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Last month, I repeated an old saying, “Faithful are the wounds of a friend.”
Our front cover accompanies an article by Larry Andrews, and it was drawn 

by him. His story is one of fighting to the death for one’s kith and kin. 
Not all wounds are physical, as we muddle through life trying to look out 

for those we love, those we are related to, or are as close to as family, through 
years of association. Most likely we do this because the rewards of family and 
friendship outweigh the wounds, at least in most cases. Plus, we want folks to be 

there for us, too, when we are in need.
This phenomenon is/was called clachan in the old Irish and Scottish immigration 

days. Whether folks were just moving from the Highlands or islands to the mainland, to England, 
to Ireland, or to America – kith and kin stayed together. 

The word clachan literally means “a small town with a church.” But it took on the meaning of 
close-knit groups sticking together in new territory (or old), watching each other’s back, making 
sure everyone was pulling their weight, but lending a helping hand when needed. Many marriages 
took place between these kith and kin, sometimes even if a wee drop ‘o the blood was in each 
partner. It was safe. It supported the community. It gave everyone a stake in the future of that 
community.

It was even common practice for Scots, Irish, and Scotch-Irish trappers to intermarry with 
women of Native tribes to establish the same type of family bond. The importance of kith and kin 
existed on so many levels, and was easily understood by most.

At the Celtic Guide we have our own kith and kin. We are kin – cousins in our love for the 
Celtic, and who knows, many of us may even share some DNA if we go back far enough. We are 
kith – people who have banded together to write, photograph, illustrate, publish and read this little 
five-year-old rag. We are not of the big-time, though we get thousands of Internet hits. We are 
clachan in the truest sense of the word. 

From The Editor . . .

http://www.celticguide.com • celticguide@gmail.com
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EDITOR’S NOTE: Christy Nicholas has 
provided the Celtic Guide with many stories, 
illustrations, and photographs (some used 
on our covers) over the last several years.  
Though this story is not particularly Celtic 
in nature, it shows just how dramatic, 
traumatic, and romantic “kith and kin” 
can be. She mentions this story in her book 
Better To Have Loved, the cover of which is 
shown here. We thank her for all she has 
done for the Guide, and for sharing this 
poignant, personal tale with us.

 People want to know where they came 
from. Perhaps it’s not the first thought as a 
child, but eventually each of us starts to ask 
questions. Our roots help to define our own 
identity, even if it is in reaction to it rather 
than in sync with it. However, in order to 
decide if you are part of your heritage or in 
contrast to it, you must discover what it is.

I grew up without a father. Indeed, without 
even knowing who my father was. I didn’t 
have a great deal of abandonment issues, 
though, as my mother was quite firm about 
the fact that he didn’t realize she had been 
pregnant. Logically, he didn’t leave me as he 
didn’t know about me. That’s all grand, but 
I still felt a gaping hole in my background. 
I didn’t know what my father was like, what 
his talents were, who his family was, where 
they were from, etc. It was a blank portion of 
my visual image of myself. I tried to fill that 
hole in various ways, acting out as a teenager, 
but eventually I turned that energy to another 
use. I tried to find him.

I was 15 when I started this search. 

This was back in 1986, before the Internet 
was a useful, everyday tool for the common 
man. But I was familiar with genealogical 
research tools, so I used those as my base. 
I knew his name and the city he lived in, 
Minneapolis, and that he was married. I tried 
to find his birth certificate, but I wasn’t certain 
of the spelling of his name. I knew he did 
television repairs and was involved with the 
Church of Scientology. I wrote to the church, 
but they refused to divulge information. I 
thought I was at a dead end. I concentrated 
on my mother’s side of the family, which was 

The search
  for my ancestors

by Christy Jackson Nicholas
USA



a much richer field. My great-grandmother’s 
uncles had done considerable research on 
our family in 1908, so I started with a family 
tree that already went back to the 1750s. 
I expanded on it considerably, using mail, 
microfiche, and a magazine called Everton’s 
Genealogical Helper.

This magazine was a wonder for the budding 
genealogist. It had family information, 
resources, and advertisements for people that 
could help you do research. One day, as I was 
researching my Jackson roots, I came across 
an article of a man who would search out living 
relatives. The fee, $100, was only payable if 
he actually found something. I shrugged and 
thought, why not? That’s a small price to pay 
for possibly finding my father. And it was.

It took him about a year, but he found 
my father’s birth certificate, his marriage 
certificate, and an address. Very nervously, I 
wrote a clinical letter to the address. I wanted 
to make sure he wasn’t frightened off, so 
I assured him I was asking for nothing but 
medical and genealogical information, and if 
he wished to meet, I was amenable. I had no 
wish to rock his world or ruin his marriage. 
I got no response. After a year, I gave up on 
that. It must have been an old address.

As disappointing as that was, the birth 
and marriage certificates were much more 
valuable. I had verification of the spelling 
of his name, his parents’ names, and could 
therefore write for their birth certificates. I 
now had a budding genealogical chart of my 
father’s family, at least. 

It was several years before I had a 
breakthrough in that line. I was working at a 
CPA firm and another CPA urged me to check 
out the local Church of Latter Day Saints 
Genealogical Library. I’d tried one before and 
found little of interest, but I checked this one 
out. It had more microfiche available, and an 
online database I could search for free. I went 
through each of my family dead ends, making 
notes and ordering microfiche from the central 
Salt Lake City library, when I came across my 

father’s line. I found his grandparents’ names. 
They were listed in someone else’s submitted 
family tree, and were unusual enough names 
that I had no doubt they were the same 
people. 

Nervously, I wrote down the name and 
address of the person who submitted the 
research. I wrote a letter to them, explaining 
my quest, which had now lasted 15 years. 
I asked if she had any information on my 
father’s side of her family. I waited with some 
skepticism, remembering how eagerly I had 
awaited the prior letter from my father, only 
to be disappointed.

It was only a few weeks later when I got 
the call. Sharon, the researcher I contacted, 
had spent some time tracking down my father 
and my grandparents. It turned out her Uncle 
Frank was my Great-Uncle Frank. She also 
said that if, for any reason, my father couldn’t 
or wouldn’t acknowledge me, that I had 
cousins in Minnesota that would welcome me 
into the family. For someone who had grown 
up with a single mother and no siblings, this 
instant acceptance made me cry.

It was with shaky fingers that I dialed my 
father’s phone number. He was in California, 
while I was in Florida, so there was a time 
difference. Now, I had imagined this phone 
conversation hundreds of times over the last 
15 years. I didn’t want to appear to be a nut, 
or seeking some financial gain. I certainly 
didn’t want to hurt his family life. I had 
psyched myself into considering he might not 
want to know me, or even acknowledge me as 
his. He might be a drunk, or mean, or just not 
interested. 

When I dialed his number, I got an 
answering machine. The first thing I heard 
was Star Trek: The Next Generation music. 
The message said that the bridge crew was 
not available to receive my hail, to please 
leave my name, hailing frequency, and planet 
of origin. I almost cried with relief. At least 
he had a sense of humor and a high level of 
geekiness. We should get along fine.
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I left a rather vague vanilla message that I 
was “doing some genealogical research, and 
thought we might be related.” 

I asked him to give me a call when he got 
the chance. Then I waited.

Twenty minutes seemed like twenty years.
When he finally did call, I made sure he 

was the right man. I asked him if he was in 
England in 1968, if he was involved with the 
Church of Scientology there. He was. Then I 
asked if he remembered my mother.

It had been 30 years. He didn’t remember 
her name. But when I described her, he did 
remember her, the person. I told him she was 
my mother and that she claimed he was my 
father.

Dead silence.
After a moment, he said, simply, “Wow.” 

And the first questions weren’t “How does 
she know,” but, “How come she never told 
me?”  Instant acceptance of the fact. 

We spent two hours on the phone comparing 
our lives. We both loved science fiction and 
fantasy, history, languages, travel, and we 
both had a collection of dragons. Through 
email, we exchanged photographs, and there 
was no doubt in any of our minds that we 
were related. His eyes and smile in his high 

school photo was so similar to mine, it might 
have been a cut-and-paste job. 

It was in that moment that the hole filled. 
Ever since, I have felt stronger, more confident 
in myself, in my own grounding. It was at that 
point that I felt adult, fully human, and fully 
in touch with my background. 

Many people don’t get the luxury I have 
worked hard to find. They don’t grow up 
with fathers, mothers, siblings, due to death, 
abandonment, or tragedy. I am incredibly lucky 
that I was gifted this exquisite opportunity to 
get to know my father, after 30 years.

I wrote of the experience, both from my 
perspective and my mother’s, in the first 
novel I wrote, Better To Have Loved. It was 
a necessary thing for me, to get the story out 
to the world – a 30-year search, which had a 
happy ending. 

And who doesn’t love a happy ending?
Christy Jackson Nicholas
http://www.amazon.com/dp/   

 B01B1UPNY0/ 
http://www.tirgearrpublishing.com/  

 authors/Nicholas_Christy/index.htm
www.greendragonartist.com
www.greendragonartist.net
www.facebook.com/greendragonauthor
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The patriarchal Chief of Clan Ranald had 
married the daughter of the feudal Chief, Hugh 
Fraser, Lord of Lovat. The union of this marriage 
led to the birth of a son named Ronald. While 
still an infant, Ronald’s father, the Chief of Clan 
Ranald, died, though some say murder was the 
way of it. Ronald’s mother, an advocate of clan 
feudalism, was not well liked among the kith and 
kin of Clan Ranald who were staunch believers in 
patriarchal rule. 

What is little known about Highland history 
is that many of the family feuds that showered 
the Highlands in red were in fact a direct result 
of the Scottish kings enforcing feudalism over the 
ancient patriarchal system of the Highland clans. 
Feudalism allowed the chiefs total domination 

over their subjects while patriarchal systems gave 
every clansman or woman equal rights over the 
land and its resources, making the chief a father 
figure rather than a king. 

Upon the death of Ronald’s father, the 
chieftainship of Clan Ranald was handed over 
temporarily to the deceased chief’s brother, Iain 
of Muidartach. He was to lead the clan until the 
heir, Ronald, came of age. 

Ronald’s Fraser mother, having lost all favor 
with Clan Ranald, choose to take her son back 
to her home and father, the Chief of Clan Fraser. 
There Ronald would get the finest education of 
the high born. He would learn the art of arms, how 
to rule, and be prepared for his return to Chief of 
Clan Ranald. 

  a n d  t h e

  furious
  battle

o f
 

Ronald Galda
 the stranger

Kinlochlochy
by Larry Andrews

USA
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However, among the patriarchal clans 
hereditary rights were not always accepted. The 
man that the clan felt was best for the job of chief 
because of his great deeds and political abilities 
often got the position, even if the position had 
to be achieved by civil war, outright murder, or 
guile. 

Iain of Muidartach, succeeding in many 
conflicts and negotiations, was no exception 
to this rule, and in his time as chief he proved 
himself a very accomplished warrior, general, 
and politician. His great success as chief left little 
room for the return of Ronald Galda, now dubbed 
by Clan Ranald as “the stranger.”

Ronald, like his father, grew into a strong and 
formidable man. He was well loved by his adopted 
Clan Fraser and especially by his uncle Hugh 
Fraser to whom he was fostered. Hugh Fraser was 
a powerful warlord and leader of the Frasers of 
Lovat. Hugh loved Ronald as his own son which 
often happened with fostering among the clans. 

There was little not to love in Ronald. He 
was exceptionally strong, intelligent and in the 
whole of the Fraser Clan, he had no rival with the 
claymore. Ronald learned his lessons well and was 
strongly influenced by his mother in regarding the 
obvious benefits of bringing feudalism to Clan 
Ranald upon his return. 

Ronald was too strong-willed to give up what 
he believed to be his hereditary rights. When he 
came of age, he did not care that his uncle Iain of 
Muidartach was now well established as Chief and 
patriarch of Clan Ranald. Ronald had been taught 
his whole life that Chief of Clan Ranald was his 
hereditary and feudal birthright. His powerful 
foster father Hugh was in total agreement with 
his daughter and nephew, and was prepared to 
help Ronald take his chieftainship by force if 
necessary.  

To their surprise and suspicion, Iain of 
Muidartach not only welcomed his nephew 
home but also set up a huge feast for all to accept 
the young chief into his position of power. Iain 
of Muidartach held a Highland feast of epic 
proportion for Ronald’s coronation, serving up 
wine, whisky, roasted beef, oxen, venison, and 
lamb, all the finest foods a great Highland chief 
could offer his kith and kin. Clan bards, pipers, 

singers, harpers, athletes, and dancers were all 
gathered to entertain Clan Ranald and their allies. 
All would come in force to enjoy these days of 
plenty. 

Gatherings of this nature were so much more 
than just a great party; feasts were an essential 
binding fabric of clan life. Highland feasts held 
several important social and political values. They 
gave many clan folk the opportunity to make and 
maintain deeper bonds with kith and kin and it 
was an opportunity for distant fostered children to 
laugh and visit with family. It was a chance for the 
poorer folk to eat like kings and it was a peaceful 
opportunity for the clan to show off its prosperity, 
strength, and the quality of their chief. 

Hugh of Lovat gathered his allies the Clans 
Grant, MacIntosh, and his own Frasers, all feudal 
tribes, to support Ronald’s coronation at Arasaig, 
the seat of his ancestors. Perhaps as a sign of 
Hugh’s distrust of Iain and Clan Ranald, the 
Lord of Lovat did not take the most direct route 
to the feast. Instead he marched his warriors in 
a roundabout way through MacIntosh country 
collecting his allies as he marched. 

At a great feast of this nature, the chief’s 
clansmen would be armed to the teeth. It was 
common practice among the warrior tribes of the 
Highlands in those ancient days, as the old Gaelic 
saying goes, better a wall of bones than a wall of 
stones. In this age, that sentiment of clan strength 
gathered around the chief is even reflected in the 
title Leine-Chrios given to the chief’s picked 
bodyguard. In Gaelic the term actually means 
chainmail shirt, representing the chief’s close 
protection expected from these warriors.

Though all Highland warriors were considered 
formidable in battle, the Leine-Chrios were the 
elite warriors of the clan. An example of the 
prowess of these bodyguards, it was said that at 
the Battle of Harlaw, the Leine-Chrios of the Lord 
of the Isles slew an average of thirty warriors 
each. 

These men were handpicked as children by the 
chief and his current bodyguards. The children 
were fostered to veteran Leine-Chrios, who 
tirelessly trained them in the weapons and ways of 
war until they reached the highest standards. The 
chief personally saw that they were fed very well, 
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armed with the best weapons and war gear, and 
exercised into specimens of warrior perfection. 

   Surviving this strict education was not enough 
to be accepted into the ranks of the bodyguard. As 
a final test of skills, the trainee had to successfully 
perform one of the Finian warrior feats of old. A 
few examples of what these feats were like gives 
us an idea of the measure expected from these 
mighty men of old. 

One test was to tie your hair into a warrior’s 
knot and then insert a thorn into your heel. The 
warrior would then run a decided distance for his 
life through the woods and over hill and heather. 
On this run, without breaking stride, the warrior 
had to pluck the thorn from his heel and could not 
let his hair be messed or pulled undone by hand, 
brier, or branch. During this difficult run through 
the wilds, he would also have to elude armed 
veteran bodyguards hunting him. 

Another feat example was to be buried waist 
deep in the ground and left to defend himself with 
a targe and sword while surrounded by veterans 
armed with short javelins. The buried warrior 
would have to successfully fend off launched 

javelins from all directions until all of the darts 
were exhausted. 

These elite warriors went everywhere with the 
chief. The greater the number of Leine-Chrios, 
the more powerful the clan. Therefore, this made 
a greater deterrent to rival clans. 

A retinue of 40 warriors gathered around the 
chief when he traveled, for duties unwarlike in 
nature, was a fairly common number among the 
more powerful clans. 

When Hugh, Ronald, and their entourage 
arrived, tensions instantly grew. It did not help 
matters that Ronald wandered around observing, 
with poorly hidden disdain, the extravagance 
his uncle Iain had spent on the feast. Among 
Clan Ranald it was a recognized reflection of his 
mother’s influence and a good example of the 
greed associated with aristocrats in feudal clans. 

To add insult to injury, Ronald, upon seeing 
the vast quantities of food laid out for the feasting, 
stated repeatedly on how hens would have been 
plenty to feast on for this occasion. 

Now this frugal suggestion did not go over well 
among his Ranald kinsmen. Highland hospitality 



is a long-held and respected tradition. So when 
your host is pulling out all the stops in your honor, 
it is not the best policy to criticize. As they say, ill 
news travels fast, and this feast was no exception. 
Ronald’s poor manners and remarks quickly 
became a conversation on everyone’s lips and 
everywhere he went he heard the contemptuous 
mumblings of his new title, “The Hen Chief.” 

To suggest hens to feast on, the lowest grade 
of food at a feast where a chief is supposed to 
impress and show gratitude toward his people, 
was a great insult. In Ronald’s case it was also an 
example of how little he knew about patriarchal 
clan customs. The free people he wanted to lead 
saw their chief as a father figure instead of an all-
powerful king. Ronald was raised by his mother’s 
family where the feudal chief is the supreme ruler 
and the people are no more than serfs – servants 
who owned nothing but a lifetime of servitude 
to their chief. This obvious misunderstanding on 
Ronald’s part only amplified his hereditary clan’s 
dislike of him, and at the feast this became overly 
evident. Everywhere Ronald went he got the cold 
shoulder. In time, the young pretender had his fill 
of ill treatment and left Arasaig uncrowned with 
his foster clan and allies. 

This time Hugh chose to take the most direct 
route home, despite his allies’ warning him to take 
the roundabout route by which he had arrived. In 
this way his allies could help protect the Fraser 
warriors from Clan Ranald’s greater numbers. 

Some say Hugh choose to go on unsupported 
by his allies out of pride. Others say that Hugh 
did not believe that John would dare attack a clan 
backed by the King of Scotland. 

At the head of Kinlock Lochy, which is now 
partially under water, Hugh, Ronald, and three 
hundred Fraser warriors came face to face with 
five hundred Cameron and Ranald warriors armed 
and ready for battle. Hugh could have retreated, 
but not without losing face. So he called to his 
warriors to ready for battle. Both clan armies were 
fitted out with archers, heavy infantry wearing 
gambesons, chainmail coats, and carrying 
claymores. The light infantry wore anything from 
deer hide vests to simple linen shirts. 

Legends claim that the day was so hot that 
both warring parties discarded their war gear 

and fought wearing only their shirts like the 
Highlanders of the ‘45, centuries later. The conflict 
was later dubbed Blair na Leine, the battle of the 
shirts. Recent historians believe this to be a false 
translation and that it actually meant the Battle of 
Swampy Meadow. Swampy Meadow is the name 
of the field at the head of Kinloch Lochy where 
the battle was fought.

The legend of the battle is as follows: 
The warring clans met in the usual manner of 

hostile Highlanders. Battle lines were formed and 
the clan bards stepped forward and began to chant 
the glorious deeds of clan heroes from the past 
and those of the present. The bards worked their 
listeners into an excited frenzy of zeal for clan, 
kith, and kin. The area echoed with the raising 
chants of warriors gearing up for slaughter. They 
would call out to the enemy, their names, vulgar 
taunts, oaths of revenge, and vows of mayhem. 

Then archers began launching barbed arrows 
at their foes. The fletched flights passed in the sky 
and fell on the warriors like a deadly hail storm. 
Quickly the quivers were emptied.

The chief then stepped out from the protection 
of his wall of bones and began chanting the 
clan’s battle cry. His followers took up that call 
for slaughter and their warrior frenzy rapidly 
escalated. The drones of bagpipes began to rise 
above the howl. They grew until the land echoed 
with clan tunes of war. 

In the midst of wild chanting, the chief’s war 
cry changed to a raging roar and he charged the 
enemy, mindless of his followers.  Thrilled by the 
seemingly blind bravery of their beloved chief, 
these walls of bones turned into bellowing lions 
and charged fearlessly into death’s open arms. 
Each clan and their faithful allies burst forward, 
weapons at the ready. 

  Archers from both sides headed to the enemies’ 
arrows that fell short and gathered them up on the 
run. The heavy infantry charged, leading the way 
and picking up speed until they were running as 
fast as 12mph. 

Both clan’s warriors blasted into and right 
through each other, only slowing down when 
they were deep in their enemies’ nest. It was not a 
battle of shield walls like the Norsemen of old, but 
an open melee and a wild slaughter fest. 
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As they met on the charge, great claymores 
burst through chainmail and hacked strong men 
apart. When that push of swinging steel settled 
into the crowded melee, the adaptable claymore 
was taken at the half grip and used as a short range 
weapon with deadly offensive and defensive 
capabilities. The light infantry, coming into the 
action close behind the mail-covered elite, cut 
down enemy stragglers and closed to support 
outnumbered armored warriors. Archers, now 
armed again, sought out enemy heroes who were 
leaving too wide a corpse wake. They closed within 
ten or fifteen feet and fired at point blank range, 
delivering devastating damage to the enemy. 

The chief, surrounded by his Leine-Chrios, 
watched for weak points in his and the enemies’ 
ranks. There he went in support or to render more 
injury on the enemy. Around him, his bodyguards 
fearlessly earned their keep. They killed and died 
in droves, ever quick to throw away life and limb 
protecting their chief. 

The Battle of Swampy Meadow was a blood 
bath that lasted until it became too dark to see. 
Legend says that Ronald was a genius with the 
claymore and wreaked havoc on the enemy. He 
stood by his foster father and fought like a man 
possessed. Hugh’s own bodyguard fought to the 
very last and each slew many warriors before 
falling to Cameron arrows and Ranald sword 
strokes. Hugh eventually fell mortally wounded 
and young Ronald was the last to defend the dying 
chief of Clan Fraser. 

Hugh, with his failing breath, said to his foster 
son, “All is lost. Flee, Ronald, while you still 
can.” 

With tears rolling down his crimson splashed 
cheeks, Ronald said to his uncle, “You and your 
kinsmen have ever been more a family to me than 
any of Clan Ranald. I will stay and die with the 
Fraser of Lovat.” 

Hugh Fraser squeezed his foster son’s hand 
and slipped way. It was then that Ronald’s true 
battle frenzy exploded. He ploughed into the 
ranks of Clan Ranald looking for his uncle Iain 
of Muidartach. As he searched through the melee, 
Ronald was like a mad man fanatical in his 
assault, slaying enemy warriors with an uncanny 
ease. Iain, being a good chief, traveled all over the 

battlefield supporting where it was needed with 
what was left of his bodyguard following close 
at hand. Iain of Muidartach was no novice with 
the great sword. During the battle, he laid many 
Fraser warriors low. Ronald finally spotted him 
and like a lion among lambs started killing his 
way to Iain of Muidartach. 

At this time in Clan Ranald’s army there was 
an aging champion, a master swordsman, who was 
the leader of Iain’s bodyguard. This sword master 
had seven sons by his first wife that died, all strong 
warriors in their own right. As often happened in 
those days when a man became widowed with 
children, he was quickly remarried. The master 
was no exception. He remarried and soon after 
they had another child. This younger-born son was 
dearly loved by his father and half-brothers. When 
the master learned that his youngest son wanted to 
join the fight he sighed and said, “The one thing I 
hate to see is a beardless boy in a battle.” 

Though the insult was meant to deter the 
young lad, it had no effect. The boy waited for 
his moment, then snuck into the battle. As Ronald 
fought his way toward Iain of Muidartach, he 
encountered four gigantic sons of the master 
swordsman. The other three sons had fallen, slain 
by arrows early in the battle. The remaining four 
in turn went to stop Ronald’s wide corpse wake. 
The Clan Ranald champion had to stay by his 
chief and defend Iain’s rash dives into the fray. 

Meanwhile, Ronald, still in a fury, was cutting 
a path of destruction toward his uncle. Every time 
the master swordsman got a chance to look toward 
his sons, he had to watch helplessly chained to 
his chief’s defense as Ronald cut down another. It 
was agony for the Clan Ranald champion, honor 
bound to protect his chief and helpless to protect 
his sons from Ronald’s battle rage. The old sword 
master watched all four sons fall beneath the 
sword song of Ronald Galda the Hen Chief.

Suddenly, Iain of Muidartach was struck a 
serious blow and fell wounded while fighting a 
group of wild blood-covered Fraser warriors. They 
had been causing a good deal of damage to Clan 
Ranald’s center and Iain charged in to put a stop to 
it. Those of his bodyguards that were left picked 
up their chief and carried him from the battlefield 
to safety. Ronald, so close but not close enough, 
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roared like a hungry lion at the loss his prey. At 
this same moment, now free of his obligation, the 
old clan champion, seeking revenge for his four 
fallen sons, shouted out his battle cry and moved 
for Ronald. He closed in and called a challenge 
of single combat to the wild-eyed Ronald. Ronald 
answered the challenge with his own battle 
cry. The Coram na Feime, equal combat of the 
Fingalian, a call for a fair field unhindered by 
other clansmen, was sounded by both red-washed 
warriors. When these words were shouted out, all 
other warriors were honor bound not to interfere 
in the single combat. 

The two mighty men drew breath, measured 
each other at a glance, and charged. Their 
sword play and dexterity were a sight to behold. 
Everything the master threw at the younger 
warrior was eluded or countered. In his whole life 
he had never encountered such agile sword craft. 
Ronald’s sense of rhythm, distance, and timing 
were free of all flaw and he began driving the old 
sword master back bit by bit. Ronald marveled at 
the champion’s skill, never had a warrior lasted 
so long against his deadly sword song. Back and 
forth the cuts, eludes, and parries went. Their blue 
blades clanged, whooshed, and sang off each other. 
Though the fight was a magnificent spectacle, 
Ronald was bit by bit driving the old champion 
back and wearing on that swordsman’s wind.

Unknown to the old warrior, among the ranks 
watching the single combat, was his beardless 
son. The young lad was struck with horror. He 
was beginning to believe the impossible; his 
mighty father was going to die. He ran up behind 
Ronald with claymore raised and shouted to his 
father, “The one thing I hate to see is an old grey 
beard backing up!” 

The champion, seeing what the rash lad was 
about to do, called out to Ronald, “I’ll not be a 
traitor to you, Ronald, they are at your behind!” 

Ronald instantly turned and slipped the attack 
while launching an attack of his own. Fearing for 
his last and beloved son, the champion did not 
give Ronald a chance to counter and struck the 
young chief from behind, laying open the back of 
the mighty swordsman’s head. Ronald dropped 
like a wet sack of feed and lay red and quiet at the 
old champion’s feet. 

The Battle of Kinloch Lochy had lasted into the 
early evening until it became too dark to continue. 
It was a tremendous slaughter on both sides. The 
death count of Clan Fraser was two hundred and 
ninety-five warriors. Only five well-wearied and 
crimson covered Frasers returned home that night. 
Four hundred ninety-two warriors from Clans 
Ronald and Cameron lay dead with only eight left 
to tell the tale. 

With the battlefield filled full of raven’s meat, 
the last surviving eight, blood-soaked and war 
weary, considered running down the five Frasers 
who survived and fully finish the deeds done. 
With their chief and all his close kin killed, the 
five survivors decided it was time to leave that 
red field of woe. According to legend, the Fraser 
of Lovat’s warrior class would have been almost 
extinct after this battle had not eighty of the fallen 
warrior’s wives been impregnated prior to the 
conflict and later gave birth to sons. 

  A final legend attached to this tale of kith 
and kin was that the old champion and his son, 
filled with remorse from their treachery, carried 
Ronald, who still lived by a thread, to the Clan 
Ranald leech. There the father and son watched 
and wept over the mighty warrior. Word got to 
Iain of Muidartach that his nephew the pretender 
still lived. He asked the leech the quality of 
Ronald’s condition. The leech replied it was so 
precarious that the young chief could be snuffed 
out with the mere stab of Iain’s brooch pin. Iain 
handed the leech his brooch pin indicating for him 
to finish off the young chief. The leech returned 
to Ronald’s bedside pin in hand. Ronald laid still 
with a dirk tightly clenched in his blood covered 
grip. The leech attempted to remove the dirk but 
the dying Ronald would not release it. 

The old warrior and his beardless son still 
weeping over Ronald, asked the leech why he 
would not let the man die with his weapon in hand. 
Before the leech could answer, Ronald spotted the 
hidden brooch pin ready to stab him. 

With his last bit of strength, the young chief 
sprung upright and jammed his dirk blade deep 
into the treacherous leech’s heart, killing him 
instantly. Ronald then fell back dead from the 
exertion. That is how the life and line of Ronald 
Galda, the stranger, came to an end.                
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Despite the recent movement to replace 
his image on the $20 bill, Andrew Jackson is 
one of the most popular presidents the United 
States of America has ever had. He is one of 
the top three written about, along with George 
Washington and Abraham Lincoln. Jackson is 
credited with creating the Democratic Party, 
and with being the first populous president in 
American history, giving the common man a 
chance to actually play a role in the election of 
the country’s president. 

The story you are about to read has been 
vetted by Prof. Robert Remini, considered the 
world’s expert on Jackson, who authored ten 
books on the man. Remini was the Historian of 
the U.S. House of Representatives when he first 
read my tale of Jackson. On August 23, 2011, 
Prof. Remini wrote to me saying, “I congratulate 
you on all the work you have devoted to this 
project and would urge you to keep working on 
it and perhaps prepare it for publication. I wish 
you well in all your endeavors and I thank you 
most sincerely for sharing this with me.”

Also vetting this story for me was Prof. Rik 
Booream, of Rutgers University, who wrote the 
book Young Hickory, the best tale of Jackson’s 
youth. He said that not only is there nothing in 
this story that contradicts any known history of 
Andrew Jackson, but that he wished he had my 
material when he wrote his book.

Finally, the Andrew Jackson’s Hermitage 
museum and library in Nashville, accepted a 
copy of a report based on this story, which was 
read by both the curator and the CEO. I met 
with the CEO and emailed with the curator, who 
agreed that there is supporting evidence of at 
least some of this tale, and that she feels family 

tradition is nearly always based on some amount 
of fact, even if some areas are still shrouded in 
mystery or supported only by legend.

Pick up nearly any biography on Jackson 
(there are many) and you will quickly read 
how little is known of his heritage, save that he 
had “obscure” Scotch-Irish beginnings. Take a 
deeper look into the traditions of several families, 
whose names surround Jackson’s known history, 
and you will find a much different tale. 

These traditions tell the story of a close 
connection to Scotland’s Clan Donald, and 
Northern Ireland’s Clan McDonnell.

It is true that family traditions are often 
discounted as being inaccurate or, worse, puffed 
up with false pride. And yet, even so-called 
“official” documents and historical records are 
supported in a very large part by tradition, rather 
than provable fact. 

Andrew Jackson
        – kith and kin –

  by James A. McQuiston, FSAScot
                         USA
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For example, two of the most popular books 
ever published are the Bible and Dan Brown’s 
The Da Vinci Code, each telling a dramatically 
different tale of Christ. 

Again, we could ask, “Were the McGregors 
outlaws or freedom fighters?” “Did Robert 
the Bruce kill John Comyn during a heated 
argument, or in a planned assassination?” 

There are many questions we’ll just never be 
able to answer. The elements that would help 
make a family tradition seem more plausible are 
its comparison to other family traditions drawing 
similar conclusions, to historical timelines, and 
to the motives of the people involved in the 
story. That is exactly what this tale of Andrew 
Jackson’s Scottish connection has to offer.

One fact broadly accepted about Jackson is 
that his grandfather was a resident of County 
Antrim, Northern Ireland, by the name of Hugh 
Jackson. President Jackson agreed with this fact 
in information he gave to various biographers. 

Andrew’s oldest brother was named Hugh, 
in keeping with a common Scotch-Irish naming 
convention in which the first son was named 
after the paternal grandfather. Andrew, being the 
third son, also followed this naming convention 
by being his own father’s namesake. It would 
then follow that the second brother, Robert, 
would be named after the maternal grandfather, 
in keeping with the same naming sequence. 
While Cyrus Hutchinson is conjectured as 
the maternal grandfather of Jackson, Robert 
Hutchinson, seems the most common sense 
choice for his name. Regardless, there is no 
doubt that Jackson’s mother was a Hutchinson.

In researching the source for the name 
Hutchinson a genealogist would typically find 
two important men as its progenitors. The 
first is Hugh de Padianun, a Norman knight 
who came to Scotland to aid King Malcolm 
in defeating Somerled of the Isles, and who 
was instrumental in the founding of Paisley 
Abbey. Indeed, a parish near the abbey is called 
Houston, in his honor. The year of Somerled’s 
defeat was 1164. 

The interesting thing about Paisley Abbey 
is that, although it was owned by the Stewart 
family, and later the Hamilton family, it was 
supported for centuries by Clan Donald. 

Several Clan Donald chieftains retired from 
the rigors of battle and life in the Highlands to 
become hermits at the abbey. The last Lord of the 
Isles, John McDonald, is buried in the abbey, in 
the grave of his ancestor Robert II of Scotland. 
His brother, historically known as Hugh of 
Sleat, most likely died at the abbey, although he 
is buried on the island of North Uist, at a place 
called Sand.

Hugh of Sleat happens to be another primary 
source for the names Houston and Hutchinson, 
and also the name McQuiston. Hugh became 
the Chief of Clan Donald when his brother 
relinquished the Lord of the Isles title to King 
James of Scotland. The name Hugh, in Gaelic, 
was written as Uisdean and pronounced 
much like Ooshdn. From “Ooshdn” came the 
name Houston. From “Ooshdn’s son” came 
Hutchinson. From “MacOoshdn”, or “son of 
Uisdean”  came McQuiston, a name with a 
handful of spellings. 

Sixteenth century public records are rife with 
names that float somewhere between all these 
interpretations of Hugh’s name. The “sept” 
list of Clan Donald contains all three names - 
Houston, Hutchinson, and  McQuiston. 

Sept names were regulated by the Brehon 
laws of the Celtic race, and were generally not 
created lightly. However, it is also true that two 
or three brothers could be known by completely 
different surnames, when recorded by English-
speaking writers or record keepers. 

In the case of Hugh of Sleat, his first three sons 
are all recorded with a version of the Hutchinson 
name. The first son, John, is recorded in 1494 
as John Makhuchone, the earliest known form 
of the McQuiston name. He is also recorded in 
1497 as John Huchonsoun. Hugh’s third son is 
recorded as Archibald Auchonsoune. Neither 
John nor Archibald had any known children. 
However, their brother, Donald did. 



Donald is recorded as Donald Hutchonsoune 
in an account concerning his death. Later, he is 
mentioned, in reference to a female descendant 
of his, in the words Nein Donle VickHuiston, 
Nein referring to “the granddaughter of” and 
“Vick” more commonly Vic, ‘Ic or Mhic, 
denoted a specific father to son relationship. 
In other words, the said Donle was absolutely 
the son of Huiston. There is little doubt that at 
least two of the sons of Hugh of Sleat carried 
versions of both the McQuiston and Hutchinson 
names. Four sons are listed in the Black Book of 
Clanranald as MacUisdean. Most importantly, 
the first three sons each carried a version of the 
Hutchinson name - the maiden name of Andrew 
Jackson’s mother, Elizabeth.

If we looked no further than this, it is quite 
obvious that the likelihood of the Hutchinson 
and McQuiston names being one and the same is 
extremely high, especially for those Hutchinsons 
coming out of Scotland or Northern Ireland.

What makes this significant is that Donald 
Hutchonsoune/MacUisdean married into the 
family of the McDonnells of Co. Antrim, 
Northern Ireland. It is in Antrim where the 
family of Elizabeth Hutchinson is found, along 
with the family of Hugh Jackson.

Donald’s son, Alexander, left for Ireland in 
1565, along with all of his own sons, to serve 
under his first cousin, Sorley Boy McDonnell. 
Sorley Boy is the first person in history known 
to have been called Scotch-Irish. This was in 
1573, in a manifesto issued by Queen Elizabeth 
of England, which read, in part, “. . . Sorley Boy 
and others who are of the Scotch-Irish race.” 

Among the “others” spoken of were the son 
and grandsons of Donald Hutchonsoune. 

Donald’s son, Alexander, fought alongside 
Sorley until 1586, when these two men were 
both in their eighties. 

To assume that the Hutchinson family, living 
in the land of Sorley Boy, would be of a different 
line than the Hutchinson family, which served 
under Sorley, would seem to fly in the face of 
logic.

Sorley’s son Randall McDonnell would 
become the first Earl of Antrim and was followed 
by his son, also named Randall, in 1636. This 
second Randall was styled Lord Dunluce, named 
for the McDonnell castle of Dunluce located not 
far from the town of Coleraine. Coleraine is one 
of the larger towns of the Bann Valley, which 
straddles counties Antrim and Londonderry. 
Londonderry was, in fact, originally known as 
County Coleraine. 

Sorley Boy, and later his son and grandson, 
held considerable sway throughout the Bann 
Valley. In fact, in 1639, the second Randall, 
Earl of Antrim was chosen, along with 
Donald McDonald of Sleat, as “His Majesty’s 
lieutenants and commissioners in the Western 
Isles and Highlands of Scotland, with full power 
to convocate the lieges, and pursue the King’s 
rebellious subjects with fire and sword.” 

What territory Randall II did not control 
through his own inheritance, he controlled by 
edict from the throne of Great Britain.

The road south from Coleraine leads to 
Aghadowey. In this short stretch of land, and in 
Balleymoney to the east, Dungiven to the west, 
and nearby Lislane and Macosquin, settled the 
families of McQuiston, Hutchinson, Jackson, 
Moody, Vance, Crawford, Craighead and many 
more names associated with the family traditions, 
and the historical records, concerning Andrew 
Jackson. That these families could live in the 
shadow of Dunluce Castle, in an area controlled 
by Sorley Boy’s family, in an area predominately 
anti-English, anti-Irish and staunchly Scottish in 
nature, without the consent of the McDonnells 
of Antrim, is highly unlikely - especially in the 
case of the Jackson family.

In the same year as Randall’s commission 
from King Charles, Richard Jackson moved to 
Coleraine with his wife, Mary McRandall. In 
an exhaustive book, written with guidance from 
the curator of the Andrew Jackson Centre, in 
Carrickfergus, Northern Ireland, the genealogy 
of Andrew Jackson is traced to Richard and 
Mary Jackson, of Coleraine. 
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The book, The Ulster Jacksons, by DJ 
McCartney, offers much family tradition, 
coming directly from the Jackson families of 
Antrim and Derry, as to the settlement of Richard 
and Mary in Coleraine, and to the descent of 
Andrew Jackson from this couple, just a few 
generations later. 

The Jackson family would become so 
powerful in Coleraine that they would hold 
nearly every substantial political office, and it 
would take the power of the king to break their 
stranglehold on the area. 

In the book, Scotch Irish Pioneers In Ulster 
and America, author Charles Knowles Bolton, 
one of the premier historians of the Scotch-Irish 
race, tells us that it was the raising of the rents 
in the Bann Valley by the Jackson family that 
was the straw breaking the camel’s back, and 
which led to the Scotch-Irish immigration from 
the Bann Valley to America.

It would seem not just unlikely, but in fact 
impossible for an Englishman named Jackson 
to establish such a dynasty under the nose of the 
Earl of Antrim, unless there was some kind of 
deal made, or some kind of family connection. 
You may remember that Richard’s wife was 
Mary McRandall. The Earl of Antrim was 
named Randall. 

In study of the McRandall name it will be 
difficult to find any other origin except one of 
three sources coming from Clan Donald. Good 
King John McDonald of Islay was married, first, 
to his cousin, Amie McRauri. Later, he married 
Margaret Stewart, daughter of Robert II. King 
John’s father, Angus Og, had hidden Robert 
Bruce in his own home, and later, with the help 
of the Bisset family of Antrim, he would hide 
Bruce on Rathlin Island until the day a spider’s 
industry convinced Bruce to return to Scotland 
for one more try at the throne 

At Bannockburn, Angus Og led several 
thousand Highland and Island troops in helping 
Bruce defeat the English king. This service 
earned the McDonalds the honor of always 
serving at the right hand of the Scottish king.

By Amie, King John had a son named 
Randall. In Randall’s line some descendant 
would take the McRandall name. 

King John had two sons of special note 
by Margaret Stewart. One son, John Mor, 
established Clan Donald South by marrying the 
Bisset heiress to Antrim. The other son, Donald, 
would follow King John as Lord of the Isles. 
This Donald was the grandfather of Hugh of 
Sleat and from him also came the McDonalds 
of Keppoch. Within the Keppoch McDonald 
branch several men took the McRandall name, 
after a Randall of their own line. The Clan 
Randall of Amie McRauri’s line, the Keppoch 
McDonalds, and the Antrim McDonnells are 
the only real sources of the name McRandall. 
In all cases, Mary McRandall, wife of Richard 
Jackson, would be a McDonald. 

It is possible that she was of the Antrim 
line since her husband established a dynasty 
in Coleraine, just a short ride from Dunluce 
Castle, and the Earl of Antrim. But, also, it is 
stated that Richard Jackson was a horse tender 
for the Keppoch McDonalds. It could be that 
this was how he met Mary, and that the couple 
moved to an area where her extended family 
ruled. Supporting this idea is the fact that 
Andrew Jackson was an avid horse-lover from 
his earliest days, and became a courier for the 
Continental Army at the young age of 13 mostly 
because of his riding ability and knowledge of 
back country trails.

The McRandall family and the Hutchinson 
family are the earliest possible connections of 
President Andrew Jackson to Clan Donald. 

Today, just a short distance south of Coleraine, 
in the Aghadowey cemetery, gravestones 
carrying the Hutchinson and Jackson names lay 
within arm’s reach of each other. In Lislane are 
records of the brothers, John, James and Robert 
Hutchinson, whose sister, Mary, was married to 
William McQuiston. The estate of James and 
Robert is listed as “considerable” in 1797. 

In James Parton’s Life of Andrew Jackson, 
he describes the Hutchinson girls as coming 
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to America with a “considerable” amount of 
wealth. In the will of one Alexander McQuiston, 
John Hutchinson is listed as executor. It is the 
McQuiston  tradition that John Hutchinson was 
the grandfather of Elizabeth Hutchinson, and 
that he brought a treasure, left by Alexander 
McQuiston, to America to be distributed 
amongst the children of Jean McQuiston and her 
husband, Thomas Moody. One of those children 
was Jean Moody, mother of Elizabeth Jackson, 
wife of Robert Hutchinson, and daughter-in-law 
of John Hutchinson.

Also mentioned in the will are Mary Denny, 
mother of Alexander’s child who died the same 
day as he did, plus James Denny, who moved 
near the McQuiston and Jackson families. One 
of Alexander McQuiston’s brothers, in America, 
was married to Ann Denny. Ann’s husband was 
Robert McCuiston, from whom I descend.  

The McQuiston family has a long list of 
circumstantial information to support this claim. 
However, just a quick look at the histories of 
the names Hutchinson, Jackson, McQuiston, 
Moody, and others like Craighead, Caldwell, 
Calhoun, Crockett, Crawford, Montgomery, 
Hamilton, Wilson, Nelson, Vance, Holland and 
Rankin, show how closely these families were to 
each other – they were the very embodiment of 
the term “kith and kin.” They were a clachan.

They moved, in unison, from the Bann 
Valley of Ulster to southeastern Pennsylvania. 
Later they moved to the Carolinas. All these 
families fought at the Siege of Londonderry, in 
1689, and their descendants fought at the Battle 
of Guilford Courthouse, near Greenesboro, 
North Carolina, and in the Waxhaw region of 
North and South Carolina, nearly one hundred 
years later. At the Siege of Londonderry, they 
held off King James’ troops for 105 days. At the 
Battle of Guilford Courthouse, they put out of 
commission one quarter of Cornwallis’ crack 
troops. They were war-hardened, freedom-
loving Scots families, intermarried many times 
over, mixing well the bloodlines of Robert the 
Bruce, William Wallace, and Clan Donald.

Andrew Jackson recommended the reading of 
the life of William Wallace, and of the Scottish 
chieftains, to those younger men he mentored. 
He spoke of how his mother would recount tales 
of the old country. William Wallace’s mother 
was a Crawford, and Jackson was raised in a 
Crawford family home. His mother’s best friend 
was Nancy Craighead, whose ancestor was 
Robert Craighead, the pastor at Londonderry, 
during the Siege. These are just a few of the 
many family traditions supporting this story.

During Cornwallis’ southern campaign, 
Jackson’s family retreated to Guilford County 
to stay with relatives like the Wilsons and 
McQuistons. Though orphaned at the age of 14, 
Jackson was surrounded by dozens and dozens 
of kith and kin whose memories still burned 
with thoughts of Scotland and Ireland and a 
long, long struggle for freedom. 

For Andrew Jackson to not be a member 
of Clan Donald, all three connections given 
in this story – the McQuiston connection, the 
Hutchinson family line, and the McRandall 
ancestry – would have to be discounted. Only 
one story needs to be true for Andrew Jackson 
to be of Clan Donald. 

In addition, many family traditions would 
have to be falsified, many family connections 
and histories would have to be overlooked, many 
motives and historical timelines would become 
moot in the face of three otherwise unproven, 
unsupported theories to replace these three. 

It is popular to condemn Andrew Jackson as 
a slave holder and for the Trail of Tears. 

In the effort to replace him on the twenty 
dollar bill, most of his exceptional contributions 
to this country are being overlooked. The twenty 
dollar bill is not at issue here, but the truth is.

Jackson fought in the American Revolution at 
the age of thirteen. His mother and two brothers 
died as a direct result of that war, leaving him 
without a family by age fourteen. He lived with 
lifelong scars on his forearm and forehead from 
a British officer’s sword. His hatred for British 
oppression never ceased and he proved himself 



again in the War of 1812. This war established 
America as a nation among other world powers. 
His brave defeat of the British at New Orleans 
prevented the renewal of hostilities with this foe, 
who had already burned Washington, DC to the 
ground. The British were intent on recapturing 
their rebel colonies and Andrew Jackson led the 
deciding battle to stop them.

But the British didn’t end their efforts. 
In the Ohio territory and down through the 
frontier that bordered the southern United 
States, the British encouraged Indian attacks 
on American settlements, paying for scalps and 
providing weaponry. The tortures committed 
are indescribably cruel. One disheartening 
example was the habit of dropping a hanging 
frontiersmen on to a spike, which was driven up 
inside of him, leaving him to bleed to death. 

Jackson saw the results of these atrocities 
first hand, and led people like Davy Crockett 
and Sam Houston and hundreds of others to 
subdue Native Americans who were being 
deceived and driven by the British military, 
even after the war. He went on to fight Spanish 
interventionism in Florida and became the first 
governor of Florida. He even took on pirates 
along the Gulf Coast, expelling them from a 
major stronghold there.

No other president before him dared tackle 
the border problems of America, problems that 
were causing suffering and loss of life on all sides 
of the issue. Native Americans were suffering as 
much as frontier people in this endless cycle of 
violence. He decided to address it in a way that 
he felt was a win-win for both sides. Hostilities 
would cease and the Native Americans would 
receive land west of the Mississippi. 

Jackson was only one man, and it took more 
than one man to solve this border problem. 
When the final evacuations took place, Jackson 
was no longer even the president, and yet he 
gets 100% of the blame for the tragedy that 
struck those Native Americans who refused the 
offer. Jackson left the presidency in 1837. The 
Trail of Tears took place in 1838 and 1839. He 
was not in power, or in control of the forces that 

carried out this terrible deed, and yet he takes all 
the criticism. 

Jackson wrote extensively on the solution, the 
justifications for it, the suffering experienced by 
both sides, and the need to come up with some 
answer to the problem. There is an old saying 
that only those who do nothing escape criticism. 
Jackson wasn’t afraid of criticism, he simply 
knew the problem needed solved and he solved 
it as best he could. But it doesn’t end there.

His own vice-president, John C. Calhoun, 
was preaching state’s rights even if it meant the 
dissolution of the Union. Jackson traveled across 
the country, including the streets of Manhattan, 
speaking for a strong Union. This was directly 
in opposition to the southern slave-holding way 
of life, not in support of it. His writings on the 
subject were inspirational to Abraham Lincoln, 
later down the road. Jackson fought the big 
banks and the American aristocracy. 

And here is one for the books – the ONLY 
time the U.S. national debt was ever eliminated 
was under Andrew Jackson.

His wife died due to the horrendous personal 
attacks of his presidential campaign. Devastated 
by this loss, and well into his years, Andrew 
Jackson continued to fight for the country 
he loved. He is credited with beginning the 
Democratic Party, and he was the first populous 
president in our history.

When he took office, he was the most popular 
man in America and 20,000 people crowded the 
White House grounds on his inauguration day, 
so much so that he had to escape out a window 
and spend his first night as president in a hotel 
room instead of the White House. 

These are just some of the reasons why he 
appears on the twenty dollar bill in the first 
place. These are just some of the reasons why he 
is one of the most written about presidents ever, 
right up there with Lincoln and Washington.

To cast Andrew Jackson simply as a slave-
holder and Indian persecutor does a disservice 
both to him and to our nation’s history. He did 
what he could for his country, and it was much, 
much more than most.

– 17 –



– 18 –

EDITOR’S NOTE: While this mystery has 
been covered in the Celtic Guide in the past, 
this time it comes from the perspective of one 
who was related to the man who discovered 
the mystery.  Details, not previously known, 
are added to the tale, as well.

One of the biggest mysteries of Scotland 
took place 116 years ago. No one has ever been 
able to explain it, though there have been lots of 
theories. To this day it is still one of the biggest 
lighthouse mysteries.

Many stories have been written about this 
mystery. I am writing this because Joseph Moore, 
the Assistant Lighthouse Keeper at Flannan 
Isles Lighthouse, became my great-uncle when 
he married my Great-Aunt Annabella. 

When researching this story I found there were 
plenty of mysteries, and they all seemed to happen 
in threes.

Let me start with the Flannan Isles. It was 
named for St. Flannan who lived on this island 
in the 7th century. He had a chapel built for the 
people who lived there. The lighthouse keepers 
never used it when they were on the island as it 
was in ruins. The chapel is no bigger than the size 
of a dog kennel.

The lighthouse was commissioned in 1895 by 
the NLB (Northern Lighthouse Board). It was 
awarded to David Alan Stevenson, of the famous 
Stevenson family of architects. The construction 
was granted to a firm in Rutherglen, a town in 
South Lanarkshire, Scotland. This was to be a two 
year project.

During construction there were three incidents. 
A clerk of works died on the island, a worker fell 
off the cliff, and a horse that was being put on the 
island by crane broke free and fell to its death.

While under construction, bones were 
uncovered. Were they from an unmarked grave or 
animal bones?

The landing on the island was very treacherous 
and all building materials were hauled up the 
45 metre (148 ft) cliff with a crane. They also 
had cable-hauled railway tracks to facilitate the 
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transport of provisions for the keepers and fuel 
for the light. The light consumed twenty barrels 
of paraffin a year. 

This was all built at the steep landing. A shore 
station was also built at Breaciete on the Isle of 
Lewis. 

This two-year project lasted four years due to 
all the difficulties encountered. It was 1899 by the 
time it was completed as it was such a treacherous 
landing and violent Atlantic storms battered the 
island.

The light was turned on December 8, 1899. 
It took three men working at all times to run the 
lighthouse, and an assistant keeper for relief. They 
worked 14-day shifts.

The three lighthouse keepers that were 
working at the time of this mystery were James 
Ducat, principal keeper, Thomas Marshall, second 
assistant, and Donald MacArthur an occasional 
keeper, with a rotating fourth man Joseph Moore, 
assistant keeper, who was on leave at the time on 
the Isle of Lewis.

It was documented at the time that Thomas 
Marshall had previously been branded negligent 
and fined five shillings after equipment was 
washed away during a fierce gale.

A vessel passed Flannan Isles about midnight on 
December 15, 1900 and on arrival in port reported 
that the lighthouse was not lit. Unfortunately this 
report was not communicated to the commissioners 
and it only came to light when the disappearance 
of the keepers was discovered on December 26, 
1900.

Joseph Moore wrote on his findings as he was 
the first person and the relief keeper who was put 
on shore to find out why there was no activity at the 
lighthouse. Here are his exact words as reported 
(I would like to thank the NLB, for giving me 
permission to use this excerpt):

Sir
It was with deep regret I wish you to learn the 

very sad affair that has taken place here during 
the past fortnight, namely the disappearance of 
my two fellow lightkeepers Mr. Ducat and Mr. 
Marshall, together with the Occasional Keeper, 

Donald McArthur from off this island.
As you are aware, the relief was made on the 

26th. That day, as on other relief days, we came to 
anchorage under Flannan Islands, and not seeing 
the Lighthouse Flag flying, we thought they did 
not perceive us coming. The steamer’s horn was 
sounded several times, still no reply. 

At last Captain Harvie deemed it prudent to 
lower a boat and land a man if it was possible. 
I was the first to land leaving Mr. McCormack 
and his men in the boat till I should return from 
the lighthouse. I went up, and on coming to the 
entrance gate I found it closed. I made for entrance 
door leading to the kitchen and store room, found 
it also closed and the door inside that, but the 
kitchen door itself was open. On entering the 
kitchen I looked at the fireplace and saw that the 
fire was not lighted for some days. I then entered 
the rooms in succession, found the beds empty 
just as they left them in the early morning. I did 
not take time to search further, for I only too well 
knew something serious had occurred. 

I darted out and made for the landing. When 
I reached there I informed Mr. McCormack that 
the place was deserted. He with some of the men 
came up second time, so as to make sure, but 
unfortunately the first impression was only too 
true. 

Mr. McCormack and myself proceeded to the 
light room where everything was in proper order. 
The lamp was cleaned. The fountain full. Blinds on 
the windows etc. We left and proceeded on board 
the steamer. On arrival Captain Harvie ordered 
me back again to the island accompanied with 
Mr. McDonald (Buoymaster). A Campbell and A. 
Lamont who were to do duty with me till timely 
aid should arrive. We went ashore and proceeded 
up to the lightroom and lighted the light in the 
proper time that night and every night since. The 
following day we traversed the island from end to 
end but still nothing to be seen to convince us how 
it happened. Nothing appears touched at East 
landing to show that they were taken from there. 
Ropes are in their respective places in the shelter, 
just as they were left after the relief on the 7th.

On West side it is somewhat different. We had 
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an old box halfway up the railway for holding 
West landing mooring ropes and tackle, and it has 
gone. Some of the ropes it appears got washed out 
of it, they lie strewn on the rocks near the crane. 
The crane itself is safe.

The iron railings along the passage connecting 
railway with footpath to landing and started from 
their foundation and broken in several places, 
also railing round crane, and handrail for making 
mooring rope fast for boat, is entirely carried away. 
Now there is nothing to give us an indication that 
it was there the poor men lost their lives, only that 
Mr. Marshall has his seaboots on and oilskins, 
also Mr. Ducat has his seaboots on. He had no 
oilskins, only an old waterproof coat, and that is 
away. Donald McArthur has his wearing coat left 
behind him which shows, as far as I know, that 
he went out in shirt sleeves. He never used any 
other coat on previous occasions, only that one I 
am referring to.

  Mr. J. Moore,
  Assistant Lightkeeper,
  Flannan Island Lighthouse
  28 December 1900.

After this post which lasted a few years, Joseph 
Moore was transferred to another dangerous 
landing lighthouse, Barra Head Lighthouse.

My great-aunt and uncle lived on the island of 
Vatersay. Vatersay is the most southerly inhabited 
island in the Western Isles. In 1911, the population 
was 288. Work started on the causeway linking 
Vatersay and Barra in 1989. This causeway was 
fully operational by July 1991. It remains an 
exception to the rule of Western Isles causeways 
in that it has never been formally declared opened. 
The architect for the Barra Head Lighthouse was 
Robert Stevenson. Due to the dangerous conditions, 
Barra Head Lighthouse was re-classified by the 
NLB as a Rock Station early in the 20th century. 
A system of wireless communications with 
Castlebay on Barra was therefore proposed and 
installed by 1925. 

The airport is unique, being the only one in 
the world where scheduled flights use a beach as 
the runway. The airport is operated by Highlands 

and Islands Airports Limited, which owns most of 
the regional airports in mainland Scotland and the 
outlying islands. Barra Airport opened in 1936.

I am mentioning all this so you can see how 
primitive this island was. The life of a lighthouse  
keeper and family could indeed be a very lonely 
life.

My cousin, Agnes Macarthur, who lives on 
the Isle of Lewis, is the keeper of our family 
history. Agnes has a suitcase full of photos and 
correspondence kept throughout the years and 
whenever I need a question answered on our 
ancestors, she is the one that can usually give me 
the answer. On this mystery of the Flannan Isles, 
unfortunately she could not solve it. One thing 
we did notice was that a lot of the mysteries were 
always in threes.

I would like to give thanks and credit to the 
Northern Lighthouse Board for allowing me to 
use the excerpt that Joseph Moore sent to them on 
his findings when he landed on Flannan Isles.

Joseph Moore in uniform, 
sitting, with his son, standing. 
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Nothing is better than listening to old relatives 
ramble on! (One… Two… Three…) Okay, now 
that you’re done laughing, I have to admit that I’m 
more than just a little serious. As I’ve “matured” 
(geez, you are laughing a lot today), I’ve come to 
the realization that it can be a lot of fun. 

I’m guessing it’s half my burgeoning interest 
in folklore that has me interested in listening to 
stories about my ancestors. The other half is that 
I’m statistically closer to the grave than the cradle, 
and thus have begun to have enough patience 
to endure four hours of my parents’ generation 
going on about anecdotes from their youth, which 
includes some wonderful tales of the generation 
prior to them. Really, you haven’t been entertained 
until you’ve heard my father and my Uncle Paul 
talk about how they fixed all the cats in the small 
town of Marshall, Indiana.

True, most of the stories are still quite boring. 
You can only play so many rounds of “do you 
remember who lived next door to us when I was 
six?” before you need another porter, but if you’re 
patient enough, you‘re rewarded with some fine 
gems. Perhaps someday there shall be a book, but 
for now, I’ll settle with regaling you with stories 
about the fabulous Slaven women! 

Here are three tales of derring-do* from three 
members of my family, now long gone in person, 
but not from memory. These range from mostly 
true to very lore-ish, but all are grand fun. After 
all, what’s more Celtic than a strong woman?  

First up: Sadie versus the Bootleggers. Sadie 
Slaven, nee Craig, was born in 1903 in the Indiana 
town of Clinton (the town where your intrepid 
author went to a parochial grade school, where he 
learned that Catholic nuns pack a mean ruler). She 
married into the Slaven family by allowing my 
grandfather Paul to take her hand in matrimony.

(Fun fact: they liked it so much, they married 
twice!) Little did she know she was marrying into 
a family of bootleggers!

Okay, maybe not bootleggers so much. During 
the Great Depression, my grandfather would do 
any old thing to make ends meet. This included 
making the odd bottle of wine or twenty, as well 
as making a truly awful homemade ale. (How do 
I know it was so awful? My father gave me the 
recipe and I made it. I may not be the world’s 
greatest homebrewer, but I’ve made some very 
good brews. What came out of this potato and 
raisin mixture surely came from the recipe box of 
Old Scratch himself, to punish the lushes.) This 
didn’t last long, though. Sadie’s father was quite 
the drinker, as well, and she didn’t care for any 
such goings on. Being a teetotaler herself, she 
forbade anyone from having anything to do with 
alcohol in her house. 

by James Slaven
USAThe Fabulous

Slaven Women
The Fabulous
Slaven Women

Sadie Cecilia Slaven nee Craig -- from the author’s 
archives (author’s paternal grandmother).
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Of course, forbidding something and actually 
having people quit are two different things, but 
she did try.

Many years later, after my father had grown into 
adulthood and was working at a Terre Haute potato 
chip factory, he was asked by some coworkers if 
he knew where to find some moonshine. He insists 
it was because he seemed worldly, but I’m pretty 
sure it’s because he seemed a bumpkin. Of course, 
whatever the reason he was asked, he actually did 
know some local boys who made moonshine back 
in the woods. 

That night, he made his way to the “selling 
house” and asked to purchase a jug. The 
moonshiners told him to wait, gave him a small 
glass of shine to drink while they were gone, 
and came back many minutes later with the jug. 
Unfortunately, my father, living at home to help 
with my grandparents, left it on the kitchen table.

In the intervening years, my grandmother 
became even more staunchly dry. No doubt that 
her father’s death from walking straight out of 
a bar and into traffic did not help the case for 
drinking in her eyes. So when she came home and 
saw the jug of shine sitting on the table, all hell 
broke loose. My father, a rather tall and athletic 
young man at the time, was scolded and berated, 
and watched as she poured the entire jug out. She 
then walked outside, picked up the wood cutting 
axe, and was gone for quite some time. 

My father never found out exactly what 
happened, but he did say the axe badly needed 
sharpening after that and the moonshiners refused 
to ever make liquor again. 

Next up: Dorris the Goat Tamer. Dorris Slaven 
was born just after the turn of the 18th century 
in Clay County, Indiana. Midway in the order of 
seven children, she was born after my grandfather, 
Paul Slaven. Being the eldest daughter gave her a 
strong will and having three older brothers showed 
her what she could get away with. 

This combined to make for a rambunctious 
childhood, during which she learned the ways 
of the farmyard, including how to deal with 
animals.

This background worked out well for her future. 
Her marriage to John White came with father-in-
law Orville, who in turned came with his ornery 
goat, William (seriously). While this wouldn’t be 
such an issue normally, there was the problem of 
the log bridge. The family’s farm was situated in 
such a way that the chicken coop  was across a 
rather wide creek (pronounced “crik”), which was 

Tennessee moonshiner’s still. 
TVA photograph (National Archives).

Paul Lionel Slaven -- from the author’s archives 
(author’s paternal grandfather).
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traversed by a log bridge. Orville, not being the 
most patient of men, had made the bridge so it 
became very narrow at the far end and it was at 
this end that William liked to lurk and block the 
path. (No, I’m not kidding. I love it when old folk 
tales, in this case Billy Goat Gruff, are echoed in 
reality.)

Dorris’ initial trips to collect eggs (and the 
occasional frying chicken) were not fun. After a 
few weeks of attempting to cajole and sweet talk 
her way past the goat, it was always a failure and 
resulted in muddy shoes (having to wade across the 
creek rather than use the bridge). Dorris decided 
upon a less tactful way. The next time she crossed 
the bridge, she took a rather stout tree limb with 
her. When William blocked her way, she tried to 
shoo him away. When he wouldn’t move, she 
threw a few rocks, landing nearby, to try and get 
his attention. When he still wouldn’t move, she 
cracked the limb down across his forehead and 
yelled at him, which caused him to run and hide 
behind the chicken coop. 

Before anyone calls PETA, keep in mind that 
goats have extremely hard heads and William’s 
horns also helped protect him. (Also, this was a 
century ago; let it go.) 

It also only took two more times of whacking 
him before he would let her cross with hindrance. 
Any time she was carrying a stick, he’d go hide 
behind the chicken coop. That poor mean old 
goat.

And finally: Cathleen of the Mountains. 
I need to be upfront about this one. It’s highly 
apocryphal. I have some older cousins, once or 
twice removed, that are into family history in a 
highly obsessive way. Using some information 
they’ve gleaned from decades of research, and 
adding what I’ve been able to work out with my 
own research, this is what I’ve put together…

Cathleen was born in County Fermanagh, 
Ireland, in the early 1700s and married Robert 
Slaven, from the same region. Other than their 
1741 arrival in North Carolina, then a colony, and 
the birth of their son Robert in 1758, we have no 
other dates. Cathleen and Robert immigrated to 
North America due to the Irish Famine of 1740-
1741. Called the Year of Slaughter (“Bliain an 
Air” in Irish), this famine was proportionally 
worse compared to the Great Famine, killing a 
higher percentage of the population. 

Life was not easy both in Ireland and 
the colonies. However, as the family moved 
throughout the regions, moving into Georgia and 
then up into Kentucky, they used the skills of 
hunting, foraging, and farming they honed while 
surviving in Ireland. It is from them many of our 
family point to, as well as their son who fought 
in the American War of Independence, for being 
capable outdoorsmen and women, with Cathleen 
being known as a cook who could make nearly 
any type of food a palatable and delicious meal, 
and who also managed a backwoods cabin while 
the men were off on hunting trips (perhaps I was 
channeling her when I sussed out my cow heart 
with stout-oyster dressing recipe). 

Although little more is known, much of this 
information comes from my great-grandfather, 
Ike Slaven (b. 1869), who must have heard it from 
his grandfather (b. 1827), during their lives in 
Clay and Vigo County, Indiana. Ike’s stories then 
came down to his children who told my cousins 
in the older generation. How much of it is factual 

This ghostly old photo shows Isaac “Ike” Endsley 
Slaven (front left) with mother Mary Elizabeth 
Slaven nee Christy (back left), son Sam (back 
right), and grandmother Ellendor “Nellie” Slaven 
nee Moore. From the author’s archives (Ike is the 
author’s great grandfather).
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Me with my boys Culainn and Obie at Glenbeg Lake, 
Ardgroom, West Co Cork, Ireland, September 6, 2015.

by Liam O Shea
Ireland

is debatable, but in the true Irish fashion, that 
doesn’t keep a good story down. I hope you’ve 
enjoyed these stories of fun and fancy. More will 
be forthcoming, here or elsewhere. More than 
likely with the same ratio of truth and fiction. 
Slainte! 

*for a given level of fictional derring-do, I had 
to change a few details. Not to make for a better 
story, but rather to allow it to be printable in a 
family magazine! The fully true stories are even 
better, and well worth the several pints of stout or 
bitter you would have to buy me over the course 
of an evening’s regaling.

 
References: My family – they’ll be happy to 

have you over if you bring the Guinness. You can 
read more folklore, history, mead-making, and 
ancestral recipes at the author’s website: 

http://hubpages.com/@jamesslaven

.
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Samuel Slaven Jr -- from the author’s archives
(author’s great-great-grandfather).
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by James A. McQuiston, FSA Scot
USA

CG: Welcome to the pages of Celtic Guide. 
Can you tell us a little about your background 
– where you are from and how the family 
started down this path? 

SF: Hi, Jim, here is the story of how we came 
to be. On the cold, wind-lashed coastlands of 
Prince Edward Island, our family gathered 
close around the woodstove, fiddles and guitars 
in hand. As the snow piled high on wild winter 
nights, inside our hearts were warmed by 
rhythmical reels and soaring melodies. 

As the chill gave way to the intoxicating 
sweetness of summer, visitors from around the 
world gathered to hear the Sky Family perform 
our own particular blend of fast-paced Celtic 
music and Irish dance. Many friends were made 
and from there calls came to come to all parts of 

the U.S. and Canada. The summer concert series 
grew into coast-to-coast tours across America. 

The Sky Family’s production, Celtic Revival!, 
brings world-class Irish dance to lively Celtic/
pop-rock music, and songs rich in harmonies. 

Woven throughout are humorous stories and 
inspirational testimonies. Each of us performs 
on various instruments and all contribute to the 
rich vocal harmonies and dance. 

CG: What were your greatest Celtic 
influences? 

SF: Being in music for many years, I drifted 
through a number of different styles - acid rock, 
pop rock, adult contemporary, and jazz, but it 
wasn’t until hearing a nationally touring fiddle 
band here on Prince Edward Island that the 

A Celtic Guide InterviewThe Sky Family
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Celtic spark was ignited. We had really never 
seen anything quite like it! The way they related 
to the audience and made such a connection was 
a great fit for our desire to weave the uplifting 
message of hope in Christ into all that we do. So 
it was their stage presence and their fun fiddle 
music that was a great influence on us and what 
we do now. 

Besides that, our other big influence was 
Riverdance. There was so much excitement and 
precision in the production that we never really 
got over it. 

Other than that we really enjoyed early 
Rankin Family and Corrs. 

CG: We know you’ve performed across 
Canada and the United States. Where were 
some of the more exciting places your live 
performances have taken you? 

SF: Performing outdoors in the Times Square 
area of NYC and in Central Park were two 
amazing events for us. It was awesome to bring 
something so unusual into that environment. 

Many people in NY 
are pretty depressed 
and distressed. You 
can see it all over 
their faces. To bring a 
sudden burst of lively 
fiddle music combined 
with the joy of the 
Lord was like a stab 
of light in that dark 
place. The joy of our 
music is the number 
one comment we get, 
so the more depressing 
the environment, the 
more exciting the 
concert tends to be. 

CG: We love to ask this next question of 
musicians. Some of the answers are very 
surprising. Do you ever find your minds 

drifting off to some other place as you’re 
performing, or are you concentrating 
completely on the performance?
 
SF: Ha ha, that is a good question! The fight of 
every effective musician is to be fully present 
with the audience. The people can absolutely feel 
the difference when you’re connected with them. 
For us, improving our performance has been the 
training of our thoughts to not be distracted. A 
Bible verse that comes to mind is that we are, 
“To take every thought captive.” That has a very 
direct application to a good performance! The 
difference between an electric concert and a so 
so concert is whether you are right there with 
the audience or spacing out. 

CG: Do you have song downloads available, 
or performance dates coming up that you’d 
like our readers to know about? 

SF: Yes, we have a couple of CDs available for 
download on iTunes and CD Baby with links 
from our website (theskys.org).

We also occasionally post new singles on 
there as well that haven’t been officially released 
on a CD yet, so it is good to keep checking back 
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for those. You can check out our CD Celtic 
Revival here on iTunes! https://itunes.apple.
com/us/album/celtic-revival/id815368038 

We don’t have any concerts coming up for 
the next couple of months, however we keep our 
schedule online updated so it’s good to check 
back regularly if you are not already receiving 
updates on our mailing list. You can find the 
tour schedule at:

   http://theskys.org/concert/index.html

CG: How can your fans keep in touch with 
you online? 

SF: We have a Sky’s Newsletter mailing list 
that everyone can sign up for, and we will 
periodically send out newsletters or other 
updates like upcoming concerts to your area. 

The newsletter sign-up can be found on the 
front page of our website (theskys.org). We are 
also glad to hear from you so anyone can email 
us at skyfamilymusic@gmail.com 

CG: What is the one thing you’d like our 
Celtic Guide readers to know about The Sky 
Family?
 
SF: Many people compliment us after the show. 
Many have said they’ve seen Riverdance and 
liked our show better[!]. Many have said they 
have never been so uplifted. 

So we want people everywhere to know that 
what makes our program exciting and joy-filled 
is that we invite and include the Lord Jesus 
Christ, who is the Fountain of Life, into all we 
do. God gives hope. God gives life and people 
see it immediately. 

CG: Thank you, so much for participating in 
this issue of the Celtic Guide. 

SF: Thanks so much for making us a part of 
your Celtic Guide!

theskys.org
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It’s 1173 and William the Lion is not happy!

Barely 30 years old, he’s been rushed to the 
throne of his beloved Scotland by the untimely 
death of his father, Malcolm IV; his brother 
David’s progressive failures of diplomatic 
strategy have trapped him ‘neath the dominant 
thumb of England’s hotheaded new monarch, 
Henry II, and his rapport with the high courts 
of France are running hot and cold. Now, worse 
still, his checkerboard campaigns to seize the 
cities, fortresses and keeps of the Debatable 
Lands (on either side of what we now recognize 
as the Anglo-Scottish borders) are collapsing in 
a maddening cascade of fiascoes, like the House 
of Cards that the French courtiers 
assemble for amusement.

Most recently, his assault on 
Carlisle has backfired, and rather than 
seizing its great, foreboding castle, 
or even laying siege thereto, he must 
sound a retreat, pulling his army back 
from the men at arms pouring out of 
the great keep. Struggling to defend 
the rearmost lines, the king’s forces 
begin to slow their departure as they 
reach the outward limits of Carlisle, 
form a defensive front, and allow 
their cavalry to turn back against the 
erstwhile pursuers. As William’s royal 
guard ring about him, he surveys the 
work of his warriors, and notes again, 
for the fifth or sixth time that day, the 
prowess of one remarkable, armored 
rider, a young myrmidon of brilliant 
horsemanship, and devastating skill 
with broadsword, shield, and flail. 

There, thinks he, is a fighter without equal, 
well worthy of advancement; and briefly, those 
thoughts made him less unhappy!

Come the close of that day, with the victorious 
Carlisle men back inside their unassailable keep, 
and the king’s marauders camped miles away 
in the foothills, a weary but optimistic William 
summons the knight of his notice before him, 
and learns that he is a lesser son of the Earl of 
Lennox. “Ye fought most heartily all this day,” 
the king tells the young paladin, “Remember 
well mine own words to ye, for I, William the 
Lion, King of Scots, do sayeth, that on the field 
of combat, ye have nae a peer!” 

And casting about his pavilion at the nobles 
gathered about him, he leads them all in a hail 
and hearty toast, “Honor and fortune to this lad 
who ha’e Nae Peer!”

And to that lad who stood there, eyes wide 
as saucers, with his helm tucked under his left 
arm and the blood of a dozen foemen staining 
his hauberk, it must have seemed as though the 
hosts of heaven itself shone upon him. 

          Cass and Deborah Wright
           Bellows Falls, VT, USA

Napier

Napier Tartan and Shield
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In years to follow, he would commemorate 
his hour of glory by bestowing that repeated 
royal honor on his own sons as the single 
surname of their new house, that of the Napiers, 
the men “without peer.”

Of course, as ever, there will be those more 
practical-minded historians, within the family 
line and without, who will attest rather that 
the name is of simple Norman origin, and 
references instead the ancient office of napier, 
a domestic who, in medieval times, earned his 
station by the minding and keeping of the linen 
and cotton stock of one of the great families’ 
houses, rather like the origin of surnames akin 
to Butler, or Cook. Some skepticism is due that 
theory, however, as, though the office of napier 
was well-recorded in England and France, it was 
virtually unheard of in the Scotland of that era.

But wherever this bold and ambitious family 
came from, the mark they left in the annals of 
Scottish history is undeniable in its depth and 
scope, and though their exploits would often 
mark them broadly with the blood of battle, the 
tears of grief, and even the perspiration of great 
achievement, their house’s honor ever remained 
as it was boasted in the motto on their clan crest 
“Sans Tache” – without stain!

The name appears earliest on a charter of 
Malcolm, Earl of Lennox, in the late 1280s, 
granting lands at Kilmahew in Dunbartonshire 
to a John de Naper, lands which would continue 
being held by Napiers until they were sold in 
the early 19th century. Alexander Napier, the 
first Laird of Merchiston, came into prominence 
as a highly successful merchant of Edinburgh, 
amassing great wealth throughout the 1420s, and 
rising to landed nobility by acquiring a charter 
in 1436 to his lands in Merchiston, erecting a 
magnificent estate therefrom. His son, also an 
Alexander, lived a most dashing and colorful life, 
garnering for himself the title of Lord Provost 
of Edinburgh, and no small amount of fame for 
his heroic rescue of the widow of James I from 
a band of rebels who had kidnapped her, along 
with her second husband, Sir James Stewart. 

Soon thereafter, James II rewarded him 
with the offices of Comptroller of the Royal 
Household, in 1440, and Vice Admiral of 
Scotland, twenty years later. John Napier, the 
younger Alexander’s son, a man of his own 
merit and achievements, died in the Battle of 
Sauchieburn in 1488. Sadly, John’s eldest son, 
and a grandson, fared no better, both dying 
valiantly in the calamitous slaughter at Flodden 
in 1513, and a heritable great-grandson meeting 
his demise in 1547 at the Battle of Pinkie.

The end of the sixteenth century saw a 
brighter, more gratifying time for this great 
and dedicated House, with the rising star of 
another John Napier, the seventh Laird of 
Merchiston, born in 1550, this one becoming a 
celebrity in the world of academia and science 
for his inspired development of the system of 
logarithms, a breakthrough whose ripples still 
affect our world. John’s son, Archibald, wasn’t 
content to bask only in his genius father’s glow; 
prior to becoming the eighth laird in 1617, he 
acquainted himself to his king, James VI, and 
travelled with him when the royal entourage 
progressed to London for his ascension to the 
first-ever throne of Great Britain. Fourteen 
years later, James VI and I would elevate his old 
friend to membership in the Privy Council. 

In 1623, Archibald became Lord Justice 
Clerk of Scotland, and four years afterward, 
was created a Baronet of Nova Scotia, shortly 
thereafter being raised to peerage (though surely 
still considering themselves with “nae a peer”) 
as Baron Napier of Merchiston.

Ancient map of Edinburgh



– 30 –

The religious politics, and shifting partisan 
loyalties, that inflamed England and Scotland 
throughout the Wars of the Covenants frequently 
put the great House of Napier in the dimming 
shadow of disfavor, eventually resulting in 
divided loyalties, sudden losses of prestige, 
and even the necessity of a foreign exile. These 
struggles, in turn, became complicated with a 
troubling lack of male heirs, causing the need 
for petitions to crown authorities in order to shift 
titles and holding through collateral relations, 
sometimes involving families with surnames like 
Brisbane, Nicolson, and Scott, and often tracing 
the required heritability through the genealogy 
of sisters, and aunts. Following the brief reign 
of Charles II, a great-grandson named Francis 
Scott became the sixth baron, adopting both the 
heraldic arms of the title, and the surname of 
Napier.

Great Britain would go on to make high use 
of the Napier men, with martial glory in the 
Napoleonic Wars, India’s Hindu revolts, even 
the American Civil War, as well as noteworthy 
service on the floors of Parliament, and in the 
London diplomatic branches, producing many 

highly-regarded ambassadors throughout the 
1800s to America, Holland and Russia.

Francis, the tenth Lord Napier, having held 
in his long career many governmental posts 
in Europe, India, and the U.S., rose to such 
renowned international status on behalf of 
Queen Victoria’s court, that he was created 
Baron Ettrick of Ettrick in 1872.

You might have asked him, “Yet another 
peerage, then, Francis?”

“Perhaps,” he might well have conceded, 
over his snifter of whisky; and then, winking 
conspiringly, he’d remind you, in a low, warm 
whisper, “but you know, we’ve really ‘nae peer’ 
at all . .”

Follow future issues of the Celtic Guide for further 
information about 2016 publication. . . and thank you for 
joining us at the hearth !                              -  DW

by Cass & Deborah Wright
HencefortH tales

                                  
I currently have four books for sale online – 
• Captain Jack: Father of the Yukon 
• Ebenezer Denny: First Mayor of Pittsburgh
• Catholic Boys: McCartney, Springsteen and Buffett 
• Holy Alliance: The Vatican and The White House

Captain Jack is a longer in-depth study. The remaining three, while still in-depth, are quick reads. I 
invite you to look them up on Amazon or Create Space and just maybe you’ll want to purchase one or 
more of them. I hope so.

   The books of
James McQuiston



Pirates – our image of what constitutes 
a pirate has been largely formed by what 
Hollywood has shown us and the bedtime 
stories of our childhood. Although much can be 
said about the historical acts of piracy and the 
pirates themselves, for the purpose of this article 
I will be looking at some of the prolific pirates 
to be found around the counties of Devon and 
Cornwall, particularly those who kept it in the 
family.

Among the very first true pirates of whom 
there are records, we find Sir William de Marisco. 
The de Mariscos had arrived in England with 
William the Conqueror and, in 1135, were given 
Lundy Island in the Bristol Channel. By the first 
half of the 13th century, the island had been 
turned into a base for the pirate operations of 
Sir William and his family. Sir William and his 
pirate fleet operated in the Bristol Channel and 

up into the Irish Sea, terrorising with impunity. 
With only one safe landing place, Lundy Island 
was a veritable fortress and the perfect place of 
refuge for Sir William. 

Eventually he added kidnapping to his ever 
increasing list of misdemeanours, taking rich 
merchants and holding them at Marisco Castle 
on Lundy. His notoriety did not stop there. He 
was also involved in a plot to assassinate Henry 
III which failed and resulted in Sir William in 
being the first recorded man to be hung, drawn 
and quartered. 

Lundy Island remained a focus for pirate 
groups for several centuries, with various 
crews, both English and foreign, taking control 
including other members of the Marisco 
family.

In Devon and Cornwall, the Hundred Years 
War (1337-1453) created opportunities for the 

Pendennis Castle, guardian of the port of Falmouth for over 400 years. Photo by Toni-Maree Rowe.
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entrepreneurial merchants of the West Country. 
As the King did not have a standing Navy, he 
would instead issue licenses to the owners of 
merchant ships allowing them to “go to sea at 
their own expense to attack and destroy the 
King’s enemies.” 

Such privateers were considered distinct from 
pirates who did not operate under the approval 
of the King and would prey upon any ship 
regardless of who they were. Unfortunately the 
lines between the two were often blurred, and 
the inability for the King to police his privateers 
often meant the distinction between enemy and 
foreigner was a hazy one.  

In 1346, the La Trinite was carrying cargo 
from Bordeaux to Bristol when she was seized 
off Widemouth and her cargo stolen. Several 
men from the gang were caught and arrested, 
including brothers John, Nicholas and Reginald 
Penfound. In fact, it seems piracy ran in this 
particular family, as records show that in 1357, 
a William Penfound of Penfound Manor, who 
was the curate of St Winwaloe,  was also said to 
be the head of a notorious pirate gang operating 
in the area at the time. 

In Devon, the main pirate town was 
Dartmouth, ably led by the Hawley family, 
whilst in Cornwall, Fowey was the principal 
pirate town by the end of the fifteenth century. 

In Dartmouth, the Hawley family was rising 
to prominence and John Hawley II (born mid-
14th century) was not only a merchant and 
a licensed privateer, but also the Mayor of 
Dartmouth fourteen times and an MP four 

times. This seemingly respectable man was not 
adverse to a bit of outright piracy, and because 
of the King’s reliance upon him during this time, 
he was almost above the law. 

Even when briefly imprisoned in the Tower 
of London, he was freed when loyal supporters 
laid down a surety and he had pledged to 
compensate the merchants of Barcelona from 
whom he had seized goods. 

His son, John Hawley III, continued in his 
father’s footsteps as both privateer and MP 
whilst also being accused of piracy from time 
to time. 

For more information on John Hawley II, see 
www.devonperspectives.co.uk/johnhawley

At this time in Cornwall, it was the town of 
Fowey which became notorious for piracy.

Unlike the Hawleys of Dartmouth, who 
had a degree of respectability and who even 
to this day are held in high regard, the pirates/
privateers of Fowey were of an altogether 
different pedigree. 

The privateers were abundant and included 
men such as Mark Mixtow, Hankyn Seelander, 
John Trevelyan, Thomas Tregarthen, Nicholas 
Carminow, the Treffrys family, and Sir Hugh 
Courtney of Boconnoc. Some such as Mixtow 
and Seelander were outright privateers. Others 
were men who held important stewardships 
under the crown, and in the case of Sir Hugh, a 
country squire. 

They were dubbed the “Fowey Gallants”– a 
group of men who used family connections and 
their positions to take full advantage of whatever 
opportunities came their way.

In November 1449, a large Spanish vessel 
was sheltering from a storm in Plymouth Sound 
when it was boarded, her merchants put ashore 
and then she was taken to Fowey where her rich 
cargo was unloaded and sold.

Spain was not at war with England and this 
was a blatant act of piracy. The merchants tried 
in vain to get redress and even though two 
commissions of enquiry were conducted, none 
of the men involved were brought to justice.   

Dartmouth from the air.  
Source: Bob Embleton - www.geograph.org.uk
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Of course, it didn’t help if the commission 
was presided over by the very same men who had 
plundered the merchant ship in the first place.

The Fowey Gallants continued unhindered 
for many years right into the reign of Edward IV, 
which caused some embarrassment to the King, 
who was by then at peace with France. Edward 
arranged to meet with the Fowey Gallants at 
Lostwithiel and whilst there they had their ships 
seized by the “good men of Dartmouth.” 

Several of the pirates were arrested and 
subsequently hung, thereby ending Fowey’s 
dominance in the English Channel.

One of the most successful and powerful 
families in Cornwall during the sixteenth century 
were the Killigrews. They were also some of 
the most successful pirates of the time. Not 
only were they active pirates who through land 
ownership controlled the approach to Falmouth 
Harbour, but they also financed and supplied 
other pirates, taking a share of the spoils in 
payment. The first Killigrew to be recorded in 
connection with piracy was a Peter Killigrew, 
who in 1555 was charged with piracy in Ireland 
and later in 1578 was fined fifty-five pounds 
for dealing with pirates and pirate goods. But 
perhaps the most well-known Killigrew was Sir 
John who was the Captain of Pendennis which 
guards the mouth of Falmouth Harbour. In the 
winter of 1580/1, the Marie of San Sebastian 

was forced by bad weather and a broken mast 
to take shelter in the harbour. During this time 
it was boarded and plundered by a group of 
Englishmen, some of whom were said to be 
the servants of Sir John. Local legend has it 
that it was in fact Lady Killigrew who ordered 
the raid. The Privy Council ordered Sir John 
to return the goods and the vessel; needless to 
say, this did not happen. Both the vessel and 
Sir John disappeared. By October 1588, there 
were warrants out for his arrest in relation to 
the plundering of a Danish vessel. Managing 
to avoid arrest, he did eventually reclaim his 
position as Captain of Pendennis by 1596, 
although he and his family were still dabbling in 
piracy.  Ironically, the head of the Commission 
for Piracy, in 1577, was Sir John Killigrew...

During the Elizabethan period, the line 
between legal and illegal pirate was once more 
blurred and none more so than in relation to 
men such as Drake, Raleigh, Grenville and 
Hawkins. Once more, war provided legitimate 
employment for the pirates, but this time it was 
the war against the Spanish. When Britain faced 
the Spanish Armada, in 1588, only thirty-four 
of the two hundred and twenty-six ships were 
actually Royal Navy. 

When James succeeded Elizabeth to the 
throne and made peace with the Spanish, it left 
a lot of pirates/privateers out of work.

The early 1600s saw the rise of several 
successful West Country pirates such as 
Thomas Salkeld, Peter Easton, John Nutt, and 
his brother Robert Nutt. Easton was originally a 
privateer under Elizabeth I during her war with 
the Spanish, however when James I succeeded 
and sued for peace with the Spanish, Easton did 
not halt his attacks on them, thus making him 
a pirate. He had a very colourful career and his 
exploits are known from Newfoundland, the 
West Indies, and the Barbary Coast, and into 
the Mediterranean. In 1610, he had blockaded 
the Bristol Channel, acting on behalf of the 
Killigrews of Falmouth who financed his 
expedition and took a share of the profits too. 

Arwenack House, Falmouth,
ancestral seat of the Killigrews.  

Source: Steve Barnes -www.geograph.org.uk
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Eventually, he was pardoned in exchange 
for his services to the Duke of Savoy. This led 
to him being given the title of Marquis and 
marrying into nobility.

The Nutt brothers both had long and 
successful pirate careers. Originally John Nutt 
was employed by Sir George Calvert working 
in Newfoundland waters protecting the English 
colony there. However it wasn’t long before he 
seized a French ship, gathered a band of rogues 
and then spent the next two years amassing 
fortune through piracy. By 1623, he was back in 
English waters helping English seamen avoid the 
press gangs and ferrying them to Newfoundland. 
These actions made him something of a local 
hero even if he was becoming an increasingly 
wanted man. Records show that John Nutt was 
pardoned and took command of a privateer, the 
Mary Margaret, in 1627, at around the same time 
his brother Robert was in command of another 
privateer, the Mary. Both brothers were active 
at sea using their letters of marque to capture 
Dutch and Portuguese prizes. 

Robert, however, fell in with a couple of 
other pirate captains and, in 1632, a warrant for 
his arrest was issued rather confusingly at the 

same time as a pardon was issued. His brother 
John was one of the captains given the task of 
arresting him. Robert managed to avoid arrest, 
even taking on the Royal Navy at one point with 
the aid of a group of Barbary Pirates. 

By late 1632, reports reached England that 
Robert had been captured in Spain and hung, 
but that is not the end of his story. In 1636, a 
Spanish supply ship took shelter in the Falmouth 
Harbour and on board was a Robert Nutt who 
was promptly arrested along with two of his 
original crew who were with him. There are no 
records as to how and when the brothers died, 
thus it is assumed both eventually died natural 
deaths after long and successful careers as 
pirates and privateers.

Family has always been important to the 
people of the Cornish and Devon peninsula. 
There are long traditions of keeping “business” 
within the family in the West Country, whether it 
was farming, fishing, mining or smuggling, and 
it seems that piracy was no different. The few 
families mentioned here are the most notorious 
and colourful, undoubtedly there were others 
less well-known but equally family orientated.  
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So, what ’s  next?
In the long, sad time, when the sky was grey, and the keen blast blew through the city drear,
When delight had fled from the night and the day, my chill heart whispered, “June will be here!”
         – Amy Levy

 And so it is, and so hope springs eternal for all. June – not too hot, not too cold, few dried 
flowers, leaves, or grass, color everywhere, and life blooming. Too soon to think of winter, long 
enough away to forget it. What more perfect month could there be!? The month of new beginnings 
– weddings and graduations, and the summer solstice. Always we begin again.

 
Here are the remaining themes for 2016!

August - Hearth and Home (stories of old buildings and living structures)
October - Our Halloween issue in whatever spooky form that decides to take this year
December - Gifts (our free-for-all, anything-goes, Christmas gift issue)

Hope you enjoy this issue and all we have to bring you this year.


