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     From the Editor
 Maybe here is where I should be inserting some piratey phrase 

such as “Ahoy, Matey,” or “ Avast, ye scoundrel,” or the ever popular – 
“Aaaaaahhhhhhrrrrrrggggghhh!” 

Pirates have captured the imagination, especially of little children, for 
years. One kiddy’s show you can be sure will be well-attended is a “pirate-show.” 

Now we all know real piracy was no child’s play. In fact, some of the most vicious acts 
of pillage and plunder were carried out by these men (and a few women) – sometimes in 
service to their homeland as privateers, but more often in service to themselves and their 
shipmates, as pirates.

Though the history of piracy goes far back to the earliest sea-going civilizations, we are 
concerned here with tales of Celtic pirates – from Wales, Nova Scotia and the Maritimes, 
Scotland and Ireland, and even the Scandinavian countries.

New Guide author,  Cindy Vallar, is a longtime researcher of all things Scottish and all 
things pirate. She has combined her passions into one great story for us on Scottish pirates, 
and another on Viking pirates. Cindy hails from Texas.

Another new Guide author, Scott Woodburn, comes to us from Ireland and will be 
supplying a story on the famous female pirate Grace O’Malley.

Our friend Victoria Roberts has provided a glimpse of the famous Captain Kidd, and 
this issue is further sprinkled with a variety of additional pirate-related items, including 
Henceforth Tales, which this month deals with the MacNeill clan, also known for their own 
adventures into piracy.

As with most of the themes we choose, it seems one issue can’t quite cover all the 
available stories and so we may return to this theme in a later issue. It also seems that 24 
pages or less seems to be handier for fast computer uploading and downloading and so 
we will shoot for the standard issue size being slightly smaller than last month’s 36-pager, 
unless, of course, more pages are truly warranted. We hope to provide 250-300 pages of 
absolutely free Celtic-based stories each year.

We are always open to ideas, submissions and comments on our efforts and we happened 
to have a few recent emails to the editor to display on the following page.

Our July issue will deal most specifically with the Battle of Red Harlaw of 1411, since in 
that month we commemorate its 601st anniversary. Nearly every family or clan in Scotland 
can trace an ancestor to this battle. We’ll likely touch on a few other battles, here and there, 
which led up to, or followed up on the Harlaw incident.

In August, I think we might explore how ancient Celtic history has been recorded, 
through the centuries, for us to now analyze and understand. I hope you enjoy our efforts 
and please feel free to spread the word.

  Editor & Publisher
                                               Jim McQuiston 

http://www.celticguide.com  •  celticguide@gmail.com
 



Dear James,
    Thank you so much for the invitation to download 
and read your e-magazine, “The Celtic Guide.” I 
have downloaded 3 of the 5 so far. They are a very 
good read and very informative. As an officer of 
our clan, I have a request for you. We would like 
to put a link to your website from our website. 
Would you give us permission to do so? It is most 
interesting, to say the least. I will be forwarding 
the e-mail for sure!! Thank you so much.
Yours Aye,

Mary B.
New Mexico

The Celtic Guide,
   Good luck on your adventure. 

Victoria M.
(State of ) Washington

 Jim,
  Thank you for the five issues of The Celtic 
Guide. I have enjoyed them so much. Since I am 
Scottish, I look for all the info I can find. I am 
looking forward to other issues. Thanks again and 
keep up the good work for the Scottish and Irish. 

Betty M.
South Carolina 

Dear Jim,
  Just yesterday received info on your “Celtic 
Guide” and have enjoyed the first five issues. I am 
a past president of the local St. Andrew Society.
Yours Aye!

 Eric K.
 Georgia

Jim,
    This is very interesting! Please keep me on your 
email list, I will enjoy (and share) your stories and 
content! Regards,

 Fred M.
North Carolina

The Celtic Guide,
   Nice!! Thank you!!

Alice H.
New Hampshire

Looks great! Thanks Jim -
Val V.
California

Jim,
   I too am Ulster Scot. Your visions to touch 
these subjects in your issues are interesting and 
exciting. Many blessings with them.

John M.
Ulster, UK

Jim,
  Hi, I am a descendant of McDonnell’s of Keppoch 
still working on the genealogy. I really enjoyed 
reading your information and would like to read 
more. I am really impressed.

Kristin R.
North Carolina

The Celtic Guide,
   Good job. Of course we have not had time to 
read it all, but from the quick look, it looks great. 
And this is free to everyone? If so, I will pass the 
word on to our clan. Thanks, we are enjoying 
reading it now.

Ginger M.
Tennessee
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While we could always blame Walt Disney or 
Jimmy Buffett for making the pirate seem like an 
honorable character, piratical exploits have been 
written about for centuries, usually with a twist 
of respect, however reserved, for their lifestyle of 
freedom, affinity for warm weather living, and riches 
beyond the average man’s dreams.

One of the earliest attempts to record the history 
of pirates was made in a book sometimes credited to 
Daniel Defoe (author of Robinson Crusoe); the 1724 
book, A General History of the Pyrates.

This General History is otherwise credited to 
Charles Johnson. The book traces the act of piracy 
back to the earliest civilizations. For our purposes, 
we only wish to go back to the earliest Celtic or 
perhaps Norse pirates. Luckily, whoever the author 

was, he was privy to some amazing ship logs and 
other first hand accounts of piracy, especially in the 
Caribbean. 

First, let it be said that, although he is thought to be 
English, Defoe’s parents were devout Presbyterians, 
certainly a sign that there may have been some 
Scottish influence if not blood in Defoe, whose 
original name was more simply “Foe.” His Crusoe 
hero was, in fact, based on the Scottish seaman, 
Alexander Selkirk, lost on a desert island for years.

From the book’s preface – “I say, ’tis strange 
that a few Pyrates should ravage the Seas for Years, 
without ever being light upon by any of our Ships of 
War; when in the mean Time, they (the Pyrates) shall 
take Fleets of Ships; it looks as if one was much more 
diligent in their Affairs, than the others. Roberts and 

his Crew, alone, took 400 Sail before he was 
destroy’d.”

Bartholomew Roberts (he was born as 
John Roberts) was also a Celt, being from 
Wales. He was, by far, the most successful 
pirate during the golden age of piracy (1650s 
through the 1730s).

The Vikings undoubtably had the most 
staying power in years, as pirates, though 
many of their raids took place on land. 
Possibly through Viking influence in Ireland 
and Scotland, many Celts took to piracy even 
before America was “officially” discovered. 
The waterways of these countries were 
constantly being threatened by piratical 
forces, raiding by sea and by land.

The Pyrate author seems to defend 
his avid interest in pirates, and that of his 
readers, with the words - “I hope I may be 
excus’d, if what I print is with a Design of 
serving the Publick.”

The Celtic Guide reserves the same hope 
that you will enjoy these pages as part of our 
colorful Celtic history.

A Pirate’s Life For Me
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The Lives of Scottish Pirates

Spùinneadair-mara (spoo-nuder mara) in 
Gaelic means plunderer, spoiler, or robber on the 
sea - or more specifically, pirate.  All that is known 
about some Scottish sea raiders are their names, 
like Alan of the Straws, and some tidbit of fact 
or legend, such as he lived in Torloisk on the Isle 
of Mull.  Some of the earliest pirates, for whom 
some record exists, were Vikings.  In 617 pirates -– 
perhaps Vikings, perhaps a band of female warriors 
from Loch nam Ban Móra – attacked a monastery 
on Eigg. Saint Donan, the founder of the island 
monastery, celebrated mass with fifty-two monks.  
At his request, the pirates permitted him to finish 
the mass before they beheaded Saint Donan and 
the others.

According to the Icelandic Annals, Sweyn 
(Svein) Asleifsson pirated around 1150. He 
spent winters in Gairsay, then swept down on the 
Hebrides and Ireland in the spring.  One of his 
more renowned acts involved the seizure of two 
English ships laden with cloth and wine off the 
coast of Dublin.  On the journey home, Sweyn and 
his men sewed the bright-colored material to their 
sails.  They also drank so much wine they had no 
memory of the return trip.  They christened the 
voyage their “Cloth Cruise.”   His last raid centered 
on Dublin, which he held for ransom.  The citizens 
agreed to his demands, but instead of paying, they 
staged an ambush in which they killed Sweyn.

Thormod Thasramr, whose aliases included 
Thormod Foal’s-leg and Uspak the Hebridean, 
plundered the Hebrides during the summer months 
with twelve longships.  He and his men took anything 
made of silver and coins.  He also pillaged a sacred 
Norse island.  When he returned to Norway, the 
bishops censured him for his piracy.

Holmfast and his cousin, Grim, raided the 
Hebrides and slew Earl Asbiorn Skeria-blesi.  
Among the seized spoils were his wife, Alof, and 
his daughter, Arneid.  The men drew lots.  Holmfast 
got Arneid, whom he presented to his father as a 
bond woman.  Grim married Alof.

Though an innkeeper, wine merchant, customs 
inspector, and the Provost of Aberdeen, Robert 
Davidson, was charged with piracy in 1410.  As 
the Earl of Mar’s agent, he had traveled to Harfleur 
in Normandy to sell cargo taken from a captured 
Dutch merchantman.  He carried a French safe 
conduct, which should have protected him from 
any action the ship’s owners might take, but the 
cargo belonged to the powerful Hanseatic League, 
whose mission was to protect maritime trade and 
end piracy.  When Davidson returned to Scotland, 
he was arrested as a pirate.  He somehow managed 
to escape hanging; the following year he led a 
group of Scots against the Lord of the Isles at the 
Battle of Harlaw, where he died.

One piratical act, involving the second son 
of King Robert III, had a profound effect on 
Scottish politics.  After the murder of his heir, 
Robert sent twelve-year-old James to France 
for safekeeping.  Pirates from Great Yarmouth 
captured The MaryenKnyght, and sold James to 
King Henry IV of England, who imprisoned the 
lad in the Tower of London.  News of his son’s 
capture devastated Robert.  He refused to eat, and 
died within a fortnight at Rothesay Castle on the 
Isle of Bute.  While Robert’s brother, the Duke of 
Albany, became Regent, Henry made certain that 
James received a good education.  The lad became 

By Cindy Vallar

EDITOR NOTE: Cindy Vallar has gathered 
a vast amount of information on pirates 
and provides us with two stories for this 
issue, plus our cover drawing taken from 
a painting by Edward Moran, in 1887, of 
the USS Philadelphia being burned by our 
own Navy, on February 16, 1804, after it 
had been taken captive by Barbary pirates. 
For more great stories visit her website at -

http://www.cindyvallar.com
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a scholar and musician.  He remained a prisoner for 
eighteen years until twenty-one hostages stood as 
security for payment of a £40,000 ransom payable 
in six yearly installments.  The following year, 
1424, he was crowned King James I of Scotland 
at Scone. 

Piracy plagued the western isles of Scotland.  It 
proved such a problem on Canna, a small island 
southwest of Skye, that the Abbot of Iona pleaded 
with the pope to excommunicate the pirates if they 
didn’t cease their raids.  The tiny island of Pabay, 
across the Soay Sound from Skye, was a haven 
for sixteenth-century pirates and “broken men.”  
In 1549 Dean Munro said it was “full of woods, 
good for fishing, and a main shelter for thieves and 
cutthroats.” (Hamish Haswell-Smith, The Scottish 
Islands, p. 123)  Pirates also frequented Longay off 
the coast of Scalpay.  The isle’s name in Gaelic, 
long spùinnidh, meant “pirate ship,” and it was 
a favorite haunt of pirates who preyed on Dutch, 
Lowland Scottish, Flemish, and English merchant 
ships and fishermen.

Calum Garbh MacLeod, also known as Lusty 
Malcolm and son of the ninth Chief of Lewis, 
moved to Rona in 1518.  On the western coast was 
a hidden natural harbor, then known as Port nan 
Robaireann (the robbers’ port) because of the many 
pirates who frequented it.  From his lair, Brochel 
Castle, MacLeod and his descendants made a tidy 
profit from his sea-robbing ventures.

The MacNeils of Barra had a long piratical 
tradition and lived off their plundered treasure since 
the agricultural conditions on the island provided 
little sustenance for the clan.  One particular chief 
was quite adept at piracy. Ruari Og or Ruairi an 
Tartair hid in sheltered coves until he sighted a 
prize, then swooped down on the merchant vessel.  
Not even the stormiest weather kept him from 
attacking unsuspecting ships.  Legend says he 
melted down some of the captured gold to make 
horseshoes for his six black horses, and the other 
captured booty filled his wine cellars and provided 
sumptuous meals for his table.  After dinner, “a 
bugler… ascend[ed] the tower of his stronghold and 
announce[d] to his kinsfolk that, since Ruairi, their 
Chief, had dined, all kings and princes of the earth 
were now permitted to do likewise.” (Alaisdair 
Alpin MacGregor, Behold the Hebrides)

MacNeil particularly enjoyed robbing English 
vessels, so much so that Queen Elizabeth I offered 
a handsome reward for his capture and demanded 
that King James VI of Scotland put an end to 
Ruairi’s piracy.  When MacNeil refused to heed 
James’ summons, the king sent a MacKenzie of 
Kintail to arrest Ruairi.  Lured aboard a galley 
anchored near Kisimul Castle with the promise of 
drink, he was instead imprisoned.  Under cover of 
darkness the vessel weighed anchor and sailed to 
Edinburgh.  When asked why he attacked English 
ships, Ruairi said he did it to avenge the cruel 
treatment Mary Queen of Scots, James’ mother, 
had suffered at the hands of the English.  The king 
granted him a pardon and spared his life, but seized 
his lands.

During the seventeenth century, Hugh Gillespie 
lived in Caisteal Huisdean in Trotternish on the Isle 
of Skye.  Although his death came from plotting 

ABOVE: King James I of Scotland.  July’s Celtic 
Guide will coincidentally deal almost exclusively 
with events surrounding this king of Scotland, and 
Scotland’s “Bloodiest Battle,” the Battle of Red 
Harlaw, from 1411. Nearly every Scottish family can 
trace back to at least one participant in this battle.



against the Macdonald rather than from his piracy, 
it mirrored the severest form of punishment listed 
in Bartholomew Roberts’s Articles of Agreement 
– marooning.  Instead of being abandoned on a 
deserted spit of land, Macdonald sealed Gillespie 
in the dungeon at Duntulm.  A serving of salted 
beef and an empty water jug substituted for 
the traditional day’s supply of water.  Since his 
treachery didn’t warrant a pistol, powder, and shot 
to bring a swift end to his imprisonment, he died a 
slow, agonizing death from starvation.

Although hanged for piracy, James Browne 
was a Scottish privateer with a French letter of 
marque from Governor Bertrand d’Ogeron of 
St. Domingue.  Browne and his crew, comprised 
mostly of English, French, and Dutch sailors, left 
Jamaica in October 1676.  Early the following year, 
they seized the slaver Goude Zon (Golden Sun) 
near Cartagena.  The ship’s captain and several 
crewmembers died in the attack.  

May found Browne and his men off the 
coast of Jamaica, where they offloaded most of 
the slaves with the intention of selling them to 
plantation owners.  The governor of Port Royal, 
Lord Vaughan, learned of Browne’s plan.  When 
soldiers arrived at the remote bay, Browne’s ship 
had departed, but they captured several of his men, 
who betrayed the location of Browne and eight 
others.  Vaughan decided to make an example 
of Browne, and tried him for piracy on grounds 
that he held an invalid privateering commission 
because Governor Bertrand had “been dead above 
a year.” (David Marley, Pirates and Privateers of 
the Americas, p. 69)  

While his crew was pardoned, Browne was 
condemned to die.  He appealed to the House of 
Assembly, which twice pleaded with the governor 
to grant a reprieve.  Instead, Vaughan ordered 
Browne’s immediate execution.  Thirty minutes 
after he died, the provost marshal arrived with a 
stay of execution from the assembly.

John Alexander, a Scottish buccaneer, 
accompanied Bartholomew Sharp and twenty-
two others to the island of Chiva off the coast of 
Peru in 1681.  Among the prisoners they seized 

was a shipwright--a valuable addition to any pirate 
crew.  They loaded all his tools and a significant 
quantity of iron into the boat, and rowed him 
back to their ship.  The excessive weight caused 
the boat to capsize, and Alexander drowned.  His 
fellow buccaneers found his body on 12 May.  The 
next day they “threw him overboard, giving him 
three French vollies for his customary ceremony.” 
(Phillip Gosse, Pirate’s Who’s Who Book of 
Pirates, p. 28)

George Dunkin and George Ross of Glasgow 
and William Eddy and Neal Patterson of Aberdeen 
sailed aboard Stede Bonnet’s Royal James.  Found 
guilty of piracy, they were hanged at Charleston, 
South Carolina, on 8 November 1718.

The twenty-two-year-old John Hincher, a 
physician who had graduated from Edinburgh 
University, found himself aboard a vessel captured 
by Captain Low.  Since he possessed skills in 
high demand amongst pirates, they forced Hincher 
to go on the account.  He stood trial for piracy 
in Newport, Rhode Island in July 1723, but was 
acquitted.

Black Sam Bellamy’s Whydah sank during a 
savage storm off Cape Cod in 1717.  Among the 
pirates who drowned was the surgeon, James 
Ferguson.  Born in Paisley, he left Scotland, 
possibly after participating in the failed Rising of 
1715 to return the Royal House of Stewart to the 
British throne.  One artifact recovered from the 
shipwreck was a syringe that might have belonged 
to this pirate surgeon.

John Gow, from Stromness on Mainland (an 
island in the Orkneys), went on the account in 
November 1724 after a mutiny aboard the George 
Galley.  He and his cohorts slit the throats of the 
surgeon, chief mate, and supercargo.  One of the 
mutineers “cut his [the captain’s] throat, but not so 
as to kill him” then “stabbed him in the back….”  
Gow “fired a brace of balls into the captain’s body,” 
after which the corpses were tossed overboard. 
(R. Sanders, The Complete Newgate Calendar 
v3, p. 59)  The pirates renamed the ship Revenge 
and seized several ships off the Iberian Peninsula 
before heading to the northern islands of Scotland.  
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When their attempt to rob Clestrain House failed, 
Gow landed on Cava where he kidnapped two or 
three girls and took them to his ship.  They returned 
home several days later; some accounts say they 
brought with them riches, others that their severe 
beatings caused one girl to later die.

From Cava, Gow and his men sailed to Eday, 
where the Revenge ran aground. After their 
capture, they were taken to Marshalsea Prison in 
England.  Gow refused to plead at his trial.  To 
change his mind, his thumbs were “bound together 
and squeezed with whipcord.” (David Cordingly, 
Under the Black Flag, p. 127)  

When that failed to work, he was transferred to 
Newgate Prison where he was to be pressed to death 
under the weight of stones laid on his prone body.  
Rather than endure such torture, he opted to plead 
not guilty.  Tried at Old Bailey before Sir Henry 
Penrice, an Admiralty judge, Gow was charged 
with murder and piracy.  Three pirates, including 
a Scotsman named Robert Teague, were found 
not guilty, but Gow and nine others were sentenced 
to dance the hempen jig.  Twenty-year-old Daniel 
Machauly (also spelled Maccawly, McCawley, or 
MacAulay) of Stornoway and seventeen-year-old 
William Melvin of Edinburgh died at Execution 

Dock at Wapping with their captain on 11 June 
1725.  John Gow’s execution, however, did not go 
as planned.  The rope broke, which necessitated 
he be hanged a second time.  After his death, his 
body was displayed as a reminder to others of what 
happened to those who followed the sweet trade.

One of the last Scottish pirates gained fame as 
a Barbary Corsair.  Born Peter Lisle (or Lyle) in 
Perth, he became the Grand Admiral of Tripoli’s 
navy and Bashaw Yusuf’s son-in-law.  Prior to his 
enslavement and conversion to Islam in 1796, Lisle 
sailed aboard the Betsy, an American schooner.  
He adopted the name of a famous corsair of the 
sixteenth century – Murad Reis (or Rais). The 
bashaw gave him the Betsy to command, which 
was renamed Meshuda.  The vessel carried twenty-
eight guns and had a crew of three hundred sixty-
six men.  He displayed the national flags of ships 
he captured in the order in which he regarded them; 
the American flag held the lowest rank.

In 1803 he led the boarding party that captured 
the Philadelphia after it grounded on a sand bar in 
Tripoli’s harbor.  When he questioned the captured 
Americans, now slaves, about William Bainbridge, 
he wanted to know whether their captain was a 
coward or a traitor.  The sailors defended Bainbridge, 
to which Murad Reis replied, “Who with a frigate 
of 44 guns, and 300 men, would strike his colours 
to one solitary gunboat, must surely be one or the 
other.” (Wheelan, Jefferson’s War, p. 175)

Lyle, who may have had a wife and five children 
in London prior to his “turning Turk,” was “a ‘slight’ 
man, of ‘indifferent morals,’ with a blondish beard, 
a foul temper, and an above-average thirst for hard 
liquor.  Reports of his drunken, violent behavior--
such as beating servants or cursing strangers--often 
bobbed up in consular reports.” (Zacks, Pirate Coast, 
p. 47)  Around 1816, he engineered a vicious attack 
on the American consul to Tripoli, Richard B. Jones.  
To satisfy the Americans, the bashaw banished Lyle 
for three years.  On his return, Lyle resumed his 
position as Grand Admiral.  He died in 1832 when a 
cannon ball hit him during a failed coup. 
EDITOR NOTE: For more great pirate stories visit      
              http://www.cindyvallar.com

Newgate Prison
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VictoRia
RobeRts

When you think of pirates, what is the first 
thought that comes to mind? 

Captain Jack Sparrow? Seriously? 
Erase Johnny Depp from your mind. I know 

it’s hard, especially for you women readers. 
Spùinneadair-mara is Gaelic for plunderer, 

spoiler, or robber of the sea a.k.a. pirate. One of 
Scotland’s most infamous pirates was Captain 
Kidd. He is often remembered for his trial and 
execution for piracy. 

William Kidd was born in Dundee, Scotland 
in 1645. Often traveling to New York to load up 
on supplies, this Scottish pirate met the bonny 
Sarah Bradley Cox Oort. Sarah was an English 
woman in her early twenties who had already 

been twice widowed and was rumored to be one 
of the wealthiest women in New York. The two 
of them wed and had two daughters, Elizabeth 
and Sarah. 

Life on the high-seas came with a price and 
was by no means an easy way to feed a wife and 
two children. There was no protection from the 
elements and sometimes there was no wind. No 
wind meant the ship would not move. And no 
wind was very detrimental to the earning ability 
of the captain of such a vessel. 

Despite his well-known reputation as a pirate, 
some would say Captain Kidd was unsuccessful. 
It took him a long time to capture his first ship. 
Hence his crew was without coin while supplies 
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  This painting “Captain Kidd in New York Harbor” by Jean Leon Gerome Ferris (ca. 1920) shows William 
Kidd welcoming a young woman on board his ship. Other men and women crowd the deck as another 
woman steps aboard. A postcard of this painting was published by The Foundation Press, Inc., in 1932. 

Spùinneadair-mara by



were still needed for the ship to remain afloat—
payment required! 

As it became apparent Captain Kidd’s tactics 
were failing, he became desperate to cover his 
costs. But once again, he failed to attack several 
ships when he had ample opportunity. As a 
result, the ranks started to question his authority 
to lead them. 

The ship’s gunner, William Moore, challenged 
Captain Kidd’s resolve. Consequently, the man 
received a bucket to the head and was killed 
by the fiery captain. While admiralty law gave 
captains a ton of leeway to use violence against 
their crew, murder was not permitted. 

Prior to returning to New York, Captain Kidd 
discovered he was a wanted pirate. Realizing 
his ship was a marked vessel, he hid his “second 
home” in the Caribbean and continued to 
New York aboard a sloop. He was eventually 
captured and he and his wife, Sarah, were both 
imprisoned. He was found guilty on all charges 
and was hung in 1701.

The belief that Captain Kidd left buried 
treasure “somewhere” contributed to Edgar 
Allen Poe’s The Gold Bug, Washington Irving’s 
The Devil and Tom Walker and Robert Louis 
Stevenson’s Treasure Island to name a few!

So the next time you’re in the Caribbean 
and feel something between your toes, is it the 
powdery sandy beach or possibly a piece of 
the missing treasure from Scotland’s Captain 
William Kidd?
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Captain Kidd was hanged on the English docks 
at a place called Wapping, sometimes referred to as 
Wapping Old Stairs – the stairs being the ramp and 
stairway leading up to the higher elevation of the 
town, away from the docking area. 

The little neighborhood above the docks was rife 
with pubs and inns. It wasn’t uncommon for young 
men to be shanghaied from these pubs after a bit too 
much to drink. 

Wapping was also notorious for smuggling, 
especially the bringing in of outlawed Irish linens 
and woolens to the English market by way of the 
Isle of Man.  This is likely why Kidd was hung 
here to send a message to pirates, smugglers and 
shanghaiers, all at the same time.

The first attempt to hang him failed, but he 
was strung up a second time. His body was later 
displayed in an iron cage over the River Thames for 
the next three years (as shown above), as a warning 
to all who would break the king’s laws.

EDITOR NOTE: There are a couple of 
unconfirmed legends that Captain Kidd carried 
on his piracy near Japan and Vietnam. One 
Japanese island that he is said to have plundered 
is Takarajima, which translates literally as 
“Treasure Island.” In 1964, two Americans 
were arrested in Vietnam for trying to find a 
Kidd treasure said to be buried there.
   Victoria Roberts writes Scottish romance 
novels. For more on her available novels and 
future plans visit her at -
http://www.victoriarobertsauthor.com



 

The antiquity of the tribe called MacNeill is 
beyond conjecture, their origin undeniably in 
Ireland, with the O’Neils & Nialls, sea-going 
raiders who had ruled Ulster since the Iron Age; 
with great drollery, the anecdote is often voiced 
that an early chief of the Clan, at the time of the 
great Biblical flood, refused the berth offered him 
on the Ark by Noah, crying “The MacNeill has 
a boat of his own!” In Scotland, the MacNeills 
consisted of two separate branches, the MacNeills 
of Barra & the MacNeills of Gigha, said to be 
descended from brothers. Their badge was the sea 
ware, but they had different armorial bearings; the 
personal names of one house, with the exception 
of Neil, were not used by the other.

Clan MacNeill was one of the tribes pledged 
to the Lords of the Isles; the first of the family 
on record is Nigell Og, who obtained 
from the Bruce a charter for Barra, and 
lands in Kintyre. His great-grandson, 
Gilleonan Roderick MacNeill, in 1427, 
received from Alexander, Lord of the 
Isles, a charter of Barra. He disputed 
ownership thereof with Garve MacLean, 
and was killed by him in Coll. His 
grandson, Gilleonan, sided with John, 
the old Lord of the Isles, and fought for 
him at the Battle of Bloody Bay; he was 
chief of the MacNeills in 1493, at the 
forfeiture of the Lordship of the Isles. 

The Gigha MacNeills sprung from 
Torquil MacNeill, who, in the early 
15th century, received from the Lord of 
the Isles a charter of Gigha and Taynish, 
with the constabulary of Castle Sweyn. 
He had two sons, Neill, his heir, & 
Hector, ancestor of the family branch at 

Taynish. Thereafter, they followed the banner of 
MacDonald of Isla and Kintyre, while the Barra 
MacNeills allied themselves with that of MacLean 
of Dowart. Though the MacNeills of Barra were 
declared chiefs of the Clan, the MacNeills of Gigha 
were, owing to the wide, stormy seas between 
them & Barra, forced to fend for themselves, and 
justified the Gigha family made a claim for their 
own chiefship. In 1493 Malcolm of Gigha, the 
head of that house, was a man of much importance 
in the West Highlands.

The MacNeills of Barra were expert seamen, 
and often sailed as pirates. Ruari MacNeill, 
having seized an English ship off his Isle of Barra, 
was accused by Queen Elizabeth of high piracy; 
consequently, the Chief was summoned by James 
VI to answer the charge, but refused. When all 
attempts to arrest him failed, MacKenzie, tutor 
of Kintail, undertook to capture him by strategy, 
rather than force. Visiting Ruari at Castle Kismul 
on Barra, MacKenzie invited the Chief & his men 
to hospitality on board his vessel. After being 
well-plied with liquor, Ruari’s followers were 
rowed ashore to bed down; under cover of the 
moonless night, the ship then quietly hoisted sail, 
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and was soon far beyond reach of those on Barra, 
the drunken MacNeill thus carried as a prisoner 
to Edinburgh. Put on trial before the King, he 
confessed seizing the English ship, but claimed 
passionately that he had felt himself bound by 
loyalty to avenge, by any means workable, the 
fate of His Majesty’s mother, so cruelly put to 
death by the English Queen. This clever answer 
won him a pardon from the James, but his estate 
was forfeited to MacKenzie; the latter restored 
control of it to MacNeill, providing it be held for 
him, paying the pirate 60 merks per year. 

Later, Sir James MacDonald of Sleat married 
MacKenzie’s daughter, who gave over superiority 
to his son-in-law. Ruari MacNeill was killed at the 
battle of Glenlivet, by a shot from a fieldpiece, in 
1594. He left three sons: Roderick, his heir, called 
Ruari the Turbulent, John, and Murdo (this last 

likely named for the ancestor who had founded 
Clan MacIntyre). During the memorable, brutal 
feud which happened between the MacLeans and 
the MacDonalds in this era, the Barra MacNeills 
and the Gigha branch of the same clan often 
fought on different sides.

The MacNeills of Barra married into clans 
like MacDonald, MacLeod & MacDougal, all of 
whom held power in the Hebrides, and like all 
supporters of the rebellious Lords of the Isles, 
the MacNeills were the subject of many attempts 
at suppression by the Stewart kings; but, secure 
in their western fastness, they laughed at royal 
summons, and orders to stand trial. For over a 
century after the last Lord of the Isles, MacNeill 
of Barra continued to conduct his affairs as though 
an absolute authority unto himself. As an example 
of this deeply imperious nature, a long-standing 
tradition is recalled that every evening, after the 
Laird of Barra had supped, a herald would sound 
a horn from the battlements of Kismul and call 
forth the proclamation: “Hear, O ye People, and 
listen, O ye Nations! The Great MacNeill of Barra 
having finished his meal, the princes of the earth 
may dine!”

Ever a Catholic clan, the MacNeills reliably 
fought for the Jacobite cause, despite their frequent 
disregard for the Stewart Kings; they were out in 
1715 under Black Rory, the first Baron of Barra, 
and again in ’45, under Roderick, “the Dove of 
the West,” who was captured & imprisoned by the 
Duke of Cumberland’s enforcers.

Hebrides Map from www.PlanetWare.com
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This material is just a sampling of one of 
the 60 clan names and legends appearing 
in the upcoming book - 

 
by Cass & Deborah Wright

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



Gráinne Ní Mháille (Grace O’Malley) was 
born in Ireland around 1530. She was born at 
a time when English influence in Irish affairs 
was already well established with the English 
King Henry VIII declaring himself to be Lord of 
Ireland. 

Grace was born in County Mayo on the west 
coast of the country and it is believed she grew up 
at the family home on Clare Island. Surrounded 
by the North Atlantic, it is not surprising that 
Grace was from seafaring stock and, despite the 
fact that girls were not encouraged to be sailors, 
she dreamed of following in her father’s footsteps 
and taking to the ocean wave. 

O’Malley would soon receive her famous 
nickname from an incident with her father 
Eoghan Dubhdara Ó Mháille. He was about to 
travel to Spain on a trading expedition and told his 
daughter that her long hair would be a hindrance 
on board a sailing ship. Grace however would not 
be denied and promptly cut off her flowing locks 
earning her the title “Bald Grace” or “Granuaile”. 
Her father would soon appreciate his daughter’s 
talents when just as he was about to be stabbed 
by an English pirate, young Grace jumped from 
the rigging onto the pirate’s back screaming all 
the while. The distraction was just enough for the 
O’Malley’s to push back the pirates. Her strength 
of character would be evident throughout her 
entire 73 years. 

After the death of her first husband, Donal 
“of the Battle” O’Flaherty, she warred to retake 
property that had belonged to her deceased 
husband and continued to build her own business 
empire. Later after knocking on the door of 
Richard “Iron Richard” Burke she proposed that 
they should marry for a period of one year as a 
benefit to the O’Malley and Burke clans.

It is said that when the year had ended 
O’Malley kept Burke’s castle and casually 
dismissed Burke with the words “I release you” 
– although it seems her words did not end the 
relationship which would last for many more 
years.  

It wasn’t just with the men in her life that 
Granuaile was tenacious. With the English 
attacking O’Malley’s very own “Hen’s Castle” 
(named in her honour) she had the lead from the 
castle roof melted down and poured on the heads 
of the attacking English soldiers. 

She wasn’t hindered either by her sex. It was 
an age when the status of women was radically 
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Grace O' Malley
by Scott Woodburn

EDITOR NOTE: Scott Woodburn comes 
to us from Ireland, where he serves as a 
Presbyterian minister from the town of 
Ballynahinch. Grace O’Malley married 
into the O’Flaherty family that owned the 
original Ballynahinch Castle, since rebuilt. 
We are very excited to have our first writer 
from Ireland, and perhaps Scott will be 
moved to provide further stories directly 
from the homeland. Thank you, Scott!

This statue of Grace O’Malley stands on the 
grounds of Westport House, County Mayo.



different from today, and 
even O’Malley’s own son 
Murrough refused to take 
her direction because he 
felt she should not have 
a place of authority over 
men. 

Yet O’Malley was 
followed passionately 
and resolutely by men 
who formally pledged 
allegiance to her first 
husband Donal. Indeed 
they had much to follow 
with O’Malley attacking 
ships and raiding coastal 
towns up and down the 
Irish coast as well as the 
islands of Scotland. 

She would take on all 
comers from England, 
Turkey and Spain and 
soon she was to have the 
reputation of a fearsome pirate. Ships would 
often be offered safe passage as they travelled 
through O’Malley waters as long as they paid a 
tax with refusal ending in violence and death. Her 
exploits made her an exceptionally wealthy and 
powerful woman and to maintain her authority 
at times she in equal measure befriended and 
rebelled against encroaching English power. 
It seems, in this sense, that O’Malley was a 
tremendous politician - determined to fight for 
her own interests with whatever strategy suited 
the time. Her slaughter of Spanish sailors in 
1588, attempting to return home after the defeat 
of the Spanish Armada, shows that it is difficult 
to put Granuaile into a neat political box and yet 
her challenges to English power led Sir Richard 
Bingham (the Queen’s Governor) to declare 
O’Malley “a notable traitoress and nurse to all 
rebellions in the province for 40 years.” Yet the 
English who encountered her on a personal level 
were struck by the persuasiveness and intelligence 
of Granuaile. 

She could speak Latin, French, Scottish 
Gaelic, English and Spanish and famously stood 
before Queen Elizabeth I with a list of demands 
including the release of O’Malley’s several 
imprisoned family members and the removal of 
Sir Richard Bingham from Ireland. 

The meeting was not without incident.  
Elizabeth’s courtiers discovered a dagger on 
the person of O’Malley and, after being given a 
handkerchief as a gift, O’Malley sneezed into it 
and then threw it into an open fire. 

Elizabeth informed O’Malley that to destroy 
gifts was exceptionally insulting. O’Malley 
replied suggesting that in Ireland soiled garments 
are destroyed and that perhaps the Irish had 
higher standards of cleanliness than their English 
neighbours! These hurdles however did not prove 
to be insurmountable and after conversing in Latin 
the two ladies shared a degree of understanding 
and respect. Several of O’Malley’s demands 
were initially met before Elizabeth went back on 
her word and O’Malley went back to rebellion. 
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This old woodcut shows the Pirate Queen, Grace O’Malley meeting 
Elizabeth, the Queen of England, at the Palace of Greenwich, in late 
summer 1593. They had much in common. Both had usurped what 
was perceived to be a male role and had prevailed against all odds. 



 People of Celtic blood played some of the more substantial 
roles in exploring the Yukon River Valley and other parts of Alaska and 
Northwest Canada. The three books shown here have been written by 
some pretty darn good Yukon River historians.

• Book one Trailblazers is by Rod Perry, most likely the world’s expert 
on the Iditarod race. Rod has been with the race since its beginning. 
He also produced a feature movie in Alaska. You can find out more 
about Rod’s work at  http://www.rodperry.com.

• The second book All That Glitters was written by Ed and Star Jones 
and is principally about the Frenchman Joe Ladue. These folks are 
two of the premier historians for Alaska and Yukon. Their stories are 
as authentic as it gets. Their book is on http://www.amazon.com.

• Finally, Celtic Guide publisher, Jim McQuiston, presents some 
great history of the Father of Alaska, Father of the Yukon, along with 
substantial information on the 25 years BEFORE the Klondike gold 
rush. His book Captain Jack is available on amazon.com and other 
book sites, with more info at http://www.fatheroftheyukon.com.
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For her part Grace O’Malley did not see herself 
as a rebel, rather she believed she was acting 
in self defence merely defending her customs 
and interests from an increasingly aggressive 
neighbour. 

These two remarkable and mighty women 
would die in the same year of 1603 but we know 
little of O’Malley’s death. It is believed that she 
was laid to rest in the ruins of the Cistercian abbey 
on Clare Island but certainty is not possible. 

Her influence did not end with her death; 
twenty years later, after the seizure of fishing 
rights on the borders of Mayo and Galway, the 
English Lord Deputy defended his actions by 
reminding his peers that the people of Mayo 
“have always been more apt to rebellion than any 
in that kingdom . . . where one Grace O’Malley 
was famous and is yet remembered by them.”  

Today songs are still sung, stories still told 
and dances still danced to remember Gráinne Ní 
Mháille. She was a woman who dared go beyond 
the boundaries of what was expected and she 

forged a career for herself during a dangerous 
and tempestuous time. Her exploits have caused 
many to see her as a symbol for modern Ireland 
– rebellious at times, determined in adversity 
and also mindful of her place and impact on the 
world.

Celts in the Yukon?

The remains of Carrig A Hooly, Grace O’Malley’s 
castle near the lake of Borrishoole, in County Mayo. 



í víking 
Norse who went plundering

“In this year dire portents appeared 
over Northumbria and sorely frightened 
the inhabitants. They consisted of immense 
whirlwinds and flashes of lightning, and fiery 
dragons were seen flying in the air.  A great 
famine followed soon upon these signs, and a 
little after that in the same year on the ides of June 
the harrying heathen destroyed God’s church on 
Lindisfarne by rapine and slaughter.”   
        –  Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 793

Simon of Durham witnessed this attack 
on the monastery at Lindisfarne, the earliest 
recorded Norse raid. “They came to the church 
of Lindisfarne, laid everything waste with 
rievous plundering, trampled the holy places 
with polluted feet, dug up the altars 
and seized all the treasures of the 
holy church. They killed some of the 
brothers; some they took away with 
them in fetters; many they drove out, 
naked and loaded with insults; and 
some they drowned in the sea.”

When the news reached 
Charlemagne’s court, Alcuin of York-
-a noted cleric--quoted a warning 
from Jeremiah (Chapter 1: Verse 14). 
“Then the Lord said unto me, Out of 
the North an evil shall break forth 
upon all the inhabitants of the land.” 
Alcuin and others believed God sent 
the viking pirates as divine instruments 
of retribution for Christians’ sins.

Raids were commonplace among 
the Norse. They outfitted ships, 
plundered towns and monasteries, 
and sought adventure. Although they 
pursued far more peaceful pursuits 
much of the time, the summers saw 
them go í víking, plundering. Among 

the treasures sought were the jeweled covers of 
illuminated manuscripts, gold crucifixes, and 
silver chalices. Monasteries were particular 
favorites because of their remoteness, nearness 
to water, and artisans. When they took captives, 
the pirates either held them for ransom or sold 
them into slavery.

Norse pirates first raided Iona, an island off 
the west coast of Scotland, in 795. They came 
again in 802 and 806, a raid that ended with 
the slaying of sixty-eight monks and laymen. 
Walafrid Strabo, the abbot of Reichenau 
(Germany), wrote a detailed account of an Irish 
warrior and aristocrat who pledged his life to 
God. Somehow Blathmac knew the pirates 
would raid the monastery in 825 and told those 
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not of stout heart to flee. The next morning the 
Norse slayed all those who remained except 
Blathmac. If he told them where Columba’s 
shrine was, they would spare his life. He refused 
and they tore him limb from limb.

The Orkneyinga Saga mentions numerous 
Northmen who plundered Ireland, Scotland, and 
Wales. One was the grandson of Malcolm, King 
of Scots. Earl Thorfinn began his raids at the 
age of fifteen, and became noted for his courage 
and tactical abilities. Tall, strong, and ugly, he 
craved fame. He often raided with his nephew, 
Rognvald.

Perhaps the most noted of the Orkney raiders 
was Svein Asleifarson. After his five ships raided 
the Hebrides, he headed for Dublin. Along the 
way he captured two merchant ships laden with 
broadcloth. Upon his return to Orkney, Svein 
made awnings from the broadcloth and stitched 
it to his sails to give the appearance that they 
were made of fine fabric. Doing so earned the 
raid the name “the broadcloth viking trip.”

On his last raid, he left Orkney with seven 
longships. Finding little plunder in the Hebrides, 
Svein and his men plundered settlements along 
the coast of Ireland until they reached Dublin. 
They took the town before the people even knew 
the pirates were there. The Dubliners offered 
to pay Svein whatever he wanted, but only the 
next day. During the night, they dug deep pits 
in strategic places, then camouflaged them with 
branches and straw. In the morning, when Svein 
and his men came to collect, the Dubliners 
positioned themselves so that the Norse fell into 
the pits where they were slain.

The British Isles weren’t the only hunting 
grounds for Norse pirates. Around 860, 
Ermentarius of Noirmoutier recapped what 
had occurred in the Frankish Empire. “The 
number of ships grows: the endless stream of 
Vikings never ceases to increase. Everywhere 
the Christians are the victims of massacres, 
burnings, plunderings. The Vikings conquer all 
in their path and nothing resists them: they seize 
Bordeaux, Perigeux, Limoges, Angoulême, 
and Toulouse. Angers, Tours, and Orléans are 

annihilated and an innumerable fleet sails up the 
Seine and the evil grows in the whole region. 
Rouen is laid waste, plundered and burned: 
Paris, Beauvais, and Meaux taken, Melun’s 
strong fortress leveled to the ground, Chartres 
occupied, Evreaux and Bayeux plundered, and 
every town besieged.” By the end of the ninth 
century, the Franks had paid the equivalent of 
twelve tons of silver, grain, livestock, produce, 
wine, cider, and horses to prevent plundering of 
their cities and monasteries.

Dudo of Saint Quentin, a Norman who lived 
in the eleventh century, described one Norse 
pirate as “cruel, harsh, destructive, troublesome, 
wild, ferocious, lustful, lawless, death-dealing, 
arrogant, ungodly and much else besides.” 
Hastein, who lived two centuries before Dudo, 
raided in the Mediterranean from 859 to 867. 
He attacked cities in Spain, Morocco, France, 
and Italy. 

One goal was to strike Rome. When his 
men came to the city’s gates, they pretended 
that Hastein had died and asked to give him a 
Christian burial. The townspeople agreed and 
watched the procession of Norsemen follow 
Hastein’s coffin to the cemetery. At that point 
Hastein jumped from his coffin, slew the 
bishop, and sacked the city. It wasn’t until later 
that Hastein learned he was in Luna, not Rome. 
Angered, the pirates slew all the men of the 
city.

Norse pirates comprised the initial phase 
of the Viking Age, which lasted about three 
years. Once they established winter bases on 
distant shores, they settled with their families 
in places like Jorvik (York), Iceland, Novgorod, 
and Normandy. Raiding gave way to trade and 
exploration until the Norse world reached from 
Russia to North America.

             Q & A 
From where does the word ‘viking’ come? 
No one knows for sure. The most accepted 

derivation is from the Norse word vik, which 
means a creek, bay, or fjord, because pirates 
lurked in sheltered waters.
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While we often refer to them as Vikings, 
their contemporaries did not. The Anglo-Saxons 
called them ‘Danes.’ The Franks referred to 
them as ‘Northmen,’ while the Germans used 
‘Ashmen.’ Although the Irish often distinguished 
between whether the pirates had fair hair or 
dark, all were considered Gaill or ‘foreigners.’ 
The Spanish had a simpler name for them-- 
Heathens. Slavs and Arabs called them ‘Rus,’ 
from which Russia got its name. The pirates, 
themselves, distinguished one from the other by 
the region from which they hailed.

Most Scandinavian peoples, however, were 
not pirates. They were farmers, merchants, and 
craftsmen.

Why did they go í víking, plundering? 
To accumulate wealth. Gold and silver were 

far easier to procure through raids on undefended 
monasteries than through trade. They attacked 
and left with such speed that few victims could 
mount a counterattack before the pirates sailed 
for home. “In those days, trade and piracy went 
hand in hand…this was an age when everyone 
was his own master, when the power of the 
state was unknown and unchallenged…” (Eric 
Graf Oxensteirna, The World of the Norsemen, 
1967)

What did viking pirates wear? 
Most wore trousers, long-sleeve shirts, and 

belted tunics. If they wore cloaks, brooches 
pinned them to right shoulders to allow access 
to their weapons. Some wore helmets, but most 
went bareheaded.

Many didn’t own shirts of chainmail. Instead 
they wore padded leather armour. Most Norse, 
however, simply deflected injurious blows with 
their shields.

What weapons did they use? 
Their deadliest weapon was the double-edged, 

lightweight sword, measuring almost thirty-six 
inches in length. This prized possession often 
had a name like Flame of Battle, Foot Biter, 
Gnawer, or Hole Maker. Since few could afford 
such expensive weapons, they used spears and 
short swords. Some favored broad axes that 
possessed names of the Valkyrie or female 

giants. They often carried round wooden shields 
with a centered metal boss on one side and a 
leather handgrip on the other.

Perhaps the most powerful weapon, though, 
was the longship. This low vessel had a sleek 
design that allowed quick and easy navigation 
across the sea. It was light enough for the 
raiders to either land on the beach or carry over 
their heads with ease. The single rudder, affixed 
to one side of the vessel, steered the longship 
while a single mast supported the square sail 
that allowed the ship to skim across the waves 
when the wind blew. When it didn’t, the pirates 
propelled the vessel with oars. The shallow keels 
allowed them to go where no one else dared.

Expert navigators, the pirates planned their 
attacks in advance and usually succeeded in 
surprising their prey. No one else had ships as 
fast as theirs. Speed and mobility were the key 
elements of a Norse raid, which made them 
difficult to prevent.

How accurate were the holy scribes in 
their depictions of Norse pirates? 

While pillage was the norm when people 
fought one another, viking pirates violated a 
sacrosanct rule. They dared to attack sacred 
places. This coupled with the fact that the Norse 
weren’t Christians make such accounts suspect.

Norse pirates didn’t attack monasteries 
because they didn’t believe in God. They 
attacked them because monasteries possessed a 
prime source of precious metals and gems that 
adorned holy books and reliquaries, all of which 
were portable treasures. These pirates employed 
a favored tactic of pirates of all ages--fear and 
intimidation. The more terrified the prey, the 
less likely they resisted.

Without writings such as the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicles or the Annals of Ulster, we would 
know little about the Viking Age because the 
Norse didn’t have a written language. They 
preferred to recount their deeds orally. These 
sagas weren’t recorded until many years later 
and have a biased slant because the poet’s intent 
was to glorify the participants and instruct the 
listeners.
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How did the Norse impact history? 
Although the Viking Age lasted only about 

three hundred years, the Norse left their mark 
wherever they went. Many place names, 
particularly in the British Isles, have Norse 
origins. The Norse destroyed the existing 
powers in the British Isles, which eventually led 
to the establishment of the separate nations of 
Scotland and England. They established the first 
towns in Ireland. They accelerated the demise 
of the Carolingians and established the seeds 
upon which the Normans gained power. They 
settled Iceland and were among the first to reach 
Greenland and North America.

Did Norse women become pirates? 
Perhaps, but there are no historical facts to 

prove they did. Nanna Damsholt, a historian who 
studies medieval Danish women--cautions that 
“People in the Middle Ages did not distinguish 
as we do between myth and history.”

Saxo Grammaticus included the tale of 
Alwilda (aka Alfhild, Alvilda)--who dressed 

in male attire and became a pirate rather than 
marry the King of Denmark’s son--in his history 
of the Danes. Only after Prince Alf captured her 
did he learn that the infamous pirate was his 
intended and they wed aboard his ship. There 
remains some question as to whether Alwida 
was a viking pirate or whether she lived before 
the Viking Age and many historians believe her 
tale is a myth.

Henri Musnik, author of Les Femmes 
Pirates (1930s), mentioned Sigrid the Superb in 
his book, but failed to cite his sources. Other 
women included among viking pirates are the 
Princesses Sela and Rusla of Norway and the 
Norwegian sisters Russila and Stikla. 

Ever wonder what the Celtic Cross is all about?
 The Celtic Guide is honored and very appreciative to include Crichton Miller 
as one of its many contributing authors. There is undoubtably no other person alive, or 
perhaps who has ever lived, who has more deeply studied the history and purpose of 
the Celtic Cross. In his writings, Crichton reveals how this ancient measuring device, 
which predates even the pyramids of Giza, was also used for maritime navigation. 
Like much of pre-Dark Age knowledge, its symbol was kept alive in the land of the 
Celt, in Ireland and Scotland, as grave markers, jewelry, and more.  
    The author tells us - 

 Christ said “seek and you will find.” 
 “The truth will set you free” is often used as an ideal to aspire to. 
But is illusion more comfortable for the Human condition?
 This work shows that most ancient religions were born out of 
measurement, and therefore modern science is descended from that 
same tree of knowledge. Yet the gulf between has become widened 
by a lack of understanding of archaic words and symbols.
 The Celtic inheritance of ancient practical seafaring skills and the 
revealing symbols may unlock a door to a hitherto unseen history.
 I am a Scottish sailor with an interest in ancient histories, 
philosophies and religion who has written of his discoveries so that 
others might tread the path behind the door that has remained firmly 
shut for a thousand years. http://www.crichtonmiller.comCrichton E M Miller

Available soon 
on Kindle and 

as eBook

EDITOR NOTE: Cindy Vallar is a great 
fan and author of all things Celtic, Viking 
and Pirate. For more great stories and 
information, visit her website at -

http://www.cindyvallar.com



So much has been covered by all the great 
authors in this month’s Celtic Guide. As with 
all voyages, someone needs to swab the deck 
and so I will clean up a few details after this, 
our first adventure into the world of Celtic and 
Norse pirate tales.

First, I will connect some dots that I am 
very familiar with. The pirate Hugh Gillespie, 
spoken of by Cindy Vallar, was a direct 
descendant of Hugh or Uisdean of Sleat, Chief 
of the MacDonalds of Skye. Uisdean of Sleat 
is first mentioned in history as being on a 
“piratical expedition” to the Isle of Orkney. 
Seems “piracy” ran in the family. Two of 
Uisdean’s sons, John, the first MacUisdean, 
and Archibald, the last living son, were 
charged with various crimes of fire-raising 
and piracy. Later, two additional MacUisdean 
descendants were charged with piracy on the 
Firth of Forth. All in all, we know of at least 
six men from this family engaged in piracy. 

All these men descended from Donald, 
Lord of the Isles, who is mentioned by Cindy 
Vallar as leading Highlanders at the Battle of 
Red Harlaw. 

A few centuries later, one Alexander 
MacUisdean or McCuistion owned the 
Rising Sun Inn at Wapping Old Stairs 
just above where Captain Kidd and other 
infamous pirates were hanged. 

It is rumored that the Rising Sun was 
notorious for young men being shanghaied 
there, though there is no proof this happened 
on Alexander’s watch. Still, he died with 
a considerable fortune, possibly gained in 
part through smuggling of cloth goods from 
Ulster through the Isle of Man – a fortune 
which eventually helped finance the war for 
independence of Texas, having been given 
to Sam Houston to pay off war debts . . . a 
story for another time.

Also - while we have a wonderful tale 
of Grace O’Malley, we’d be remiss in not 
mentioning Anne Bonny, the “other” famous 
Irish female pirate. 

Some say Anne was born in Scotland, but 
most report she was born in Ireland, in 1702, 
at Kinsale, which happens to be where Grace 
O’Malley’s son died in battle about 100 years 
earlier. Some have conjectured that Grace was 
a role model to Anne, who actually grew up in 
America.
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Swabbing The Deck
Jim McQuiston

Anne Bonny - an illustration from 
the 1724 book on “Pyrates.”



Anne apparently had a rough time growing 
up. Reportedly, she killed an English maid with 
a knife, and beat up a young lad who had tried 
to assault her. 

She also would reportedly dress up as a boy 
and enter wrestling matches. She eventually met 
her first husband, the seaman John Bonny, while 
visiting the docks and they married against her 
father’s will. Her life of piracy then began.

Anne and John Bonny moved to the Bahamas 
and there Anne met John “Calico Jack” Rackham 
and fell in love. She left Bonny and joined the 
crew of Rackham’s ship, the Revenge. Another 
woman on that ship became her good friend. 
She was Mary Read, an English woman by 
all accounts, and equally famous as a female 
pirate. 

Both Bonny and Read joined in fierce hand-
to-hand battles with the sailors whose ships 
Rackham was attacking. They became known 
far and wide and, of course, it wasn’t long 
before they were attacked by a ship sent by the 

authorities and Rackham was imprisoned and 
put to death. 

Reportedly, Anne Bonny, stated that she was 
“sorry to see him there, but if he had fought 
like a Man, he need not have been hang’d like 
a Dog.”

Both Bonny and Read asked for mercy 
because they were with child, perhaps 
conveniently to save their necks. Still, Read 
died in prison and there is no record of Anne’s 
release or execution. There is a theory that her 
father paid a ransom for her freedom and took 
her back to his plantation. 

The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 
states  –  “Evidence provided by the descendants 
of Anne Bonny suggests that her father managed 
to secure her release from jail and bring her 
back to Charles Town, South Carolina, where 
she gave birth to Rackham’s second child. On 
December 21, 1721 she married a local man, 
Joseph Burleigh, and they had 10 children. She 
died in South Carolina, a respectable woman, 
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Victoria Roberts writes Scottish historical romance 
about kilted heroes and warriors from the past. The 
first of her debut series, Temptation in a Kilt, will be 
available from Sourcebooks Casablanca in September 
2012. For more information, please visit her web site at 

www.victoriarobertsauthor.com
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at the age of eighty on April 22, 1782. She was 
buried on April 24, 1782. According to Sherman 
Carmichael’s Forgotten Tales of South Carolina, 
she is buried in the York County Churchyard in 
York County, Virginia.”

Now on to Nova Scotia. Nothing says “pirate” 
more, where Nova Scotia is concerned, than Oak 
Island. That story is worth its own explanation 
and so we’ll save it for another day.

Still, there are plenty of other pirate stories to 
tell of this northern land. It has to be remembered 
that on early maps, the English “empire” 
extended from Nova Scotia down to parts of 
what is now the Southern United States. This 
was considered all one large colonial empire 
and so there wasn’t necessarily a separation in 
thought between Nova Scotia and the rest.

However, the “Golden Age of Piracy” 
occurred when Nova Scotia, was largely 
unsettled by Europeans, making it a possible 
location for pirates to hide-out or refit.

The governor of Fortress Louisbourg, in 
the mid 1720s, was so afraid of pirate attacks 
in Cape Breton that he asked for extra naval 
protection.

One of the nastiest pirates of the “Golden 

Age”, Ned Low, raided fishing fleets who used 
Nova Scotian harbours as shelters and fishing 
stations. Low terrorized a New England fleet in 
Shelburne in 1720. Some have suggested that 
he hid treasure in Nova Scotia.

The law required that the pirates be executed 
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Celtic Warrior Pendant
Actual size: 1” x 1/8” diameter. This Shield of protection is a Celtic design based on the 
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with their bodies displayed in public as a warning 
to other sailors. The body was sometimes 
covered in tar and hanged from chains in an iron 
cage called a gibbet, if the pirate was notorious 
enough to warrant it.  

Two pirates were hanged this way on George’s 
Island in 1785. Another, Jordan the pirate, was 
hanged at Point Pleasant Park, near the Black 
Rock beach in 1809. At the same time, the Navy 
hanged six mutineers at Hangman’s Beach on 
McNab’s Island, just across the Harbour. Any 
ship entering Halifax Harbour in 1809 had to 
pass between hanging and rotting corpses.

The last major piracy trial in Nova Scotia 
was in 1844 when a gang of six pirates were 

brought to Halifax in 1844 when their ship, the 
barque Saladin, was shipwrecked on the Eastern 
Shore. Saladin had a cargo of silver bars and 
a large shipment of coins. They had mutinied 
and killed the captain and half the crew before 
falling out among themselves. Initially charged 
with piracy, they were subsequently convicted 
of murder. Four of them were hanged. 

I have been to Nova Scotia and it is 
absolutely beautiful. I highly recommend a visit. 
The Celtic Guide is grateful to the Maritime 
Museum of the Atlantic, in Nova Scotia, for 
much of this information. Visit their website at - 
http://museum.gov.ns.ca/mmanew/en/home/
default.aspx
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So, what’s next?
 Way back in 1411 a battle was fought on Scottish soil, often said to be the 
bloodiest battle ever fought on Scottish soil. The battle drew in many Highland and 
Lowland families, to the point where anyone claiming Scottish blood most likely has 
at least one forebearer that fought in this battle. For instance, in my line, Donald, Lord 
of the Isles, from whom I am said to descend, led one side, while Robert Davidson 
fought and died for the other. My great, great, great grandfather married Mary 
Davidson. So it appears I have “family” on both sides of the battle. I am guessing 
that, as with many other Scots, the deeper I would look, the more forebearers I might 
possibly find linked to this battle since it was so all encompassing.
 For June, the Celtic Guide will focus on the Battle of Red Harlaw. We will be 
helped by the Freens of Reid Harlaw, a group out of Aberdeeen, Scotland, who are 
dedicated specifically to keeping the memory of this battle and its significance in the 
forefront of the memories of Scots and Scots historians. Because there are varying 
versions of motives and even outcomes, this event can create some lively discussion 
and, as usual, we will take no sides, only present all that we can on the subject. 

http://www.freensoreidharlaw.com


