppies 
born to a bitch named Sally, early on in the 
expedition. Crean had a love of animals, and 
stories of the ship’s cat, and a pet rabbit have 
circulated with other stories of the expedition.

Yet again, this trip to the far south was stricken 
with difficulties. The Endurance became stuck 
fast in pack ice, and Crean was nearly crushed 
whilst trying to free her. 

Hopes were lost when the ship finally broke 
up and sank ten months later. Due to the drift 
of the ice, the crew now found themselves far 
off course and a plan was put together to take 
all their provisions and lifeboats and drag them 
across the ice to Robertson Island or Snow Hill. 
This would be a 200-mile walk. 
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Crean and His Pups, taken during the Shackleton 
Expedition 1914-1916. Photo courtesy of National 
Library of Australia (Wikimedia Commons).

Aboard the Endurance (photo by Pollyanna 
Jones of a photo inside the South Pole Inn).

The Endurance Sinking, November 1915. 
(photo by Pollyanna Jones from photo 

inside the South Pole Inn).
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With the dangers of melting ice, it was 
decided that instead, they would sit it out and 
wait. Surely, with the drift of the ice sheet, they 
would be carried to Paulet Island which was 400 
miles in a clockwise direction – a good plan, 
except that the pack ice held fast. 

The men were carried well past Paulet Island, 
leaving the crew of the Endurance with the task 
of taking up oars and rowing to Elephant Island. 
This took five days. Hubert Hudson, navigating 
officer of the Endurance, was charged with 
plotting their course. He unfortunately seemed 
to suffer from a nervous breakdown, leaving 
Crean in charge.

Finally, they reached Elephant Island, and 
Tom Crean was charged by Shackleton to find 
a safe place to camp. Not leaving it to fate, one 
of the lifeboats was modified for a voyage to 
South Georgia so that a rescue party could be 
sent for. Shackleton set out on the 800-nautical-
mile journey with a small crew of six, including 
Tom Crean. Frank Wild was left in charge of 
the men at Elephant Island. They had no idea 
if Shackleton would make it, nor how long a 
rescue would take.

The voyage was horrific. It took seventeen 
days, as the crew made their way through gales, 
rolling seas, and snow squalls. 

Shackleton recalled Tom Crean’s tuneless 
singing, whilst he was at the tiller, remarking, 
“He always sang when he was steering, and 
nobody ever discovered what the song was... 
but somehow it was cheerful.” 

Amazingly, they reached South Georgia, 
despite having a broken rudder. Shackleton, 
Crean, and Worsley set off on foot thirty 
miles across the glaciated landscape of South 
Georgia. 

Shackleton may not have been the first to 
traverse the Antarctic, but he, Crean, and Worsley 
were the first to traverse South Georgia. 

As with the epic trek in Scott’s expedition, 
this desperate walk was made with no tents. 
They were equipped with a length of alpine 
rope, and a carpenter’s adze, and had adapted 
their boots for traversing the ice by hammering 

screws from their lifeboat through the soles to 
serve as crampons.

Arriving at a whaling station at Stromness, 
they were filthy. Lost for months, their skin was 
blackened from months of cooking blubber. 
Their hair was long and matted, and they must 
have been quite a sight! 

Thanks to their courage, all of the men 
stranded on Elephant Island were rescued.

Tom Crean returned to Britain in 1916 and 
resumed his naval duties. He had been promoted 
to a Warrant Officer in recognition of his service 
during the Endurance expedition and was 
awarded a third Polar Medal. 

Crean married a woman named Ellen Herlihy 
from his hometown of Annascaul on September 
5, 1917, and started to settle and raise a family.

Tom was retired from the Navy in 1920 
following a fall which affected his vision. His 
life at sea was over, and so he and Ellen opened 
a pub in Annascaul which they named the South 
Pole Inn. 

They had three daughters named Mary, Kate, 
and Eileen, although Kate sadly died when she 
was only four years old.

Tom Crean remained a modest and quiet man 
throughout his life. He would never speak of his 
time with the British Navy, nor of his adventures 
in the Antarctic, instead putting his medals and 
sword away safely. He returned to a gentle life 
in Ireland, where seldom a snowflake fell. 

Due to tensions in the Irish War of 
Independence, it is likely that these things were 
not spoken about for fear of bringing danger to 
the family. Crean’s brother Cornelius was killed 
in an IRA ambush in County Cork in 1920, 
whilst serving as a member of the Royal Irish 
Constabulary. There was a not a lot of love for 
the English, or those that had anything to do 
with them, back in those days of struggles.

Tom Crean passed away in 1938 after a short 
illness. Despite all the hardships and dangers 
he had been through, it would be poor medical 
facilities that would be his undoing. He became 
ill with a burst appendix, but was unable to be 
treated in Tralee hospital, as no surgeon was 



available to operate. Tom was transferred to 
Cork, where his appendix was removed, but due 
to the delay, he suffered an infection. This quiet 
hero and gentle giant died a week later, on July 
27, 1938.

So next time you are in County Kerry, please 
do make your way to the South Pole, and raise 
a jar to the great man himself – one of Ireland’s 
greatest explorers, Tom Crean.

At Right: The last known photo 
of Tom Crean, taken outside the 

South Pole Inn, in the late 1930s.
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While Johannes Gutenberg gets credit for 
one of the most life-changing inventions of 
humankind – the printing press and movable 
printing type – who could argue that television 
hasn’t done just as much to influence our lives? 

We watched our first live coverage of war on 
TV. We watched the first steps on the moon’s 
surface on TV. From news to sitcoms, to ancient 
aliens, who hasn’t spent an afternoon glued to 
the TV, perhaps for a marathon of The Living 
Dead or to watch old-time black and white Roy 
Rogers westerns?

Television has permeated nearly every aspect 
of our lives in one way or another, making folks 
famous, tearing them down again, informing us 
of the latest car models or laundry soaps, and 
feeding us a continuous diet of fake laughter, 
real dramas, political campaigns, informative 
documentaries, and more.

While several people were simultaneously 
working on the development of this medium, 
one stands out as the first to find success. His 
name was John Logie Baird (August 14, 1888 – 
June 14, 1946), a Scottish engineer, innovator, 
and inventor of the world’s first mechanical 
television. He also first publicly demonstrated 
color TV, and he created the first purely 
electronic color television picture tube. 

Baird’s role in the practical introduction of 
broadcast television for home entertainment has 
earned him a prominent place in television’s 
history, and he has been highly recognized for 
his early work.

In 2002, he was ranked number 44 in the 
BBC’s list of the “100 Greatest Britons,” 
following a UK-wide vote. 

In 2006, Baird was named as one of the ten 
greatest Scottish scientists in history, having 
been listed in the National Library of Scotland’s 
“Scottish Science Hall of Fame.”

Even back in 1924, in an article published 
in a magazine called The Sphere, entitled 
“Television—The Problem of Seeing at a 
Distance—How Near Is It?” Baird’s work was 
recognized in these words –

The problem of seeing by wireless has 
been materially advanced by experiments 
carried out by Mr. J. L. Baird, a Scottish 
inventor, who has actually transmitted a 

by James A. McQuiston FSA Scot
USA

John Logie Baird
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“cross ” by wireless. The possibility of its 
development in the future offers a fascinating 
prospect. Many people have heard of the 
work of an American and a Frenchman in 
connection with radio television. But few 
know that a Britisher has, by means of 
apparatus much more simple than any yet 
evolved, achieved what may seem fantastic 
to the non-scientific mind. He has seen by 
wireless.

Eventually, perhaps, the general public 
will be able to sit in a cinema theatre, let us 
say, or even in their own homes, and see the 
events of the day actually enacted before 
their eyes!

The “cross” spoken of was a Maltese Cross 
medal belonging to Baird’s doctor, George 
Locke, who was based a short distance from 
the inventor’s workshop. Baird initially used a 
cardboard cross to create shadowgraphs, but he 
needed an object that would reflect light. The 
shiny enamel surface and contrasting colors 
of Locke’s medal was ideal and it became the 
world’s first object to be transmitted as an image 
over a distance of ten feet.

Baird was born on August 14, 1888, in 
Helensburgh, Dunbartonshire, Scotland, the 
youngest of four children of the Reverend John 
Baird, a Church of Scotland minister for the 
local St Bride’s Church, and Jessie Morrison 
Inglis, the orphaned niece of a wealthy family 
of shipbuilders from Glasgow.

He attended school at Larchfield Academy 
in Helensburgh, plus the Glasgow and West of 
Scotland Technical College and the University 
of Glasgow. His schooling was interrupted by 
World War I and he never returned to graduate.

Our Celtic Guide cover shows the first 
known photograph of a moving image produced 
by Baird’s “televisor” invention. The subject is 
Baird’s business partner, Oliver Hutchinson.

While the development of television was the 
result of work by many inventors, Baird was a 
prominent pioneer and made major advances 

in the field. Many historians credit Baird 
with being the first to produce a live, moving, 
grayscale television image from reflected light. 
Baird achieved this, where other inventors had 
failed, by obtaining a better photoelectric cell 
and improving the signal from the photocell and 
the video amplifier.

In early 1923, and in poor health, Baird moved 
to Hastings, on the south coast of England, and 
later rented a workshop in the Queen’s Arcade 
in the town. 

Baird built what was to become the world’s 
first working television set using items that 
included an old hatbox and a pair of scissors, 
some darning needles, a few bicycle light lenses, 
a used tea chest, and sealing wax and glue.

In February 1924, he demonstrated to the 
Radio Times that a semi-mechanical analogue 
television system was possible by transmitting 
moving silhouette images. In July of the same 
year, he received a 1,000-volt electric shock, but 
survived with only a burnt hand. His landlord, 
Mr. Tree, asked him to quit his workshop and he 
moved to upstairs rooms in Soho, London. 

Baird gave the first public demonstration 
of moving silhouette images by television at 
Selfridges Department Store in London, in a 
three-week series of demonstrations beginning 
on March 25, 1925.

In his laboratory on October 2, 1925, Baird 
successfully transmitted the first television 
picture with a grayscale image – the head of 
a ventriloquist’s dummy nicknamed “Stooky 
Bill.” Baird went downstairs and fetched an 
office worker, 20-year-old William Edward 
Taynton, to see what a human face would look 
like, and Taynton became the first person to be 
televised in a full tonal range.

Later, Baird would film his business partner, 
Oliver Hutchinson, and have a photo taken of the 
broadcast, the world’s first photo of a television 
transmission. 

Baird demonstrated the world’s first color 
transmission on July 3, 1928, using scanning 
discs at the transmitting and receiving ends with 
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three spirals of apertures, each with a filter of a 
different primary color; and three light sources 
at the receiving end, with a commutator to 
alternate their illumination. That same year he 
also demonstrated stereoscopic television. 

In 1927, Baird transmitted a long-distance 
television signal over 438 miles of telephone 
line between London and Glasgow. Baird 
transmitted the world’s first long-distance 
television pictures to the Central Hotel at 
Glasgow Central Station. 

Baird then set up the Baird Television 
Development Company Ltd., which made the 
first transatlantic television transmission, from 
London to Hartsdale, New York, in 1928 and 
also produced the first television program for 
the BBC. 

In November 1929, Baird and Bernard Natan 
established France’s first television company, 
Télévision-Baird-Natan.

Baird demonstrated a theatre television 
system, with a screen two-feet by five-feet, in 
1930 at the London Coliseum, Berlin, Paris, and 
Stockholm – the world’s first big-screen TV.

 In 1930, the Baird company brought out 
the world’s first mass produced television set, 
called “The Televisor.”

In 1931, at the age of 43, John Logie Baird 
married South African pianist Margaret Albu in 
New York. The couple had two children, Diana 
and Malcolm.

By 1939, he had improved his theatre 
projection system to televise a boxing match on 
a 15-ft. by 12-ft screen.

Baird’s numerous other developments 
demonstrated his particular talent at invention. 

He was a visionary and began to dabble with 
electricity at a young age. 

In 1928, Baird developed an early video 
recording device which he dubbed the 
“Phonovision.” The system consisted of a large 
disk attached by a mechanical linkage to a 
conventional 78-rpm record-cutting lathe. The 
result was a disc that could record and play 
back a video signal. Technical difficulties with 

the system prevented its further development, 
but some of the original phonodiscs have been 
preserved, and have since been restored. This 
was the world’s first video recording device.

Baird’s other developments were in fibre-
optics, radio direction finding, infrared night 
viewing, and radar. There is some controversy 
over his exact contribution to the development 
of radar, as his wartime defense projects have 
never been officially acknowledged by the UK 
government. 

According to Malcolm Baird, his son, what 
is known is that, in 1926, Baird filed a patent 
for a device that formed images from reflected 
radio waves, a device remarkably similar to 
radar, and that he was in correspondence with 
the British government at the time. 

From December 1944 until his death, two 
years later, Baird lived at a house on Station 
Road, Bexhill-on-Sea, East Sussex. Baird died 
in Bexhill on June 14, 1946, with only a hint 
of what his inventions and innovations would 
mean to the world. 

A paper describing John Logie Baird’s “Televisor,” 
the world’s first commercial TV set, from 1930.
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People have always been interested in the 
past, as far back as Nabonidus, who ruled 
Babylon from 555-539 B.C. and who had a 
keen interest in antiquities to such an extent he 
even excavated down into a temple to recover 
the foundation stone which had been laid some 
2,200 years prior. Nabonidus also had a museum 
of sorts where he stored his collection. 

During the Renaissance, those with the wealth 
to travel and collect began to keep cabinets of 
curios. In these you would find ancient artefacts 
displayed alongside minerals and natural history 
pieces. 

“...the Renaissance attitude to the examination 
of the past... involved travel, the study of 
buildings and the collection of works of art and 
manuscripts.” (K. Greene 1983).

Initially, it was classical antiquity that 
grabbed the attention of the well-to-do, but 
after awhile, eyes began to turn towards relics 
of their own past. 

The great stone monuments of Northwestern 
Europe became the immediate focus, places 
such as Carnac in Brittany and Stonehenge 
in Britain. Some of these gentlemen scholars 
would make systematic and accurate surveys of 
monuments which are still useful today, even 

if there were the less scrupulous, who dressed 
up treasure-hunting as scholarly research. 
These antiquarians were in essence the first 
archaeologists and their contributions can still 
be useful today.

In Britain, several antiquarians stood out 
between the 16th and 18th centuries. John 
Leland (1503-1552) held the post of Keeper 
of the King’s Library and as such, travelled 
extensively throughout Britain. Even though his 
main interest was in genealogy and historical 
documents, he also recorded non-literary 
evidence as part of his wider researches – one 
of the first to do so. 

William Camden (1551-1623) learnt not 
only Latin, but also Welsh and Anglo-Saxon in 
order to study place-names. At the age of 35, 
he published Britannia, a general guide to the 
antiquities of Britain. His descriptions of the 
ancient monuments are very detailed and he was 
one of the first to make a note of cropmarks and 
their possible links to sites no longer visible – 
an important part of aerial photography today. 

Camden was also interested in other forms 
of material culture such as pottery as a source 
of information on the past, a concept regarded 
eccentric at the time. 

The First 
Archaeologists

by Toni-Maree Rowe
New Zealand

An inward view of Stonehenge, Aug 1722 from the north

A drawing of Stonehenge by William Stukeley
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In the mid-17th century, John Aubrey was 
one of the earliest writers to assign a pre-Roman 
date to sites such as Stonehenge, Avebury and 
Silbury Hill. His belief that such places were 
built and used by the Celts and druids was so 
revolutionary there are still some who won’t let 
it go. 

Following in Aubrey’s footsteps was William 
Stukeley (1687-1765), who, although trained as 
a physician, spent a great deal of time conducting 
extensive fieldwork in Wessex during the 
1720s. His highly accurate and detailed surveys 
of Avebury, Stonehenge, and Silbury Hill are 
still used today. Stukeley’s recording of the 
avenue of stones (now destroyed) leading from 
Stonehenge to the Avon River aided present- 
day archaeologists in their search for them. 
However, in 1729, he was ordained and then 
attempted to use his fieldwork to establish a 
theological connection between the druids and 
Christianity.

“Just as Dr Stukeley may be said to be the 
patron saint of fieldwork in archaeology, so can 
the Rev. William be held to be the evil genius 
who presides over all crack-brained amateurs 
whose excess of enthusiasm is only balanced by 
their ignorance of method.” (K. Greene 1983)

At the same time, across Britain, less well-
known antiquarians were busy studying and 
recording their own local areas. In the county 
of Cornwall, this was no different. The earliest 
known antiquarian was Richard Carew (1555-
1620) of East Antony. He was a member of the The 
Elizabethan Society of Antiquaries and, in 1602, 
published his county history, Survey of Cornwall. 

Perhaps the most well-known and often-cited 
antiquarian was William Borlase (1695-1772), 
who like so many others, began collecting 
natural rocks and fossils found in the local 
copperworks in Ludgvan, where he was the 
local pastor. 

In 1750, Borlase was admitted as a Fellow 
of the Royal Society and, by 1754, he published 
Antiquities of Cornwall, which he then followed 
with Observations on the Ancient and Present State 

of the Islands of Scilly and Their Importance to 
the Trade of Great Britain, in 1756. 

His great-great-grandson, William Copeland 
Borlase (1848-1899), continued the tradition 
of antiquarianism, conducting some of the first 
excavations in Cornwall at Carn Euny in 1863. 

Copeland Borlase published many articles 
and books on the antiquities of Cornwall, 
including a two-volume book titled Ancient 
Cornwall, in 1871, and a year later, Naenia 
Cornubiae: a Descriptive Essay, Illustrative 
of the Sepulchres and Funereal Customs of the 
Early Inhabitants of the County of Cornwall. 

There were also a lecture on the tin trade and 
a monography on the Saints of Cornwall, not to 
mention a piece on the dolmens of Ireland and 
one on the mythologies of the Japanese.

William Copeland Borlase also spent a great 
deal of time getting his hands dirty excavating 
large numbers of barrows in Cornwall. He has 
been criticised for poor archaeological practice 
by only writing up a small percentage of those 
he excavated. Nothing makes an archaeologist 
bury their face in their hands more than the lack 
of a written record for an excavation. 

Copeland Borlase often employed the 
services of John Thomas Blight (1835-1911) 
as an archaeological illustrator, although Blight 

William Copeland Borlase
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was a wel-known antiquarian in his own right. 
He published two books regarding the crosses 
and antiquities of Cornwall, one for the west 
and the other for the east of the county. 

Blight’s drawings of Carwynnen Quoit were 
recently rediscovered by the lead archaeologist, 
Jacky Nowakowski during her researches prior 
to the excavation and restoration of the quoit.

In particular, the pencil drawing which had 
actual measurements was very useful in the 
interpretation of a stone pavement discovered 
during the excavation, when combined with 
modern techniques. The archaeologists were able 
to get a better understanding of the positioning 
of the quoit within the Neolithic landscape.

 
Throughout the country there have been 

numerous societies which promoted the work 
of antiquarians, beginning with the prestigious 
Royal Society. Even Cornwall had its own Royal 
Institute of Cornwall, which is still operating 
today and currently manages the Royal Cornwall 
Museum as well as the Courtney Library, which 

holds all manner of documents dating back 
into the 1700s. These early scholarly societies, 
however, did not focus on one aspect of 
research – natural history, geology, botany, and 
other gentlemanly pursuits were all encouraged. 
This attitude of open discourse across a variety 
of disciplines is one of the hallmarks of good 
archaeological research today. 

Archaeology is defined as the “study of 
the past through the systematic recovery and 
analysis of material culture” (from The Penguin 
Archaeology Guide). The recovery, description 
and analysis of material culture has the purpose 
of understanding the behaviour of past societies. 
Material culture is defined as anything which 
has been altered or used by humans; it can be as 
small as a shark tooth with a hole drilled into it 
for a pendant, or as large as a European cathedral. 
To study archaeology in general is to be a “Jack 
of all trades and master of none.” As a subject, 
it borrows from history, anthropology, geology, 
chemistry, physics, biology, environmental 
sciences and ethnography, to name but a few. 

Archaeologists have never been afraid of 
pilfering theories, methodologies and techniques 
from other disciplines.

The value of the early antiquarians does not 
necessarily lie in the outdated interpretations, 
but in the production of often accurate and 
highly descriptive illustrations, field surveys 
and texts that are the basis of many manuscripts. 
Some of these ancient sites are now lost and/or 
destroyed, and the antiquarian illustrations are 
all we have as a record. Fieldwork will always 
be a fundamental part of archaeological work, 
and the antiquarians of the past were the very 
first fieldworkers. The societies they belonged 
to provided the basis for the discipline of 
archaeology.

Greene K. Archaeology – an Introduction. 
Routledge, 1985.

http://www.giantsquoit.org – A website 
detailing the excavations and restoration of 
Carwynnen Quoit.

Above: A drawing by John Blight of the 
ancient site of Men-an-tol. Below: A drawing 
by William Borlase of the Zennor Quoit site.
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Two decades before the fabulous Klondike 
gold strike in Canada’s Yukon, a driven, 
impulsive Celt by the name of C. George Holt, 
achieved a singular pre-eminence. But the daring 
exploit he pulled off gained far more than mere 
distinction for an individual. What Holt did 
was hand to the world one of the chief keys to 
the unlocking of no less than North America’s 
northwest subcontinent. 

Before this, Canada and the United States 
had disdained, as semi-worthless, their farthest 
northwest holdings, seemingly counting them as 
worthy of ignoring as the back side of the moon. 
However, Holt’s gift would soon contribute part 
of the means by which Yukon Territory and 
Alaska would turn the eyes of the world, soar 

in status as immensely valued possessions, and 
enrich Canada and the United States with some 
of our most colorful history. 

Among gold hunters combing the North 
for the yellow lure, many suspected that the 
Transmontaigne area of the upper Yukon held 
gold. Up until George Holt, however, no white 
man had found an overland route in from salt 
water. 

For hundreds of miles along Alaska’s 
southern coast, the towering crags of the mighty 
Coast, St. Elias and Chugach ranges glower 
down on the sea. These mountains boast almost 
all of North America’s highest peaks. The St. 
Elias Range alone includes ten of the continent’s 
loftiest fifteen. 

By Rod Perry
Alaska, USA

The Uncovering of
chilkooT Pass

Above: Gold seekers climb the last 1,000 feet of the Chilkoot Pass to seek gold along the Yukon River. 
Photographer: Hegg, E.A., 1867-1948. From Library and Archives Canada. Copyright expired.
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These summits—unlike the Rockies which 
attain their heights after a head start from an 
already elevated plateau—rear their jagged tops 
into the heavens upon rising virtually from the 
seabed of the continental shelf. The cataclysmic 
shocks of geologic past that upthrust the 
earth’s crust into such heights rent great clefts 
between them. Those interstices accumulated 
deadly glaciers, defying passage. Through the 
nearest range, the rifts present views between 
precipices of even more ominous mountains 
behind, rearing higher and higher. 

Early seekers despaired that Nature’s bastion 
was impregnable. However, at the head of Lynn 
Canal, there existed not just one, but three 
narrow cracks in the mountain fortress – if they 
could only be found. 

Nearby along that coast stood the longhouses 
and totem poles of the socially-advanced, 
powerful, and feared Tlingits. Domineering 
adventurers, they thought nothing of paddling 
their great, exquisitely-hewn cedar dugouts 
hundreds of miles to raid, pillage, and take 
slaves. 

As many centuries as they had dwelt in the 
area of the passes, as energetically as they were 
wont to cast about in quest of gain, and as hard 
and far as they pursued the mountain goat for 
delectable fare and long, snow-white wool to 
work into one of the world’s most ingenious and 
complicated weaving techniques, it is a given 
that such aggressive explorer-hunters would 
discover those slips through the ranges. 

Beginning at least two centuries before white 
contact, the Chilkoots and Chilkats, Tlingit 
groups nearest the trailheads, had developed 
lucrative commerce with the Natives across the 
mountains. Yearly, they conducted month-long 
trading expeditions. Over the White, Chilkoot, 
and Chilkat passes, they freighted an estimated 
eight tons of goods annually. Near body-weight 
individual packs were standard for the bull-
strong coastals. 

The Tlingits virtually enslaved the more 
docile Athapascans of the upper Yukon. Upon 

pain of gruesome torture and death, they 
forbade them from using their trails to the sea. 
And out along the coast, they closely guarded 
their secret, hiding the slightest hint of a notion 
that any way into the Interior existed. White 
seekers continued to be daunted by the seeming 
impregnability. 

The first white man known to learn of such 
passes was the great Hudson’s Bay Company 
(HBC) explorer-fur trader Robert Campbell. 
In 1848, he gained the Yukon Interior not from 
the coast, but from the east by a long and peril-
ridden route. Where the Pelly River flows into 
the Yukon, he established Fort Selkirk. Soon 
after beginning to trade with the Athapascans, 
competition showed up in the form of strange 
Natives. Coastal Natives. There must be some 
way in from salt water. 

Campbell immediately recognized their 
overwhelming logistical advantages over 
his cross-continent connection to shipping 
headquarters on Hudson’s Bay. 

The HBC’s canoe-to-canoe, toboggan-to- 
toboggan, post-to-post relay redefined “labor 
intensive” and “cumbersome.” The supplies-
in, furs-out round trip of thousands of miles 
spanning Canada could take multiple years to 
service Fort Selkirk. Rubbing salt into the wound 
was that Campbell found himself competing at 
great disadvantage against his own company’s 
goods. The Tlingits’ trade items included many 
obtained from the Bay Company’s steamship 
Beaver, the first motorized vessel to ply the 
northwest coast. It was possible for them to 
economically deliver those goods into the upper 
Yukon within mere days of acquiring them.

Campbell had no knowledge of the Tlingits’ 
way in other than of its existence. Yearning to 
obtain particulars of distance, topography, and 
coastal starting-point, he applied for permission 
to backtrack the route. But HBC Governor 
George Simpson rejected the idea:

“That you suggest bringing in trade goods 
from Lynn’s Canal I could not recommend to 
the Council, as if we obtained our supplies from 
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thence, we should be opening a communication 
to the most valuable part of the Northern 
Department by which strangers might find their 
way thither.”

Such revelation of geographical knowledge 
would jeopardize what the company jealously 
guarded wherever they could – carte blanche 
monopoly of the fur trade. So, as with the 
Tlingits, the Bay did not even hint that a pass 
existed and successfully kept outsiders from 
believing such a route could be found.

As it turned out, Campbell would not need 
to use the passes anyway. Angered about the 
interference with their trading monopoly, in 
1852, a Chilkat war party marched in, ran 
off Campbell and his men, then plundered 
and burned Fort Selkirk. Campbell set off on 
one of the most astonishing overland treks in 
the annals of the North. The steel-willed Scot 
traveled some 3,300 miles—over 2,000 of it by 
snowshoe across the Canadian subarctic—to 
petition headquarters to rebuild Fort Selkirk. 
But, unswayed by his loyalty and incredible feat 
of endurance, officials flatly turned him down. 
Fort Selkirk would not be reestablished by the 
company for another eighty years.

And so, there they sat, the White, Chilkoot, 
and Chilkat passes continuing in their secrecy, 
untrodden by white man.

In 1873, at the Fort Nelson River confluence 
with the Liard in northern British Columbia, 
two small groups of intrepid visionaries met 
by chance. One was headed by Ulsterman, 
Arthur Harper, the other by Scot, Leroy “Jack” 
McQuesten.* Seeing all were following the 
same hunch of gold on the never-prospected 
upper Yukon, they joined forces. This bold 
assemblage became the first of their wandering 
breed authenticated to make it into the upper 
Yukon. They accomplished the feat not by daring 
the coastal barrier, nor by that lengthy, peril-
fraught passage of Campbell’s, but by tracing a 
far longer, roundabout route that took them in by 
the Yukon’s back door. Going north, they rode 
the great McKenzie River almost to the Arctic 

Ocean. Heading west, they skirted around the 
northern end of the Rocky Mountains. Reaching 
the Porcupine River, they drifted to the Yukon. 

No immediate paying quantity of gold was 
found. With supplies running low and needing 
means to sustain their efforts, the men turned 
to fur trading with the Native inhabitants. 
McQuesten had previously followed that 
occupation both as an employee of the Hudson’s 
Bay Company and on his own. In August 1874, 
Jack began to build Fort Reliance, a trading 
post centered on serving Nuclaco, the Han 
village near the mouth of the Tron-duick (later 
Klondike) River. 

Han Chief Catsah made it known that only 
the previous summer—1873—a white man 
had surprised them by appearing on the Little 
Salmon, an upstream tributary. How did he get 
there? He had not passed their village going 
upriver, so he must have come down from 
Yukon headwaters. And to get into the great 
river’s upper reaches, he most likely had come 
through the mountains from the ocean. 

Because the chief’s telling, during the well-
documented August 1874 founding of Fort 
Reliance, was timed so closely to the unnamed 
prospector’s penetration into the country—a 
short gap of but one summer to the next—it left 
little chance for inaccuracy. Thus, the 1873 date 
should be considered fairly authentic. 

It was later reported that the man was Slim 
Jim Wynn. However, because other anecdotal 
testimony placed Wynn elsewhere that summer, 
and because many early prospectors—who knew 
Wynn—held that no other prospector preceded 
C. George Holt into the upper Yukon, it points 
to the possibility that the man Catsah referred to 
could well have been Holt himself.

Jack McQuesten and Arthur Harper had an 
expectant vision for the future of the upper 
Yukon Basin. They knew, however, that progress 
would be stalled unless a more economical and 
far shorter route could be found than the one of 
thousands of roundabout miles and months of 
travel they had taken. 
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Prospectors were typically long on ambition, 
wilderness skills, and physical strength, but 
short on resources. Most lived rather hand-
to-mouth one season to the next, so lacked 
financial wherewithal to outfit long expeditions 
committed to overwintering. Until gold could 
be found in amounts allowing prospectors to 
sustain themselves year round solely by mining, 
what they would need, Jack and Art could see, 
was a way, beginning in mid-May, to work their 
way into the country, arrive at their area of 
interest in time to get in a worthwhile body of 
prospecting, then get back out while the getting 
was good. That country had fewer than five ice-
free months. Winter stretches of temperatures in 
the minus sixties were common. Without winter 
gear and supplies, they would dare not stay past 
about late September. And they would need to 
get back outside to paying work to fund their 
next grubstake. 

Through his earlier years associated with 
the northwest HBC fur trade, McQuesten must 
have heard the story of Robert Campbell’s burn-
out at Fort Selkirk, the story including that the 
Tlingits had trading trails connecting the coast 
and upper Yukon. Additionally, he could have 
probed Chief Catsah and his far-ranging Han 
for fill-in details. Both Jack and Arthur were 
prolific writers of letters promoting the Yukon 
to prospector friends outside. It is no stretch to 
surmise that such information as they were able 
to gather or guess at regarding possible coastal 
trailheads was included in correspondence they 
sent downriver with their fur shipments.

And now we loop back to the first of this tale 
of trails and trials in which Celt C. George Holt 
figured so prominently. Out on the coast in the 
mid-1870s, the daring Holt furtively slipped 
into the forest at the head of Lynn Canal. There 
he searched out the Tlingit’s trail over the high 
Chilkoot Pass and penetrated the upper Yukon. 
How the interloper had acquired knowledge 
of the tribe’s secret is lost. (Some said he was 
guided by two Indians. If true, they must not 
have placed a very high value on their lives.) 

Whatever his source, George Holt gained the 
distinction of becoming the first white man 
identified to have made it from the coast through 
the mountains into the upper Yukon.

Instead of following down the main Yukon 
River, he turned eastward. Crossing the height 
of land into the Hootalinqua (Teslin) River, 
Holt prospected that tributary. The move saved 
him from detection by Natives following their 
summer trade route. Though his pack contained 
a small quantity of gold when he cautiously 
retraced his steps in the fall, Holt’s main 
triumph was making it in and back out without 
the Tlingits’ knowing. Had he been caught in 
the act, consequences would have no doubt 
been dire.

Holt came into Sitka, freely talked about his 
findings, and encouraged others to duplicate his 
feat. He knew that since he had broadcast his 
accomplishment, the Native guardians would 
double their watch. He would never be allowed 
back, he reasoned, without military intervention. 
During the winter of 1875-76, it was said that he 
and the post military commander formulated a 
plan to send an officer with him the next spring. 
Before it could be carried out, however, U.S. 
troops withdrew from Sitka. As far as is widely 
known, Holt never went back.

Historians have some trouble precisely  
nailing down George Holt’s Chilkoot Pass 
movements. Again, there is Chief Catsah’s 
summer 1873 date of a white prospector on the 
Little Salmon, coupled with anecdotal testimony 
of early prospectors vouchsafing Holt to be the 
first-ever white to cross the pass. Then there 
is the winter 1875-76 date when Holt, said to 
be just back from a summer of stealth on the 
Hootilinqua, was reportedly in talks with the 
military right before their documented pull-
out that spring. Neither date seems vague or 
approximate. So might Holt have snuck in not 
only once, but twice? 

Word circulated among west coast prospectors 
about George Holt’s doings. The news may well 
have reached McQuesten and Harper. If so, that 
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would have provided information to add to their 
beckoning letters. Thoughts circulating that 
Holt’s passage could be duplicated increased 
the lure. Numerous prospectors began to lay 
definite plans to enter the country.

Soon, it was said, George Finch (of the 
original Arthur Harper party) having shipped 
downriver, gone outside and wanting to reenter, 
somehow made it in over the Chilkoot Pass and 
back out. Here and there, a few others arrived 
in upper Lynn Canal, intending to make the 
trek. However, the watchful Tlingits, enforcing 
exclusive right of passage over the trade route 
they had considered their proprietary domain 
for centuries, harshly thwarted other attempts 
through the 1870s.

Then in 1880, a party of nineteen prospectors 
arrived in Sitka. The well-organized band was 
headed by Edmund Bean, an old veteran of the 
California Gold Rush. They appealed to the 
military, again stationed there, to force open the 
Chilkoot Pass. 

Commander Beardslee of the U.S.S. 
Jamestown, seeing the group was composed 
of serious, experienced men, penned a letter to 
the chiefs. To deliver it, he dispatched a launch 
commanded by Lt. E. P. McClellan, backed 
by eighteen armed officers and crew, plus two 
Native interpreters. The navy steamed up Lynn 
Canal for a confrontation.

Commander Beardslee’s persuasive letter 
and the skills of the interpreters changed 
the Tlingits’ thinking about maintaining 
monopolistic dominion. Or perhaps it was the 
Gatling gun mounted on the bow. Whatever 
swayed the Tlingits, that meeting ended their 
long stranglehold on the pass.

Year by year, the stream of prospectors grew. 
Numerous minor finds and several sizeable 
discoveries were made. By the mid-1890s, the 
upper Yukon held a year-round population of 
1,500-2,000 and the passes were well-trafficked. 
Then, on August 17, 1896, that which Jack 
McQuesten and Arthur Harper had long been 
expecting happened: a mind-boggling gold 

discovery of stupendous magnitude exploded 
upon the upper Yukon Basin. 

When news of the fabulous bonanza on the 
Klondike hit the outside world and ignited a 
global frenzy, most of the hordes rushing north 
headed straight for the passes at the head of Lynn 
Canal. Much of the news coverage attending the 
spectacular rush focused on the sheer getting 
there: the extreme difficulty of harsh wilderness 
access, and the grueling and life-threatening 
challenges to reaching the diggings. For going 
on two years, the White, Chilkoot, and Chilkat 
Pass trails continually made world headlines. 
Pictures of hundreds ascending in a long 
unbroken line up the last pitch to the Chilkoot 
summit became some of the most recognizable 
in United States and Canadian history. 

Amidst the wild tumult, virtually all media 
attention centered on the amazing spectacle 
of the stampeding multitudes. That left the 
impression that the stampeders were the heroic 
source and substance of it all. But what about 
the true heroes? What of those earlier Yukon 
forerunners that over the preceding quarter 
century had braved untold perils, overcome so 
many daunting obstacles, endured incredible 
privation, and expended themselves in such 
tireless effort to set the stage for the strike? 

Unfairly, accomplishments of the originators 
were largely marginalized, if not shouldered 
aside and ignored altogether. All but lost 
completely was that all gold-associated passage 
over the routes began with one man’s sleuthful 
discovery and daring passage, that of the 
inimitable Celt, C. George Holt. 

 
*“Near distant” relative of a certain author—

of Captain Jack McQuesten, Father of the 
Yukon—and publisher we readers of the Celtic 
Guide know. See www.fatheroftheyukon.com.

Rod Perry gathered information for this article 
from his book, TRAILBREAKERS Pioneering 
Alaska’s Iditarod, Volume I, available from 
www.rodperry.com
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Obie is quite the innovator, himself – perhaps 
the first dog ever to become a mascot of a Celtic 
magazine. Here, he tears it up on an Irish beach, 
leaning forward, headlong, full speed ahead, as most 
innovators do. See more photos of Obie at: 
          www.facebook.com/mydogObie

by Liam O Shea
Ireland
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King Arthur is perhaps the most well-known 
subject in Anglophone literature. Not many 
other legends that originated over a millennium 
ago are still told as frequently and with such 
gusto today. But what really makes Arthurian 
legends so different from other heroic epics is 
their dynamic ability to evolve. 

The tales of Arthur and his knights have been 
innovated by virtually every new storyteller 
who told them. New characters were added 
over time. And, in some cases, completely 
independent myths were grafted into the realm 
of Camelot. 

Because of the way this group of tales lends 
itself to innovation, Arthurian Legend does not 
stagnate, but remains vibrant and meaningful to 
every subsequent generation. 

Many of us have had the annoying 
circumstance of being seated next to someone 
who feels it’s their job to point out every time 
a Hollywood film departs from historical 
accuracy, or when the film contradicts the 
original book. Well, if you ever hear one of 
these nitpickers asserting that a King Arthur 
film “isn’t historically accurate” or “that’s not 
what happens in the book,” you can promptly 
ask them “Which part of undocumented history 

do you mean?” or “To which book are you 
referring?” King Arthur does not have one 
original source, but many! 

The real “original” source for Arthur would 
be the historical figure – if he existed. Some 
argue very convincingly that he did. But it has 
not been proven categorically either way. 

Yes, there is some archaeological evidence, 
but none of it is proven to be 100% sure to be 
related to the Arthur legends. 

Alan Lupack, author of The Oxford Guide 
to Arthurian Legend, put it this way: “Thus the 
most reasonable position, though one that will 
surely be criticized on both sides of the debate, 
is to be agnostic about the question of Arthur’s 
historicity” (p. 5). 

I am inclined to agree with him.
Whether he lived in reality or merely in the 

mind of the first bard who told his story, the next 
innovation of the Arthur legacy was in the form 
of folktales. As with Robin Hood and other folk 
heroes, Arthur was likely being spoken of orally 
long before his deeds were ever written down. 

 
by Carolyn Emerick

USA

 June 2015

The Evolution of 

 Arthur

Alberto Sangorski 1912
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The Sleep of King Arthur in Avalon, 1898
The Cambridge Companion to Arthurian 

Literature (various authors) says that “the 
legend evolved from the shadowy Welsh 
tradition through [to] medieval chronicle and 
romance…” (p. 3). The authors go on to say 
that by the time he is mentioned in our earliest 
source, the ninth-century Historia Brittonum, 
“he is already larger than life.” The chronicle 
records that Arthur led twelve battles against the 
incoming Saxons, and that he personally killed 
no less than 960 men in one of them! 

Exaggerated deeds do not necessarily imply 
that a character is purely imaginary. Similar 
tales were told of Charlemagne and other known 
figures. The job of the historian in these cases is 
to extrapolate the history from the exaggerations. 
However, when there is little firm evidence to 
tell us what the history actually is, then all we 
are left with is the legend. 

One of Arthur’s famous battles is recorded 
independently by the historian Gildas – the 
battle Mount Badon. So, we know that this 
battle did actually take place. Gildas does not 
mention Arthur, however. 

The next innovative use of the figure of Arthur 
is as a character in numerous hagiographies. 
Writers of Celtic saints’ lives found it useful 
to use Arthur as a literary trope to help their 
main character, the saint, gain credibility with 

the reader. Although some non-historians will 
cite saints’ lives as historical evidence, in most 
cases they are pure literary fiction and of no use 
to historians whatsoever. 

Arthur’s appearance in these stories does 
not aid historians in ascertaining whether or not 
he really lived. But they do reveal the fact that 
many people believed that Arthur lived at the 
times these stories were written. The fact that 
authors of the hagiographies, usually monks, 
used Arthur as a well-known figure to make 
their own character seem more reliable to the 
readers, demonstrates how well-known King 
Arthur already was among the Celtic peoples 
in the early Middle Ages. And, since we know 
that only the elite were literate at this time, this 
is another indication that a strong oral tradition 
was already in place.

Arthur is mentioned in many other scattered 
early medieval texts and chronicles between 
the early to high Middle Ages (9th to 12th 
centuries), and some of them are thought to be 
based on even earlier accounts that are now lost. 
But the most famous is Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 
Historia Regum Britannia (History of the Kings 
of Britain), c. 1135 A.D. 

Geoffrey of Monmouth included Arthur with 
other documented English kings, and portrays 
him as a warrior-king valiantly defending 
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N. C. Wyeth 1917

Britain against the invading Saxons. This is yet 
another innovation. Prior to this we have only 
references to Arthur, not a full-on account of his 
life and times. 

Geoffrey of Monmouth opened the floodgate 
for yet more innovation to the tales. His book 
was so popular that it spawned summarized 
versions, adaptations, and was translated into 
other European languages. 

Writers in the Middle Ages had different 
concepts of plagiarism than we do today, so it is 
not surprising that other writers took Geoffrey’s 
story and ran with it. 

Even translators often took their own liberties 
with his text. For instance, Wace, the translator 
who brought Geoffrey’s work to the French 
people in 1155, made his own innovations. 
Although “courtly” elements were present in 
Geoffrey’s Historia, Wace expanded them in 
his version, called Brut. It was Wace’s Brut that 
first introduced the famous Round Table.

Innovations to the Arthurian Legends often 
corresponded with social changes that were 
occurring at the time. As mentioned above, 
Arthur was used in hagiographies to aid the 
mission of the Christian monks who wrote them. 
Although Britain was nominally Christian as 
early as the 6th century, pagan holdovers and 
customs lingered on for hundreds of years. 

We see one major change in the tales of 
Arthur in the 12th century. In his book King 
Arthur in Legend and History, Richard White 
explains that the 12th century was a time of 
great change for women in the Middle Ages. He 
says that “the status of women was improving 
so that noble ladies Eleanor of Aquitaine and 
her daughter, Marie de Champagne, were in a 
position to patronize the arts and commission 
romances,” (p. xvii). 

He also explains that this is the period when 
royal court life was really taking shape and that 
these stories were being read at court where 
many noble ladies were present, as opposed to 
a storyteller outdoors or in a tavern, as it would 
have been told in the early days. So, this is when 

we see a major jump from warrior epic to courtly 
romance. White says:

It is Chretien de Troyes, the twelfth-
century French poet, who first converts 
Geoffrey’s warrior hero of outstanding 
prowess into a less bellicose and more 
sedentary figure of chivalric romance. 
Since Chretien and subsequent French 
writers visualized Arthur as an English 
king, they were naturally more derogatory 
about him than writers of Welsh or English 
origin. (p. xviii).

The work that most readers will be familiar 
with is Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur. 
However, by the time it was completed, circa 
1470 A.D., there were already over 1,000 years 
between it and the time of Arthur’s supposed 
reign. Malory’s seminal work is, therefore, not 
very useful in getting to the root of the origins 
of King Arthur. But it is useful in seeing how 
the many preceding works had built upon one 
another to become synthesized in an epic and 
complex story with numerous characters and 
many layers. And, of course, Malory’s work 
is the classic that most of the works that have 
come after have been based on. 
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One thing that many readers may not know 
is that writers and storytellers have not been the 
only people to innovate the Arthur tales. Actually, 
you do probably know that! I’m sure that many 
of you know of Richard Wagner’s opera Tristan 
and Isolde, based on Arthurian characters, or 
that the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, a group 
of 19th century painters who spawned their 
own movement, used Arthurian Legend as one 
of their favorite painting subjects. But what 
you really may not know is that royalty, the 
politicians of their day, also 
used Arthur for propaganda 
purposes. 

Just as the aforementioned 
monks used Arthur to 
promote their saints, because 
they recognized that he was 
well-known and well-loved 
by the public, when British 
royalty needed a boost in the 
public relations department, 
they drew upon Arthur as 
well. There were many 
English kings who used 
Arthur for their own personal 
P.R. campaigns, including 
King Henry VIII. 

But the most innovative 
was Henry II.

Henry II was a great 
admirer of King Arthur. 
Living in the 12th century, 
Henry was known to have 
been quite the fan of Wace’s 
aforementioned Arthurian 
work, Brut. 

At the time, his royal 
counterparts in France were 
quite proud of their own 
inheritance of the legacy of 
Charlemagne. 

Charlemagne and Arthur 
were virtually the two most 
popular topics of medieval 

legend, ballad, and literature. The difference 
was that Charlemagne’s historical existence 
was uncontested. Although most lay people 
did believe in Arthur’s historicity, there were 
critics as early as the 12th century who were 
outraged that Geoffrey of Monmouth had used 
mere legend instead of reliable sources for his 
Historia. If only some hard evidence could be 
found so that the kings of England, like the 
kings of France, would have their own renowned 
predecessor to bolster their public image… 

Walter Crane 1911
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Supposedly, so the story goes, an aged and 
wise bard told Henry II the secret location of 
the tomb of Arthur and Guinevere, buried on the 
grounds of Glastonbury Abbey. 

Accounts say that the excavation took place 
under Henry’s successor, Richard I, in 1190. 
However, some writers have said they believe 
it to have taken place before Henry’s death in 
1189. 

Among the contents of the grave was found 
the skeletons of two corpses, a male and a 
female, a lock of the golden hair of Guinevere, 
and a plaque in the shape of a cross identifying 
them as Arthur and Guinevere. The grave’s 
contents went missing sometime in the 16th 
century, so they are not able to be analyzed by 
modern science. 

Christopher Snyder discusses Arthur’s grave 
in his book, The World of King Arthur. He says 
that although there was motive on the part of 
the royal family, or even on the part of the 
monks to increase pilgrimages to their abbey, 
archaeology has demonstrated that the site 
had been occupied since at least the 5th or 6th 
centuries. He also says that judging by drawings 
documenting the cross, now lost, it does appear 
to have been created much earlier than the12th 
century, though it is not likely to have originated 
in the time of Arthur. 

Many historians believe that Henry II hatched 
the plan and planted the evidence which was 
then “discovered” under the instructions of 
Richard I.

Other English kings also saw the benefit of 
attaching themselves to King Arthur. 

The Tudors, whose right to rule was always 
tenuous, took advantage of their own Welsh 
origins to tie themselves to Arthur. Henry VIII’s 
older brother, who would have been king if he 
had not died too young, was named Arthur. 

And, Henry VIII famously refinished the 
famous Winchester Round Table, hanging in 
Winchester Castle, with a Tudor Rose adorning 
the center, as shown in the accompanying photo 
by our own Shane Broderick.

A subject that has never waned in popularity 
in well over one thousand years is impossible to 
cover in a single article. 

However, I have attempted to give an 
overview of how various innovators have shaped 
Arthurian legend over the years. Of course, 
these innovations are still going on today, and 
probably will continue long after we are gone. 

To complete this edition of The Archivist’s 
Corner, I leave you with a poem that describes 
Henry II at Arthur’s tomb. It was written in 1842 
by Aubrey de Vere.

King Henry II. 
At the Tomb of King Arthur

Part I.

1.
WHY put the great in Time their trust?

   Whate’er on earth we prize
Of dust was made, and is but dust,

   For all its brave disguise.
No boor but one day with the just

   May triumph in the skies!

2.
Ambition doth but chase a gleam.

   An idle toy the sword!
The crown a mockery; power a dream—

   For Christ alone is Lord.
This lore King Henry learned:—Of him

   I will a tale record.

Winchester Round Table, photo by Shane Broderick
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3.
The tourney past, in festival

   Baron and knight were met:
Last pomp it was that graced the hall

   Of great Plantagenet;
A Prince for valour praised by all,

   More famed for wisdom yet.

4.
The board rang loud with kingly cheer:

   Light jest, and laugh, and song
Ran swiftly round from peer to peer:

   Alone on that gay throng
The harper looked with eye severe,

   The while in unknown tongue

5.
A mournful dirge abroad he poured;

   Sad strains, and lorn, and slow:
Poor wreck of music prized and stored

   Long centuries ago
On Briton hills ere Saxon sword
   Had stained as yet their snow.

6.
“Strike other chords,” the monarch cried.

   “Whate’er thy words may be:
“They sound the dirge of festal pride:

   “Warriors, not monks are we!
“The melodies to grief allied
   “No music make for me.”

7.
The harper’s eye with warlike fire
   One moment shone; no more.

His lips, but now compressed in ire,
   A smile disdainful wore,

While forth from each resounding wire
   Its fiercer soul he tore.

8.
Louder and louder pealed the strain,
   More wild, and soul-entrancing:

Picturing now helmets cloven in twain;
   Now swords like meteors glancing;

Now tramping hosts o’er hill and plain
   Retreating and advancing.

9.
Each measure, mightier than the last,

   Rushed forth, stern triumphs wooing;
Like some great Angel on the blast
   From Heaven to Heaven pursing
With outspread pinion, far and fast,

   A host abhorred to ruin.

10.
The bard meanwhile with cold, stern air,

   Looked proudly on the proud,
Fixing unmoved a victor’s stare
   On that astonished crowd—

‘Till all the princes gathered there
   Leaped up, and cried aloud:

11.
“What man, what chief, what crowned head,

   “Eternal heir of fame,
“Of all that live, or all the dead,

   “This praise shall dare to claim?”—
Then rose that British bard, and said,

   “King Arthur is his name.”

12.
“What sceptre grasped King Arthur’s hand?”

   “The sceptre of this Isle.”
“What nations bled beneath his brand?”

   “The Saxon foe erewhile.”
“His tomb?” was Henry’s next demand—

   “He sleeps in yonder pile.”

13.
Forth went the King with all his train,

   At the mid hour of night;
They paced in pairs the silent plain

   Under the red torch-light.
The moon was sinking in her wane,
   The tower yet glimmered bright.
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Part II.

1.
Through Glastonbury’s cloister dim
   The midnight winds were sighing;

Chaunting a low funereal hymn
   For those in silence lying,

Death’s gentle flock mid shadows grim
   Fast bound, and unreplying.

2.
Hard by the monks their mass were saying.

   The organ evermore
Its wave in alternation swaying
   On that smooth swell upbore

The voice of their melodious praying
   Toward Heaven’s eternal shore.

3.
Ere long a princely multitude

   Moved on through arches grey
Which yet, though shattered, stand where stood

   (God grant they stand for aye!)
Saint Joseph’s church of woven wood

   On England’s baptism day.

4.
The grave they found; their swift strokes fell

   Piercing dull earth and stone.
They reached ere long an oaken cell

   And cross of oak whereon
Was graved “Here sleeps King Arthur well

   “In the Isle of Avalon.”

5.
The mail on every knightly breast,

   The steel at each man’s side,
Sent forth a sudden gleam: each crest

   Bowed low its plumed pride:
Down o’er the coffin stooped a priest—

   But first the monarch cried

6.
“Great King! in youth I made a vow

   “Earth’s mightiest son to greet:

“His hand to worship; on his brow
   “To gaze; his grace entreat.

“Therefore, though dead, till noontide thou
   “Shalt fill my royal seat!”

7.
Away the massive lid they rolled—

   Alas! what found they there?
No kingly brow, no shapely mould;
   But dust where such things were.

Ashes o’er ashes, fold on fold—
   And one bright wreath of hair.

8.
Genevra’s hair! like gold it lay:

   For Time, though stern, is just;
And humbler things feel last his sway;

   And Death reveres his trust.—
They touched that wreath; it sank away

   From sunshine into dust!

9.
Then Henry lifted from his head
   The conqueror’s iron crown:

That crown upon that dust he laid,
   And knelt in reverence down,

And raised both hands to Heaven, and said,
   “Thou, God, art King alone!

10.
“Lie there my crown, since God decrees

   “This head a couch as low.
“What am I better now than these

   “Six hundred years ago?
“Henceforth all mortal pageantries

   “I count an idle show.”

11.
Such words King Henry spake: and ere

   The cloister vaults had felt
Along their arches damp and bare

   The last faint echo melt,
The nobles congregated there

   On that cold pavement knelt:
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12.
And each his coronet down laid;
   And Christ his King adored:

And murmured in that mournful shade
   “Thou, God, alone art lord.

“Like yonder hair at last shall fade
   “Each sceptre, crown, and sword.”

REFERENCES
Archibald, Elizabeth, and Ad Putter. The 

Cambridge Companion to the Arthurian Legend. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009. 

Lupack, Alan. Oxford Guide to Arthurian 
Legend. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005. 

Snyder, Christopher. The World of King 
Arthur. New York: Thames & Hudson, 2000.

White, Richard. King Arthur in Legend and 
History. New York: Routledge, 1997. Arthur and Guinivere by Lancelot Speed 1912



– 30 –

Shipbuilding has been around for hundreds 
of years. Wooden canoes, wooden crafts with 
oars, sailing ships that depended on the wind, 
metal hull ships – these are just some of the 
watercraft that were built from early times. 

More modern techniques were used in the 
big shipyards that would help to make history 
by these shipbuilding innovators.

Robert Napier was born in Dumbarton, 
Scotland, in 1791, at the height of the Industrial 
Revolution. His family’s trades were of bell-
wrights, blacksmiths and engineers. This would 
have helped him decide his career, becoming 
part of shipbuilding history.

Robert started an apprenticeship with 
his father that lasted for five years. Then he 
moved to Edinburgh to get more experience 
and worked for Robert Stevenson, the civil 
engineer and famed designer and builder of 
lighthouses. The most famous Stevenson 
lighthouse was the Bell Rock Lighthouse, off 
the coast of Angus, Scotland.

In 1823, Robert Napier won a contract to 
build a steam engine for the paddle steamer 
Leven. It was so well-built that it was later 
fitted to another ship, the paddle steamer Queen 
of Beauty. The “Leven Engine” was the name 
of his engine. It now rests at the Denny Ship 
Model Experiment Tank section of the Scottish 
Maritime Museum in Dumbarton.

Robert Napier continued building 
steamship engines, eventually expanding into 
steam engines for ocean-going vessels. He 
later became the Admiralty’s primary engine 
builder.

In 1841, he expanded his company and 
started an iron ship-building yard in Govan 
called Napier’s Shipyard, along with Parkhead 
Forge Steelworks. 

In 1843, his shipyard produced its first ship 
the Vanguard. Napier also procured a contract 
with the Royal Navy to produce vessels. He 
had the great insight to allow naval officers 
in training to visit the shipyard to familiarise 
themselves with these new vessels before 
going to sea in them.

Robert Napier would eventually expand into 
steam engines for ocean-going vessels. He also 
had a controversial contract with the East India 
Company to build an engine for their ship, the 
paddle steamer Berenice, which was built by 
David Napier, Robert’s cousin.

Using the engine that Robert had built 
proved faster than the Berenice’s sister ship, the 
paddle steamer Atalanta (which was built on 
the Thames), beating her to India by eighteen 
days on their maiden voyage.

The Parkhead Forge Steelworks was 
acquired by William Beardmore and Company 
in 1886. Later, in 1900, Napier’s Shipyard 
in Govan was also acquired by Beardmore, 
then sold again, finally closing in 1962. The 
Parkhead Forge Steelworks would close in 
1976.

Through his pioneering efforts, his 
insistence on quality, workmanship, technical 
innovation and encouragement of many of the 
leading shipbuilders and engineers, Robert 

Shipbuilders
of  Yesterday

by Alison MacRae
Canada

The Leven engine
(photo copyright Chris Allen, Wikipedia)
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Napier did more than any other to establish the 
Clyde shipyard’s world-wide reputation, and 
may indeed, with justice, be called “the Father 
of Clyde shipbuilding.

After a wait of three hundred years, in 2014 
Robert Napier was finally inducted into the 
Scottish Engineer Hall of Fame.

Many of Scotland’s most esteemed 
shipbuilders apprenticed under Robert Napier, 
including James and George Thomson, brothers 
who founded the J & G Thomson Shipyard, 
which was later known as John Brown & 
Company.

The Thomson brothers, after their 
apprenticeship under Robert Napier, started 
with engine building, then expanded into 
shipbuilding in 1851. They produced over forty  
steamers including the Russia, which was one 
of the top ships crossing the Atlantic.

They later moved their premises to 
Clydebank, and, after James’s early retirement 
and George’s sudden death, their sons took 
over; they also had the same given names. 
Eventually their shipyard was sold to John 
Brown & Company in Clydebank.

John Brown & Company built turbines and 
boilers both for its own ships and also for other 
companies

Their growth and their ancillary works 
and buildings for the workers resulted in 
the formation of a new town which took its 
name from that of the shipyard. It was called 
Clydebank, founded in 1886.

In 1915, pneumatic riveting was introduced 
which used only one riveter, whereas previously 
two had been required.

Shipbuilding was an industry that found 
it hard to get workers during the war, so it 
introduced a scheme called “dilution” whereby 
it was agreed with the unions (and the unions 
were very powerful) that they would employ 
women in a number of jobs, and once the war 
ended, the women would give them up. 

During the war years, the company employed 
an average of 10,000 workers of which 7,000 
were in the shipyard and 3,000 in the engine 

works. In January 1918, eighty-seven of these 
were women.

John Brown & Company was the Cunard 
Line’s preferred shipbuilder, building its 
flagship liners RMS Lusitania and RMS 
Aquitania (RMS stands for Royal Mail Ship). 

In order to build the Lusitania they 
reorganized their yard to accommodate her so 
that she could be launched diagonally across 
the widest available part of the river Clyde.

They dredged the Clyde and extended the 
dock. The new slipway took up the space of 
two existing ones and was built on reinforced 
piles driven deeply into the ground. A new 
crane capable of lifting 150 tons, and additional 
machinery and equipment, were also installed 
to ensure the slipway could take the temporary 
concentrated weight of the whole ship as it slid 
into the water.

After the First World War, John Brown 
& Company built three ships that saved the 
company, as orders were not as plentiful then. 
They were the RMS Empress of Britain, the 
Cunard/White Star Liners’ RMS Queen Mary, 
and the RMS Queen Elizabeth.

HMS Hood (HMS means His/Her Majesty’s 
Ship) was the last battleship built for the 
Royal Navy by John Brown’s Shipyard. It was 
commissioned in 1920 and in service until 
1941, when it was sunk, in the Battle of the 
Denmark Strait, by the Bismark. The HMS 
Hood was one of the largest and most powerful 
warships in the world. It was the pride of the 

RMS Lusitania, before her launch June 7, 1906   
(photo copyright Maritimequest, Wikipedia)
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Royal Navy and was known as the “Mighty 
Hood.”

In total, John Brown & Company built over 
360 ships on the Clyde. It was one of the most 
highly-regarded and internationally-famous 
shipbuilding companies in the world.

Further down the river from John Brown 
& Company was another famous shipbuilder 
which was located in the Scotstoun district of 
Glasgow, on the River Clyde.

It was Sir Alfred Fernandez Yarrow 
who started a shipbuilding dynasty called 
Yarrow Shipbuilders. Yarrow’s strong naval 
engineering capabilities and inventive mind 
were behind a number of inventions designed 
to drive ships even faster.

Alfred Yarrow developed his boiler as a 
response to others who had already developed  
water-tube boilers. Work began in 1877. His 
was known as the “Yarrow Boiler. “ The first 
commercial boiler was not supplied until ten 
years later for a torpedo boat.

The company was one of the world’s leading 
builders of destroyers and frigates from its 
inception, building ships for the Royal Navy 
and numerous export customers.

During the First World War, the company 
developed the pioneering Erskine artificial 
limb along with Dr. William Macewen.

Dr. Macewen trained a team of pattern-
makers to manufacture these items for the 
hospital which he had helped to found, called 
Princess Louise Scottish Hospital for Limbless 
Sailors and Soldiers, and located in Erskine 

(now called the Erskine Hospital). Erskine is 
near Glasgow.

After the Second World War, shipbuilding 
resumed with the making of merchant ships. The 
company made shallow-draft craft for countries 
all around the world. These were shipped out 
and assembled at their destinations.

The Admiralty continued to be a key 
customer for the yard, ordering frigates and 
seaward defence boats.

In total, Yarrow built approximately 400 
ships on the Clyde.

This was the company my Dad worked for 
after his apprentice years. He was classified as 
a “Boilermaker” in his trade papers. He worked 
in the naval division of Yarrows. His brother 
also worked for Yarrows in management.

Both of these companies were bombed 
during the Second World War. The event is 
known as the “Clydebank Blitz,” yet they still 
managed to produce ships for the Admiralty.

Nowadays, these company names no longer 
exist. They have either shut down or have been 
amalgamated with another company.

One thing’s for sure, the River Clyde does 
not have the hustle or the bustle of the shipyards 
anymore, and the 12:00 whistle, which I still 
remember hearing during the week, is no 
longer.

The men who built these shipyards had the 
foresight to develop their technical methods to 
make them major innovators in their field.

Above are workers from the Yarrows shipyard. 
The man on the right is my father.

More workers from the Yarrows shipyard. 
My dad is in the top row, first on the left.
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 If you travel around Western Scotland, 
you’ll soon become accustomed to road signs 
in both English and Gaelic, but those signs 
have only appeared in the last forty years, and 
can be attributed to one man. 

Sir Iain Noble (1935-2010) was born in 
Berlin to a Scottish father and a Norwegian 
mother. Sir Iain, 3rd Baronet of Ardkinglas 
and Eilean Iarmain, did some globe-trotting 
with his diplomat parents, then attended Eton 
and Oxford. He became a successful merchant 
banker in Edinburgh, and when his bank was 
bought out in 1969, he used the proceeds to 
buy a substantial portion of land in Sleat on the 
southern peninsula of the Isle of Skye. 

What has this to do with road signs in 
Gaelic? 

Everything, because another noticeable 
aspect of travel in the Highlands and Islands 
is that there simply aren’t very many roads. 
When, in 1973, the local authorities wanted to 
build a road to Sleat south from Portree, Sir 

Iain offered to donate the needed land… but 
only if the road signs were bilingual. While this 
ought not to have been a significant request—a 
grand total of three road signs were planned—
the authorities at the time were rabidly anti-
Gaelic.

 

by Grace Burrowes
USA

Signs Of A
    Noble Vision

View from the cafeteria windows at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, the Gaelic College on the Isle of Skye 

Gaelic/English road sign (attribution “A87-
bilingual,” by English Wikipedia user PMJ). 



Sir Iain saw those road signs as the thin edge 
of the Scottish Gaelic cultural revival wedge. 

And he was right. Wales had set the 
precedent for bilingual road signs, and those 
had been well received by the locals. Sir Iain 
had visited the Faroe Islands in the late 1960s, 
and had seen that for a remote locality, the 
Islands were thriving. (They still enjoy one 
of the lowest rates of unemployment in the 
world.)

The Faroese told him that when they’d 
gained home rule in 1948, and “stopped trying 
to be Danish,” (in Sir Iain’s words), their 
economic situation had come right as well. 

Sir Iain ran—hard, fast, and relentlessly—
with the concept that cultural and economic 
wellbeing are intertwined, and if the Highlands 
and Islands were to thrive, then Gaelic culture 
had to be a part of their success. He’s referred to 
as a Gaelic activist, but it’s equally fair to call 
him an economic activist. On his Skye estate, 
he began with a Gaelic public library, and from 
the start recognized that the library needed to 
serve social as well as academic functions. 

That library was the seed for the Sabhal 
Mòr Ostaig (SMO) charitable trust, founded in 
1973. The name translates to something like, 
“big barn on the east bay,” and now stands for 
one of the most successful minority language 
maintenance and revitalization programs 
ever undertaken. Sir Iain incorporated both 
language and culture, offering Gaelic short 
courses, night courses, and community courses, 
always blending the social, the cultural, and 
the academic. The “big barn” is the facility’s 
great hall, still used regularly for concerts 
and ceilidhs. The Fiddlers’ Week ceilidh in 
particular has a reputation for requiring stamina 
from all participants. 

Sir Iain was quick to see that growing 
demand by BBC Alba for Gaelic-speaking 
actors and journalists would support a 
communications focus at Sabhal Mòr. That 
same willingness to embrace technology also 
meant that by 2000, the college was offering 
some of the first distance-learning courses in 
Gaelic. He also positioned SMO to educate the 
teachers required to meet classroom demand 
for Scotland’s Gaelic medium schools, thus 
ensuring that a future generation of Gaelic 
speakers would create even greater demand for 
the college’s higher education curriculum. 

I had a chance to enjoy the Sabhal Mòr 
Ostaig short course experience this spring, 
when I took the week-long Gaelic I class, 
followed by an introduction to photography. 
The Gaelic instruction was intense, but also 
great fun. The campus is entirely bilingual, 
from the bathroom doors, to the cafeteria 
menus, to the greetings exchanged between 
people who’d otherwise be strangers, but for 
sharing the status of Gaelic learner. 

And the setting… Some of the people I met 
on campus weren’t studying anything. They’d 
come simply for the pleasure of the campus 
environment, and the lovely scenery on Skye. 

The Clan MacDonald Center is less than 
two miles south, Dunvegan Castle (of Fairy 
Flag fame) is a pleasant half-day trip away, and Author Grace Burrowes at Dunvegan Castle
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for those who want to explore the mainland, 
the bridge at Kyle of Lochalsh is a gorgeous 
thirty-minute drive up through Broadford.

Sir Iain’s three road signs have grown from 
a symbolic cultural victory, to a full-fledged 
university campus, with several masters 
programs; international affiliations with 
institutions in Ireland, Wales and Nova Scotia; 
and short courses in everything from fiddle, 
to dance, to Gaelic song, to Skye’s cultural 
heritage. The class on Skye’s cultural heritage 
(which involves many field trips around the 
island) is always one of the first to fill, but 
makes a great introduction to the Hebrides, 
and to Gaelic culture. 

If you’re interested in finding out more 
about the learning opportunities at Sabhal Mòr 
Ostaig, the college’s (bilingual!) website is 
here: http://www.smo.uhi.ac.uk/en/.

I had a terrific time getting my feet wet with 
the language and the culture, but I also learned 
what one man with vision, determination, and 

some means can do to strengthen the roots of 
a culture that has enriched societies in many 
corners of the globe.

EDITOR’S NOTE: Grace Burrowes is new 
to the pages of Celtic Guide, but we hope 
to hear from her often. She comes highly 
recommended as a New York Times and 
USA Today best-selling author, for her work 
in the area of romance novels. A search on 
Amazon will turn up a huge list of books she 
has written. 

Having just returned from Skye, Grace is 
heading back to Scotland very shortly, and 
like many, wishes she could just stay there 
forever.

Grace also informed us that Sabhal Mòr 
Ostaig has recently released a video that lets 
people see the campus and surroundings, 
which she says are gorgeous. You can watch 
the video at: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=j1ST6TpqL6s
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One of the most thrilling elements to be found 
in the great and captivating mythos of King 
Arthur are the tales of Merlyn turning the young 
hero into various animals and birds. Within each 
transformation, the once and future king learns 
important lessons about the character of men, 
and the shifting rivers of time, and love, and 
law. In one of those retellings, Arthur returns 
from having flown aloft as a mighty eagle.

“Tell me what you saw,” urges Merlyn, and 
Arthur answers, “I saw all the lands stretching 
out below me, and the earth’s horizon floating 
far ahead, impossibly distant, as my wings 
sheared the edges of clouds.”

“And what took you note of, with the 
greatest awe?” asks Merlyn. The heir 
of the Pendragons ponders a moment, 
then answers: “That across all those 
mountains and forests and vales and 
great rolling countryside, there was not 
a single boundary that could be seen, 
as I looked downward from the sky, 
no borders or property lines, no way to 
tell who lived where or owned what, 
no sign at all of where one sort of man 
dwelt, and not another, or where they 
chose to live at all . . . not like you 
see on a map, where such things are 
all marked out.”

“Just so,” the mage responds, “a 
truthful reckoning to be sure, and one 
to remember! And now that you are 
returned, what do ye find to wonder 
at?”

“I wonder,” mused Arthur slowly, 
“what an eagle would think of my 

world, if he walked about as a boy . . “
“Ahh, a good and worthy riddle,” Merlyn 

chortled, “ye should hang that one inside your 
mind, and bide with it for a time!”

We, of course, with our mighty way-back 
lenses, can contemplate the lives of great men 
living long ago, and come to many conclusions, 
sharpened by a plentitude of modern 
perspectives. 

Merlyn was clearly training Arthur to be not 
only a great King, and a virtuous one, but also 
a man whose life would be writ large upon his 
time, and the times to come, a legend, certainly, 
but also a pioneer of sorts, and an icon, perhaps 
even what men might call an innovator.

But now let us shift our gaze forward half a 
millennium, and several hundred miles north as 
eagles fly, to another scenario, where the king 
this time is the elder of the two, and the pilgrim, 
of sorts, is the one younger in age, and merely 
a man-at-arms, though one of good standing 
among his fellows, and known amongst them as 
Henry de Barde.

 by Cass and Deborah Wright
  Bellows Falls, VT, USA
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He scouts ahead for the King’s hunting party, 
for his liege is the doughty William the Lion, 
famed for his love of sport; and the game he 
seeks this day is boar. Henry pauses his steed 
on the woodland trail, shifts his spear off-hand, 
and smells the cool, woodland breeze for the 
telltale rancor of wild swine. Soon, his eyes spy 
an eagle perched atop a nearby tree, who returns 
his stare, cocks its head, and gives three sharp 
cries, before taking wing. An omen, thinks de 
Barde; he recalls that the Highland Scots call 
such a bird Iolair, and wonders briefly what 
his forebears would’ve called it, men like his 
grandfather, who had come from Normandy 
with William the Conqueror. Suddenly, he is 
roused by crashing and shouting on the trail 
behind him - the boars had been flushed!

Galloping back, de Barde finds the King and 
his companions beset by a sounder of five burly 
wild boar, all in tush. King William, attempting 
to spear the largest boar, finds his horse reared by 
the swine’s fearsome charge. In a dire moment 
of dread ill-luck, one of the boar’s tusks rips 
through the King’s cinchstrap, and tangled in 
saddle and stirrups, the monarch is toppled loose 
of his floundering steed, slamming undefended 
to the turf.

In such moments, history ever totters as on a 
razor’s edge, and in truth, the reign of William 
the Lion might have ended that day, but Henry de 
Barde spurred his own mount, leapt the King’s 
stricken horse, and hurling himself bodily from 
his own saddle, drove his spear into the charging 
boar, pinning the roaring hog to the forest floor 
mere feet from the scrambling Scottish King.

Posture and dignity regained, William called 
for his claymore, dispatched his dying horse, 
then clove wide the trembling carcass of the 
boar. With great pomp, he presents its heart to 
Henry as “ane award” for his huntsmanship, and 
in gratitude for “his life’s saving”. Henry insists 
afterward on boosting his liege into his own 
saddle, and walking bridle-service for William, 
until camp was made.

During that parade, King William suggests 
that if the younger man became a knight, he 
might want to adopt the crest of a boar. But de 
Barde responds that were he to earn such an 
honor, he would favor an eagle, as one had cried 
him the warning. 

“Aye, mote it be!” proclaimed William, 
“Then dost I order ye present yourself suchly 
afore my seat at Scone.”

Henry de Barde followed that bidding, and 
bore upon his sword arm a simple, painted 
shield, showing an eagle’s head, when the 
King’s Marischal presented him before William 
the Lion, and the herald canted the tale of his 
service.

“Where dwell thy kin and ilk?” the King 
inquired, to which Henry replied: “Majorly, 
in the east of Lanark, and some besides in the 
south therefrom, Your Grace.”

“Then I shall make ye gift, in perpetual 
reward, some great grants of land near thereto, 
for the line of thy blood, and charge you to settle 
such with thy kin, and make good this land with 
the children of men in service to your Line, and 
that ye hold this land by the Law of my Name, 
and raise thy sons in pledge to my Throne. Blaze 
your charge of arms about an Eagle’s image, 

The lands of the clan known as Baird first came 
to be recognized in the area around Biggar,  
Scotland, in the region known as Lanarkshire. 
Biggar forms the point of a pyramid with 
Glasgow and Edinburgh. and is located near the 
strategically important River Clyde.
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that the Kings of Scots to follow me might ever 
ken your sons upon the Field.”

Thus did the lands of the clan known as Baird 
first come to be recognized in the area around 
Biggar, in the region known as Lanarkshire, 
and Henry de Barde begins to step back into 
history’s shadows, except for mention of him 
as witnessing a charter by his beloved King 
William, in 1178, to the Bishop of Glasgow, for 
lands in the bailie of Stirling. 

Another Henry Debard stood witness for a 
deed by one Thomas De Haya in 1202, to the 
House of Soltre - possibly the same man, much 
later in life, but more likely a son of the first 
Eagle Chief, who began styling his name in a 
slightly different way.

Richard Baird , the first early kinsman known 
to have used the modern form and spelling of 
the family name, received more lands by charter 
from Alexander III in 1240, for the places 
known as Meikle, and Little Kyp, both also in 
the region of Lanarkshire. The branch known 
thereafter as the Bairds of Kyp produced the 
family patrons who signed the Ragman Roll of 
Edward I, their names being signed as Fergus 
Debard, John Bard and Robert Bard.

In the mid-1320s, a different Robert Baird 
held the office of Sheriff of Lanark, and was 
further celebrated in 1329 by receiving the 
barony of Cambusnethan in a grant from King 
Robert the Bruce. The Baird’s Cambusnethan 
household became their chiefly line, and 
expanded to holdings in Banffshire, and later 
on, to Auchmeddan in Aberdeenshire. Far 
indeed had the Eagle spread its wings, but the 
ambitions of this family was merely aborning, 
and soon they were known throughout the 
breadth of Scotland for being quiet, industrious, 
loyal, and yet very astute in their accumulation 
of authority and resource.

Archives inform us that in 1465, Martin 
Baird held a charter of Halidon Hill, located in 
the Borders, under no less esteem than the Great 
Seal. Half a century later, in the Highlands, 

William Baird acquired Balmaduthy, and Indety, 
up in Easter Ross, per force of a royal charter 
received in 1526.

Still though, the center aerie of their vast nest 
was at Auchmeddan, and it was that chiefly line 
which produced George Baird, a charismatic 
man of great bearing, often remarked upon as 
being quite the dashing courtier in many circles 
of nobility in Scotland and England. Small 
wonder then that he secured the hand in marriage 
of the niece of Clan Keith’s Earl Marischal, 
a match which went a far way in cementing 
the hierarchical wherewithal of the Bairds. 
Over time, this happy joining also produced 
an entire generation of consecutive Sheriffs of 
Lanarkshire, an auld post for the family, but 
one which had waxed greatly in authority in the 
intervening centuries.

During these spans of years, the great estates 
of Auchmeddan were enriched and improved 
to the point of splendor, the crowning aspect 
being the convocation of eagles nesting in the 
crags above the main house, often seeming to 
embody, like living avatars, the Baird’s own 
heraldic arms.

But there was a dark side to that totemic 
grandeur, for in the late 13th century, the uncanny 
prophet known as Thomas the Rhymer, had 
predicted that the tidings of Clan Baird would 
turn poor if they failed to retain Auchmeddan, 
and that when they lost its title, the eagles 
would disappear from atop the crags. Despite 
the elevation of James Baird of Saughtonhall to 
advocacy in Edinburgh, and his son, John, being 
created first a Knight Baronet in the 1680s, and 
then a High Court Judge under the title of Lord 
Newbyth, an accumulation of debt, and gradual 
mismanagement of resource, resulted in the 
great manor house at Auchmeddan passing 
from the family’s ownership into the possession 
of the Earl of Aberdeen.

True to Thomas’s grim forecast, the eagles 
disappeared . . . and were not seen again, until 
the Earl’s eldest son happened to wed a daughter 
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of William Baird of Newbyth, after which, as if 
by divine scheme, a pair returned to nest upon 
the crags . . .

Though bolstered by several prestigious 
appointments, and well-planned marriages, the 
arc of the Bairds continued waning through 
the eighteenth century, although much heroism 
was accorded them through the Georgian, 
Napoleonic, and Regency Era, as the clan 
produced such acclaimed warriors as General 
Sir David Baird, of the Easter Ross branch, 
who commanded his forces valiantly beneath 
the Union Jack, battling the foes of the Crown 
for over 40 years, throughout British colonies 
all across India, and throughout the continent of 
Africa.

Perhaps the wide, wild wings of the Bairds 
ne’er flew so high, nor so far, though, as they did 
within the mind of a lad born in 1888, the youngest 
bairn of an Episcopal minister in Helenburgh. 
Always obsessed with electricity, engineering, 

radio bands, and applied mathematics, young 
John Logie Baird was recognized early on as 
possessing a gifted scientific, if frustratingly 
maverick, turn of mind, adroit at utilizing all 
manner of gadgetry, and showing a truly brilliant 
grasp of photoelectric principles.

On a February day in 1924, Baird presented 
an astonishing demonstration of successfully 
transmitting moving silhouette images via his 
latest invention, a semi-mechanical analogue 
“television.” In the wake thereof, it would take 
American scientist Vladimir Zworykin another 
five years to develop a working picture tube for 
Westinghouse laboratories, but undeniably, on 
that one winter afternoon in London, the genius 
of J. L. Baird changed the face of the whole, 
wide world, literally forever.

Often, it would seem, to become a true 
innovator, one needs to fly like an eagle, always 
higher, ever bravely, and often alone, until you 
can begin to see the horizon of the future.

The Book is Coming!
The Book is Coming!

The printing process has begun! But slowly, a compilation of 
the first two years of Henceforth Tales should be available for 

sale at fairs, events, etc, some time in  2015. 
Thank you all for your readership. 

Follow future issues of the Celtic Guide for further information about 
this publication. . . and thank you for joining us at the hearth ! - DW

 by Cass & Deborah Wright



– 40 –

  We’ve only just touched on all the innovations that have come out of Celtic lands, or from folks 
whose families trace back to Celtic lands. Still, this issue is quite an impressive presentation of the 
advanced thinking and hard work that many were willing to put forth to be the first, to be the best, 
to achieve in areas where no one had before. We kind of think of the Celtic Guide, and its many 
volunteers, as innovators. We present unique Celtic stories with an all-volunteer staff from around 
the world, something not easily found elsewhere. Below are our themes for the year. Stay tuned. 

January (published) - Unexplained Mysteries
February (published) - The Voyage
March - (published) - Spirituality
April - (published) Superstitions (lots of these where the Celts are concerned!)
May - (published) Castles and Cathedrals (nothing like stonework to say “Celtic”)
June - (published) The Innovators (the inventors, the explorers, the first to try something) 
July - Legends and Lore (stories galore)
August - The Animals (we’ve left these poor creatures out, all along)
September - Wee Folk and Monsters (From Fae to Nessie, and everything in between)
October - Halloween (including the festival known as Samhainn in Scottish Gaelic 
    or Samhain in Irish, and other Celtic celebrations)
November - Seasons and Cycles (recurring themes from Celtic culture and history)
December - Gifts (our free-for-all, anything-goes, Christmas gift issue)

So, what’S next?

Been busy again . . .
I’ve just finished another book – this time 
it’s about the very first mayor of Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, who came from a Scotch-
Irish family, and who lived an incredible 
life, even before becoming mayor. Though 
it wasn’t meant that way, the book arrived in 
time for the planning of Pittsburgh’s 200th 
Anniversary in 2016. It should be available 
on Amazon and other sites by time you read 
this issue of the Celtic Guide. 

Ebenezer Denny First Mayor Of Pittsburgh


