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Womanhood



 From the Editor
May is the month of new beginnings and the celebration of motherhood on 

Mother’s Day. And so we thought it would be good to have an entire issue dedicated 
to Celtic women – not the musical group, but Celtic-blooded women throughout the 

years who have impacted Celtic culture and/or history. We also mention the related 
Pict culture. The Picts of Scotland, like many American Indian tribes, were said to be 

a matriarchal or matrilineal society. Although not much is known about these great and 
fierce people, this fact is said to have been recorded by Roman historians. Though the Celts were 
generally not matriarchal, women like Mary, Queen of Scots, and Flora MacDonald are some 
of the most written about people in Scottish history. In Ireland we have the great Medb, Queen 
of Connacht, and St. Bridget, who permeated so much of Irish culture. And the Welsh had their 
Rhiannon. These are only a few of the many women who shaped Celtic culture. 

Although this isn’t strictly an issue about mothers, it is interesting to note that Mother’s Day was 
most likely begun by a woman of Celtic descent. Anna Marie Jarvis (1864-1948)) is considered the 
founder of the Mother’s Day holiday in the United States. Over the years, many variations of the 
name Jarvis were recorded, including Gervais, Gervays, Gervis, Jarvis, Jervis and others. The UK 
branch of the family is first found in Celtic Cornwall. The Gervais surname, however, harkens back 
to Mobonnaiss and Vallee, in Brettagne, the ancient name for Celtic Brittany. They arrived in the 
British Isles with William the Conqueror, Duke of Normandy, in 1066.

Like most issues, this one will only cover a small portion of the role of women in Celtic culture, 
but, as always, we will return for more great stories from the feminine in later issues of the Guide. 

Our subtle, yet hauntingly beautiful cover was drawn by UK artist Chris Down. It is entitled “The 
Cup of Joy and Sorrow.” More of Chris’s work can be found at http://www.chrisdown.co.uk/

Enjoy . . .  
celticguide@gmail.com

http://www.celticguide.com • celticguide@gmail.com
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Celtic women painted their fingernails, 
reddened their cheeks with roan and darkened 
their eyebrows with berry juice. They wore their 
hair long and sometimes braided or piled up on the 
head. Their usual dress was a sleeved tunic tucked 
into a large, gathered, belted skirt or simply an 
ankle-length tunic with a belt. 

These women often achieved high positions in 
society and a standing that the majority of their 
sisters in other contemporary European cultures 
did not have. They were able to govern; they played 
an active part in political, social and religious 
life. They could be warriors, doctors, physicians, 
judges and poets. They could own property and 
remain the owner, even when married.

Under the progressive Brehon Laws, written 
down in early Medieval Ireland after conversion 
to Christianity, a woman had the right to divorce 
her husband and gain his property if he was unable 
to perform his marital duties due to impotence, 
obesity, homosexual inclination or preference for 
other women (the exact opposite of marital rights 
in the rest of medieval Europe).

The Brehon Laws are said to be the oldest 
existing set of laws still in existence. 

According to historian Cassius Dio, Celtic 
women were among the most sexually liberated 
women known to Rome. They were free to choose 
their partners and divorce, and could furthermore 
claim damages if molested. 
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Real Celtic
  Women

by Piotr Kronenberger 
Poland

Jean Désiré Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) was a French painter who led the Realist movement in 19th-
century French painting. This portrait of Jo, La belle Irlandaise (Jo, the beautiful Irishwoman), 1865-1866, 
is a painting of Joanna Hiffernan (ca. 1843 – after 1903). She was an Irish artists’ model and muse who was 
romantically linked with both American painter James Whistler and Jean Gustave Courbet. 
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That, however, depended on the woman’s 
bloodline and inheritance.

The Roman Diodorus Siculus observed: “The 
women of the Celts are nearly as tall as the men 
and they rival them also in courage”.

Yet another report by Ammianus Marcellinus 
states: “A whole troop of foreigners would not be 
able to withstand a single Celt if he called his wife 
to his assistance”! 

In the ancient Celtic world, women went to war 
and took command of men.

The training of a warrior was a long task, 
frequently undertaken by warrior women who 
were responsible for teaching boys the arts of 
combat and of love.

Specific titles were given to these classes of 
female warriors such as Ban-Gaisgedaig (Ban 
meaning woman and a derivative of Gas which 
means young warrior) and Ban-Feinnidh (which 
combines Ban with Feinnidh meaning ‘band of 
warriors’), so it seems they were classed according 
to age and experience, possibly starting their 
training as very young girls. Women warriors even 
appear on Celtic coins as a common iconographic 
theme.

Boudicca, the proud queen of the Iceni, was a 
ruler of her people in her own right, and accepted 
as a warlord against the Romans not only by her 
own tribe, but also by other neighboring tribes 
who joined her, such as the Cretan. 

Less well-known is the Irish warrior-queen 
Sgathaich who presided over a famous military 
academy at Skye. Overlooking Ob Gausca Vaig 
(Whale Bay) stand the ruins of Dunscaith Castle, 
said to mean ‘the Fort of Shadows’ – a stronghold 
of Sgathaich.

The first ancient reports on the matter show the 
Celts from a purely male perspective – no women 
at all. For Roman men, women were possessions, 
so the thought of women in public positions, such 
as ruler or chieftain, was preposterous to them. 
In the 1st century A.D., Tacitus reported that 
“the Celts made no distinction between male and 
female rulers”.

Legend has mystified many of the female 
rulers of ancient Celtic society, making their lives 
seem too extraordinary to appear true. As a result, 
it is very difficult for people today to separate fact 

from fiction, here. Women such as Boudicca, and 
other nameless rulers – Druidesses whose burial 
tombs were found at Vix and Reinham – show 
that Celtic women, in some instances, may have 
wielded power as much as men.

Druidesses are most often mentioned through 
legends such as that of Finn. He was raised by a 
Druidess or “wise woman” along with another 
woman by the request of his mother and their 
“bondwoman”, Muirna. The Druidess and the 
wise woman taught Finn war craft, hunting, and 
fishing, and also acted as guards and advisors, 
warning him of danger.

Contrary to most Irish Druids who held authority 
over their people, these women were obviously in 
a subservient position. This may be because of the 
almost divine rank of Finn’s family.

In other instances, however, the only reference 
to women with great power is through the term 
sorceresses. Fedelma, a woman from the Fairies, 
was a part of the mystical Queen Medb of 
Connacht’s court. Fedelma first appeared to Medb 
as a beautiful young girl, armed and riding in a 
chariot wearing a red embroidered tunic, sandals 
with gold clasps and a “speckled cloak.” 

She informed the Queen that she had studied 
poetry and prophecy in Alba, “a supernatural land 
belonging to Scáthach” and then warned her of the 
advances of Cú Chulainn. Medb asked the girl if 
she had the power of “sight”, Fedelma affirmed 
this and told Medb the chilling prophecy of her 
troops: “I see crimson, I see it red.” Her prophecy 
came true, Medb lost the battle and Cú Chulainn 
perished.

Maternity leave was also a feature of Medieval 
Ireland. The Brehon Laws state that in the case of a 
pregnant servant of the household who was unable 
to fulfill her workload, the man who caused the 
pregnancy had to provide relief for the pregnant 
woman by means of a replacement worker. The 
prescribed time period granted was one month 
ante-natal leave with a further month for post-natal 
recuperation. Even pregnant women’s cravings 
were covered by Brehon Law. If she craved 
carrots and her husband had none, but went and 
stole some for her, he was exempt from the law. 
He could satisfy her cravings, within reason, and 
not be prosecuted for theft!
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The earliest-known historical 
people in Scotland were the Picts, 
who some believe were actually 
a branch of Celts. 

What the Picts actually called 
themselves is not yet known. The 
Latin word Picti first occurs in a 
panegyric written by Eumenius 
in 297 A.D. and is taken to mean 
“painted or tattooed people”. In 
writings from Ireland, the name 
Cruthin was used to refer both to 
the Picts and to another group of 
people who lived alongside the 
Ulaid in eastern Ulster. It has been 
suggested that Cruthin referred to 
all Britons, Picts and/or Celts not 
conquered by the Romans. 

This hand-colored image is 
of Theodor de Bry’s engraving 
of a Pict woman. Entitled, “The 
True Picture of a Women Picte,” 
it was originally published as an 
illustration in Thomas Hariot’s 
1588 book A Briefe and True 
Report of the New Found Land 
of Virginia.

The woman stands with a 
long spear held upright in her left 
hand, and two long spears held 
horizontally in her right hand. 
She wears only a large ring around her waist, 
from which a curved sword hangs behind her, 
and a smaller ring around her neck. Much of her 
body appears to be painted or tattooed. In the 
background, two buildings stand on hillsides.

Theodor de Bry was a Flemish-born engraver 
and publisher who based his illustrations for 
Hariot’s book on the paintings of colonist John 
White. Most of the book’s illustrations depict 

the native people encountered by Hariot and 
White on their North American expedition, 
but A Brief and True Report also contains five 
engravings of the Picts and their neighbors in 
ancient Scotland. De Bry included these images 
“to show how that the inhabitants of the Great 
Bretannie have been in times past as savage as 
those of Virginia.” An unidentified artist applied 
the color to this version of de Bry’s engraving.

The Woman Pict
by Jim McQuiston

USA
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Dervorguilla is a familiar figure in Scottish 
history, a lady of wealth, substance and 
impeccable pedigree. She is mentioned because 
she is the great grand-daughter of King David 
I, the mother of King John Balliol, and she 
confirmed the foundation of a college at the 
University of Oxford, creating an endowment 
to ensure its future. Some of the monuments she 
had constructed are still standing as she built 
them in stone in Dumfries and Galloway.

The best guess for Dervorguilla’s birth date 
is the year 1210. She was the daughter of Alan, 
the Lord of Galloway. At the time she was born, 
Galloway was a part of Celtic Scotland and the 
people spoke Gaelic. The name Galloway derives 
from Gall-Gael meaning “foreigner Gaels,” 
which the Gaels from the western seaboard 
and the isles of Scotland considered the people 
from Galloway. Her mother was Alan’s second 
wife, Margaret, daughter of David, Earl of 
Huntingdon. Margaret was the grand-daughter 
of King David I of Scotland. David I was the 
younger brother of King William I the Lion 
and King Malcolm IV. So through her mother, 
Dervorguilla was a descendant of kings.

Dervorguilla’s name is apparently a Latinized 
version of the name derived from the Gaelic 
“Dearbhfhorghaill”, also spelled “Derborgaill” 
or “Dearbhorghil”. This translates as “Daughter 
of the Oath”. She was one of three daughters of 
her father and most likely received an education 
worthy of her rank. When she was thirteen, she 
was married to John, 5th Baron of Balliol, an 
English nobleman whose domains were ruled 
from the formidable Barnard Castle in North 
Yorkshire. John’s family had come to England 
during the Norman Conquest and still had 
ancestral lands in France in Bailleul near the 
Somme. John was most likely fifteen years old 

at the time of the marriage. Dervorguilla seems 
to have fallen deeply in love with John.

Dervorguilla and John had many children. 
There were three sons named Hugh, Alan 
and Alexander, all who died without issue. 
Another son named John survived and 
would become a successful competitor for 
the crown of Scotland.  There were also five 
daughters. Cecily married John de Burgh from 
Hertfordshire and Ada married William de 
Lindsay of Lamberton. Eleanor married John 
II Comyn, Lord of Badenoch and there was a 
daughter named Margaret who may or may not 
have married. Their daughter Maud married Sir 
Bryan FitzAlan of Bedale who would become 
a Guardian and Keeper of Scotland for King 
Edward I of England.

Mother to    the King of Scots

Portrait of Dervorguilla from
Oxford University Collection

Dervorguilla by Susan Abernethy
USA
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Dervorguilla’s father died in 1234 without 
a legitimate son. (He had an illegitimate son 
named Thomas). She and her elder sisters Helen 
and Christina inherited their father’s estates 
according to Anglo-Norman feudal laws and 
Gaelic customs. Between this inheritance and 
John’s lands, the Balliols were a very wealthy 
couple. 

John got into a serious land dispute with 
Walter Kirkham, Bishop of Durham. John lost 
the dispute. When it was finally settled in 1263, 
John was required to do penance by providing 
funds for poor scholars to attend the University 
of Oxford. The college was made up of twenty 
students studying philosophy and mathematics. 
Well after John’s death, Dervorguilla confirmed 
the foundation of a permanent college, now 
called Balliol College and set up an endowment 
to fund it in 1282. With the blessing of Bishop 
Kirkham and the university hierarchy, she set 
up the college’s seal, a house to study in and the 
first formal Statutes which in some part are still 
in effect. The main historical society of Balliol 
College is called the “Dervorguilla Society” to 
this day.

John Balliol died in October of 1268. 
Dervorguilla had his heart embalmed and kept 
it in an ivory casket bound with silver. She kept 
this casket with her at all times; travelling with 
it and sometimes even having it served food at 
the dining table.

Dervorguilla was responsible for founding 
a few religious institutions. On April 10, 1273, 
she signed a charter founding a Cistercian abbey 
seven miles south of Dumfries which would 
become her most famous building legacy. 
Because there was an older abbey named 
Dundrennan about thirty miles away, this one 
was called New Abbey. Her husband was 
reburied here and when Dervorguilla died at 
Kempston in Bedfordshire on January 28, 1289, 
her body made the long journey north to New 
Abbey and she was buried next to her husband. 

The casket with her husband’s heart buried with 
her, and clasped to her chest.

Over the years, due to the manner of her burial 
with her husband’s heart, people began to call 
the New Abbey “Dulce Cor”, Latin for Sweet 
Heart. During the Reformation in the sixteenth 
century, the abbey suffered much destruction 
and degradation and the graves of Dervorguilla 
and John were lost. The standing ruins today 
are called Sweetheart Abbey and include a 
reconstruction of Dervorguilla’s grave. 

Dervorguilla’s son John was born c. 1249. As 
the youngest son he was destined for the church, 
but his elder brothers died changing his status. 
When his mother died on January 28, 1290, 
he inherited the ancient lordship of Galloway 
in southwest Scotland and over thirty knight’s 
fiefdoms in England. He was wealthy and had 
powerful connections when King Alexander III 
died unexpectedly in 1286, leaving as his heir 
his young grand-daughter known as Margaret, 
Maid of Norway. A deal was agreed upon 
where Margaret would marry King Edward 
I of England’s son, Prince Edward and come 
to Scotland to rule as Queen. But during her 
journey from Norway to Scotland, she died.

There were thirteen men claiming the throne 
of Scotland. To avoid civil war, the Guardians 
of Scotland asked King Edward I of England 
to help arbitrate in choosing a king from these 
claimants.  As the descendant of the eldest 
grand-daughter of King David I, John Balliol 
had the best claim to the throne of Scotland. He 
became King, ruling from 1292 to 1296.

Further reading: The Kings and Queens of 
Scotland, edited by Richard Oram; Women 
of Scotland, by David R. Ross; entry on 
Dervorguilla in the Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography.

EDITOR’S NOTE: Susan Abernethy is an 
avid historian with a considerable amount of 
material available online. Visit her website at 
http://thefreelancehistorywriter.com/
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“Gartan Mother’s Lullaby” is an old Irish 
song and poem written by Herbert Hughes and 
Seosamh Mac Cathmhaoil, and first published 
in Songs of Uladh [Songs of Ulster] in 1904. 
Hughes collected the traditional melody in 
Donegal the previous year and Campbell wrote 
the lyrics. The song is a lullaby by a mother, 
from the parish of Gartan in the lovely County 
Donegal, which, though part of Ulster, actually 
belongs to the Republic of Ireland, making it a 
very unique place on this island.

I first heard this song on an album made back 
in the 1940s, when record production and song 
recording was in its infancy. It can quickly bring 
tears to your eyes no matter who is singing it. 
More recent covers of the song include:

2010 - Fionnuala Sherry, on the album Songs 
From Before;

2006 - Órla Fallon, on the album The Water 
Is Wide;

2000 - Meryl Streep, for the album For Our 
Children: 10th Anniversary;

1977 - Alba, on their album Alba;

1972 - The Dubliners, on Double Dubliners;
1969 - The Corries, on their album Strings 

and Things. 
The song refers to a number of figures in 

Irish mythology, places in Ireland, and words in 
the Irish language described here:

Aoibheall, (pronounced evil) commonly 
known as Aoibhinn the Beautiful, is the queen 
of the Northern Fairies.

The Green Man, (or Fear Glas in Irish): 
it is said if you see him in the morning, no ill 
follows, but if at night, death or some other 
terrible misfortune will surely overtake you – 
sometimes called Fear Liath, or the Grey Man.

Siabhra, is a generic term for an Irish fairy 
of any kind. In ancient writings the Tuatha Dé 
Danann, or little magicians of the Pagan Irish, 
were called “siabhra” without distinction.

Tearmann, Irish for Termon, a village near 
Gartan in Donegal.

Leanbhan is an old Irish word for little child 
(leanbh is Irish for child, án leanbhán is its 
diminutive).

Gartan Mother’s Lullaby
by Jim McQuiston

USA

photo of Gartan Lough, Co Donegal, Ireland
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Sleep, O babe, f or the red-bee hums
The silent twilight’s f all:
Aibheall from the Grey Rock comes
To wrap the world in thrall.
A leanbhan O, my child , my joy,
My love and heart’s -desire,
The crickets sing you lullaby
Beside the dying f ire.

Dusk is drawn, 
and the Green Man’s Thorn
Is wreathed in rings of f og:
Siabhra sails his boat till morn
Upon the Starry Bog.
A leanbhan O, the pale hal f moon
Hath brimmed her cusp in dew,
And weeps to hear the sad sleep-tune
I sing, O love, to you.

Faintly sweet doth the chapel bell
Ring o’er the valley dim:
Tearmann’s peasant -voices swell
In fragrant evening hymn.
A leanbhan O, the low bell rings
My little lamb to rest
And angel -dreams, till morning sings
Its music in your head .

Sleep, O babe, f or the red-bee hums
The silent twilight’s f all,
Áibheall from the Grey Rock comes
To wrap the world in thrall.
A leanbhan O, my child , my joy,
My love and heart’s -desire,
The crickets sing you lullaby
Beside the dying f ire.
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by Liam O Shea
Ireland

The morning starting out wet and foggy that Sunday, as Obie 
and I began our hike to Lady’s View, with the lakes of Killarney 
showing in the background. We started from Derrycunnihy 
Church, Killarney National Park, just a stone’s throw away from 
Lady’s View, which was made famous by Queen Victoria’s ladies in 
waiting, who loved this view. Local lore has it that an apparition 
occurs frequently at night, outside the church – that of a young 
girl seen dressed in white and described by some as a “tortured 
soul.” She was knocked off her bicycle and is still trying to make 
her way home. Whatever the truth, the young girl looks set to 
roam the area round Derrycunnihy Church way into the future. 
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photo of Gartan Lough, Co Donegal, Ireland

Stories of the Celts have been passed down 
for generations—from Druids to Druidesses, and 
later events written about by historians. We’ve 
discussed in past issues of the Celtic Guide that 
women were valued for their intuition, often 
times for their beauty, and most memorably for 
their bravery. Many of these women wielded as 
much power as the men and were sometimes 
even fierce warriors on the battlefield. 

There are numerous heroines among Celtic 
lore. One of those women being Scáthach, which 
in Gaelic translates as “Shadowy.” Scáthach 
was a legendary Scottish female warrior. Her 
talents were especially noted for the training 
and teaching of other warriors. And you have to 
admit, there were some fierce fighting men who 
came out of Scotland.

Scáthach was the daughter of Árd-Greimne 
of Lethra. She was believed to have lived on the 

Isle of Skye, and her fortress was called Dún 
Scáith, Castle of Shadows. 

The fortress is said to have stood on the site 
of the current ruins of Dun Sgathaich, which 
date as far back as the 1300s. This castle is 
typically known as Dunscaith, today, and, when 
last reported, it was owned by Lord Godfrey 
MacDonald, Chief of Clan Donald.

Dunscaith sits on a promontory overlooking 
the sea and, to the advantage of those inside, the 
field behind it is quite boggy with a causeway 
hidden in the grass. This, plus a very narrow 
entrance way, gave the defenders quite the 
advantage over any attackers.

In addition to being owned by Scáthach, 
this castle also has been known to have been 
in the hands of the MacAskills, MacLeods and 
MacDonalds. Its ruined state, today, most likely 
began with bombardment from cannons on ships 

Scathach
by Victoria Roberts

USA

photo of Gartan Lough, Co Donegal, Ireland
EDITOR’S NOTE: The above photo,  presented to our readers by Victoria’s Scottish photographer 
friend, Cameron Morrison, was taken in Braes, an area on the Isle of Skye, which is south of Portree. 
Having been to this area three times, myself, I can attest to not only the persistent legends of Scáthach 
and her castle, but also to a multitude of gorgeous rainbows awaiting the traveler around nearly every 
bend. The Isle of Skye is a must on anyone’s bucket list.  – Jim

-
Warrior                                 Teacher
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sent by King James of Scotland, in 1505, as part 
of his “daunting of the Isles” campaign.

In Scáthach’s time, this seasoned tutor only 
trained the fiercest of warriors, those who were 
already skilled and brave enough to penetrate 
the many defenses of Dún Scáith. Scáthach’s 
most famous pupil was the legendary Ulster hero 
Cúchulainn, who is said to have gained access to 
the castle with the “great salmon’s leap” across 
the drawbridge. 

She trained him to be a 
mighty warrior and gave 
him the deadly barbed 
spear, the Gáe Bulg. 

Part of Cúchulainn’s 
training also consisted 
of helping his teacher 
overcome a neighboring 
female chieftain, Aife, 
said to be Scáthach’s 
sister, and perhaps 
even her twin sister. 
And without hesitation, 
Scáthach’s new student 
certainly stepped up to 
the plate. He forced Aife 
to make peace, and then 
he fathered her child. He 
also slept with Scáthach 
and her daughter, too. 

What-A-Rogue! 
There are so many 

unbelievable tales of old 
surrounding this story, 
but this one is the most 
well-known version.

In any event, Ms 
Scáthach will forever 
be remembered as the 
warrior woman who 
taught the infamous 
Cúchulainn his greatest 
skills and prowess.   

Dún 
Scáith
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The old saying is “A 
day late, a dollar short.” 
In this case, we’re 98 
years late.

We just found this 
old cover online for a 
music “march” called 
“Woman Forever”.

“E.T.” or Edward 
Taylor Paull (1858-
1924) started out as 
a fledgling music 
publisher/composer 
until he hit upon a 
formula in the mid-
1890s that launched 
him to great and prolific 
success.

His thought was 
to grab the potential 
pianist or listener’s 
attention before they 
even heard the piece. 
This was accomplished 
through the process of 
some extraordinary 
cover art, sometimes 
suggested or designed 
by Paull, and, in this 
case, featuring some 
obviously strong and 
powerful women.

The Paull surname 
is found in Scotland, Ireland and Wales, 
and derives from St. Paul. First “landed” in 
Gloucestershire, they held a family seat there on 
lands granted by William the Conqueror. 

This was due to their distinguished assistance 
at the Battle of Hastings in 1066 A.D. 

E.T. Paull created a massive amount of 
musical and artistic pieces during his career.

A Day Late . . .
by Jim McQuiston

USA
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Traditional Scottish Women’s Clothing
Scottish traditional dress is admired the world 

round. Indeed, Tartan Day celebrates Scottish 
heritage each April 6th in the U.S. and Canada, 
while Australia and New Zealand celebrate it 
in July. Individual tartans are identified with 
different Scottish clans, and we when we hear 
the word “tartan,” the first image that comes 
to mind is the famed Scottish kilt. Perhaps it 
is because the kilt is so unique among modern 
men’s clothing that it has been the object of such 
fascination, while traditional Scottish women’s 
clothing is often marginalized as a footnote. 
Well, this edition of the Archivist’s Corner is 
turning the tables! 

Kilt, step aside! 

Your Archivist has dug through the annals of 
time to uncover paintings, drawing, and written 
observations of traditional Scottish women’s 
apparel from roughly the 18th through the early 
20th centuries.

Unlike Scottish men, dress of Scottish women 
was not much different than the costumes of 
women in neighboring England and Ireland, as 
well as on the European continent. But they did 
have some distinctive pieces of clothing.  

So what would the kilt’s equivalent be for 
women?  One traditional item worn by many 
Highland women is the arisaid, or earasaid. 

In his book, A Description of the Western 
Islands of Scotland, 1703, author Martin Martin 
described the dress he observed in the western 
Scottish islands:

“The ancient dress wore by the women… 
is called arisad, is a white plaid, having a 
few small stripes of black, blue and red; it 
reached from the neck to the heels, and was 
tied before on the breast with a buckle of 
silver or brass, according to the quality of 
the person. I have seen some of the former 
of an hundred marks value; it was broad 
as any ordinary pewter plate, the whole 

by Carolyn Emerick
USA

May 2014

These three drawings were created by R. R. McIan around 1845. Left 
image shows a Urquhart arisaid; center, a Clan Lamond outfit; and 
at right, a MacDonald of Glencoe wearing a tartan shawl.
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curiously engraven with various animals 
etc. There was a lesser buckle which was 
wore in the middle of the larger, and above 
two ounces weight; it had in the centre a 
large piece of crystal, or some finer stone, 
and this was set all around with several 
finer stones of a lesser size. The plaid being 
pleated all round, was tied with a belt 
below the breast; the belt was of leather, 
and several pieces of silver intermixed with 
the leather like a chain. The lower end of 
the belt has a piece of plate about eight 
inches long, and three in breadth, curiously 
engraven; the end of which was adorned 
with fine stones, or pieces of red coral. 
They wore sleeves of scarlet cloth, closed 
at the end as men’s vests, with gold lace 
round them, having plate buttons with fine 
stones. The head dress was a fine kerchief of 
linen strait (tight) about the head, hanging 
down the back taper-wise; a large lock of 
hair hangs down their cheeks above their 
breast, the lower end tied with a knot of 
ribbands.”

It seems that tartan was not always the 
pattern worn on the arisaid. Often the cloth was 
plain or striped, and it seems to have varied 
by region and by clan.  The kertch (in Gaelic 
- breid caol) was a head dress worn by married 
women in some regions, while unmarried 
women often wore a snood, which was a ribbon 
wrapped about the head which allowed the hair 
to flow more freely. Regarding tartan patterns 
on women’s dress,  another observer, William 
Sacheverell, wrote in 1668:  

“The usual habit of both sexes is the 
pladd;  the women’s much finer, the colours 
more lively, and the square much larger 
than the men’s, and put me in the mind of 
the ancient Picts.  This serves them for a 
veil and covers both head and body.” 
 
In 1754, Edward Burt wrote about the ladies 

he observed in Inverness:
“The plaid is the undress of the ladies 

at Inverness and to a genteel woman who 
adjusts it with a good air, is a becoming 
veil.  But as I am pretty sure you never saw 

At left and center are two more McIan drawings, a Clan Sinclair 
woman wearing a tartan scarf, and a woman from Clan Matheson 
wearing a snood about the head. At right is a portrait of Helen Murray 
of Ochtertyre just before the 1745 rising, by an unknown artist.
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one of them in England, I shall employ a 
few words to describe it to you.  It is made 
of silk or fine worsted, chequered with 
various lively colours, two breadths wide, 
and three yards in length;  it is brought 
over the head, and may hide or discover 
the face according to the wearer’s fancy or 
occasion:  it reaches to the waist behind; 
one corner as low as the ancle on one side; 
and the other part in folds hangs down from 
the opposite arm. The ordinary girls wear 
nothing upon their heads until they are 
married or get a child, except sometimes a 
fillet of red or blue coarse cloth, of which 
they are very proud;  but often their hair 
hangs down over the forehead, like that of 
a wild colt.”

Head coverings, shoulder wrappings, and 
dresses worn by Scottish women varied by period 
and by region.  Tartan was certainly known as 
a Scottish trait, but it seems to have grown in 
popularity in the 17th and 18th centuries during 
periods of rising interest in national pride of 
heritage. Surprisingly, the history of the kilt 
only dates back only to the late 16th century. 
Tartan, however, was being produced by Celts 
centuries before that. There is evidence of cloth 
in a pattern similar to tartan being produced by 
Celts as far back as the Halstatt Culture in Central 
Europe as early as the 8th to 6th centuries BC. 
Yet the tartans of Scotland that we all know and 
love are not known to have been produced in 
Scotland until approximately the same era that 
kilts are thought to have originated. 

Early forms of Scottish tartan could be as simple 
as stripes or a checkered pattern.  Association of 
tartan with clans grew as Scotland faced rising 
oppression at the hands of the British monarchy. 
In 1746, King George II imposed the “dress act” 
in a move to suppress all forms of Highland 
dress, which had begun to be associated with 
the Jacobite movement.  This coincided with the 

rise and growing importance of Scottish clans.  
Once the Jacobite rebellion was no longer a 
threat, Highland dress began to be romanticized 
and the ban was repealed in 1782. Indeed, the 
Romantic Era had begun, which spawned art, 
literature, and poetry throughout the West.  In 
Scotland this movement was represented by the 
likes of Robert Burns and Sir Walter Scott.  So 
if adversity, oppression, and the need to form 
solidarity and a unified national front brought 
Highland dress to represent Scottish identity, 
then the Romantic Era solidified it. From that 
point on, the tartan, for both men and women, 
was here to stay. 

– 5 –
 

–

Above to the right, Jean 
Reynolds, in 1955, dancing 
in a man’s kilt. Below, Jean 
dances in a woman’s longer 
skirt and blouse.
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It seems that from that period forward, the 
kilt was raised to precedence as the symbol to 
represent Scottish culture. But where does that 
leave Scottish women?  It was not until the 19th 
century that women began nudging their way 
forward to claim their place in representing their 
country.  Their ticket to ride?  Scottish Dance. 

The sword dance is known to have been 
practiced in many parts of Europe dating to 
prehistoric times. It was originally associated 
with warriors, and therefore primarily associated 
with men. There is a record of this type of dance 
in Scotland written in 1440 about an event that 
occurred in 1285.  Mentioned in the account 
are pipe players and sword dancers. Later, in 
1573, a band of Scottish warriors are reported 
to perform a sword dance before the Swedish 
king.  So, while this type of dance may have 
been performed by many different groups, 
the evidence shows that the Scots have a long 
tradition of their own unique brand. The tradition 
survived into modern times and continues to be 
practiced at Highland games worldwide. 

While men proudly danced about their 
swords, women were traditionally resigned to 
“social dancing” until one bold young woman 
stepped forward to compete against the men.  
Her name was Lorna Mitchell, and she danced 
at a time when women’s rights movements were 
picking up traction in Great Britain and the 
United States.  Since there was no rule explicitly 
prohibiting women from taking part, she could 
not be denied entry. From that moment on, 
women have been competing in ever greater 
numbers in the Highland Dance portion of the 
Highland Games wherever they are held. 

The Highland Dance proved to be a 
leveler between the sexes in not only athletic 
capabilities and dancing talent.  It was also an 
arena that allowed women to assert their right 
to wear distinctive Scottish dress. Early 19th 
century women’s dance attire consisted of 
quite long tartan skirts.  As hemlines in general 

shortened, so did the hemlines in Highland 
Dance costumes. By the early to mid-20th 
centuries, a debate began to rage about whether 
or not women should be allowed to dance in 
the kilt and jacket.  Indeed, the man’s Highland 
attire, shaped and fitted for a woman’s physique, 
was now being worn by some female dancers.  
However, a more feminine outfit that emphasizes 
Scottish identity without denying women their 
own sphere separate from men was designed. 
Hence the “kilted skirt,” which is tartan skirt 
very similar in length and style to the traditional 
man’s kilt, began to gain popularity not only 
among female Highland dancers, but among all 
women of Scottish descent.

I would be remiss to end this column without 
mentioning the shoes which are identified 
traditionally with Scottish Highland Dance: 
ghillies. Ghillies are a type of shoe used in Irish 
and Scottish dance.  They are made of supple, 
soft leather, so that they mold to the curvature 
of the foot. They are quite similar to ballet 
slippers, with the main difference being in the 
style of appearance and mode of lacing. 

 
I hope this exploration has been interesting, 

and I look forward to digging out some more 
hidden tidbits from the past for you again soon, 
in the next edition of The Archivist’s Corner. 

Marilyn White 
of Westville, 
Cape Breton 
Island, dancing 
competitor at 
the annual 
Gaelic Mod 
and Highland 
Gathering, 
St. Ann’s.
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The Douglases were among the most 
influential and powerful of the old clans 
and, at their height of power, arguably, the 
greatest family in Scotland. Though earliest in 
Douglasdale, their origins are obscure, the best 
guess being that the name is from the Gaelic 
dubh glas, for “gray-black”, or “of darkest 
gray”, perhaps referencing the art of rendering 
charcoal, or operating a forge or smelter, in 
apprentice to smiths; their clan motto, “Jamais 
Arrière” meaning  “never  retreat,” is certainly 
one they ever embodied, whether attacking or 
defending. 

The earliest mention of the name is in a charter 
to the monks of Kelso, circa 1175, which was 
witnessed by William of Dufglas. Sir William 
was a witness to a charter in 1240, 
and, with Sir Andrew of Dufglas, to 
another in 1248. His great-grandson, 
widely known as William Douglas, the 
Hardy, for his prowess and his heroic 
deeds, fought under William Wallace 
in the War of Independence. 

In the centuries to follow, perhaps 
no great family, with the possible 
exception of House of Murray, could 
claim to have stood closer to the 
thrones of kings in Scotland, than 
the men, and often the women, of the 
Douglas bloodline.

‘Good Sir James,’ the friend of 
the Bruce, was the most illustrious 
member of the Douglas family, and 
one of the noble heroes who extricated 
Scotland from English domination. 
Hearing that the rebel prince, Robert 
the Bruce, had taken up arms against 

the English, Douglas, then only 18 years of age, 
resolved to ride at once to Bruce’s standard. 
He met the future king near Moffat, on his way 
to Scone to be crowned, and pledged him his 
service. From that time onward, until Scotland’s 
freedom was won, Douglas was ever Bruce’s 
“good right arm”, alike in strife and in success. 

Over a century later, a woman of Clan 
Douglas would actually rival him as the “good 
right arm” of another Scottish king, though in 
a very different way . . . but first let us return 
to Sir James, who had fought at the Battle of 
Methven, where the new king was defeated, and 
narrowly escaped. He was the same Douglas 
who then found a small, leaky boat, in which 
the Bruce’s surviving followers were ferried, 
two at a time, over Loch Lomond to the island 
of Rachrin. Here they spent the winter with the 
king, where they subsisted on  “quinses and 
henge frut and bannoch, ande of tymes, sum of 
shoare fishes”.

The following year, while Bruce was trying 
to liberate his patrimonial domains in Carrick, 
Sir James and his followers rode secretly into 

  by Cass and Deborah Wright
  Bellows Falls, VT, USA

Douglas

Douglas Tartan and Shield



Douglasdale, which was held by Lord Clifford, 
surprised the English garrison on Palm Sunday, 
took Douglas Castle, put his prisoners to the 
sword, and then set it ablaze. This shocking 
deed was no doubt revenge for the atrocities 
which Edward had inflicted on Bruce’s brothers 
and adherents. Thereafter, Douglas Castle was 
rebuilt by Clifford, who placed a garrison there 
commanded by a soldier named Thirlwall, and 
then returned to England. After his departure, 
Douglas sought to expel the enemy again 
from his estates; in time, the castle again fell 
to Douglas’s forces, and its fortifications were 
leveled to the ground.

Sir James continued in the struggle to expel 
the English from their country, and was involved 
in all the most perilous enterprises of that 
warfare. In 1313, he captured the key fortress 
of Roxburgh. He commanded the left wing of 
the Scottish army at the Battle of Bannockburn; 
following the victory, Sir James Douglas seized 
the opportunity to pursue the fleeing Edward II. 
The English king reached the gates of Stirling, 
but the governor refused to let him in, choosing 
to honor his pact as the army of the Scots had 
honored theirs. 

With the enemy hot on his tail, Edward 
continued racing south; after long days of hard 
riding, worsened by Douglas’s men merrily 
picking off stragglers, he finally made it to 
Dunbar Castle. From there a ship took Edward, 
defeated and disgraced, back to London. 

Though never quite cornering his quarry, 
grants of lands were made to Sir James Douglas, 
as he had proved himself one of Robert the 
Bruce’s closest friends and best lieutenants, 
made famous by his many brave exploits. Years 
later, Sir James undertook his greatest quest, 
to carry his late king’s heart, secured in an 
iron box, to Jerusalem. Sadly, he was slain en 
route, repelling an attack by Moors in Granada, 
Spain; plunging to that fate at a crushing gallop, 
Douglas stood in his stirrups, hurled that precious 
little box into the very faces of his adversaries, 
and thundered “Brave heart! Follow the brave 

heart!” The chest of the heart was recovered 
by Douglas’s lieutenant, Sir Simon Lee of 
Locard, one of the fray’s few survivors, who 
also allegedly interred Sir James, with military 
honors, in Spain, before escorting the Bruce’s 
heart back to Scotland.

But over the years and reigns that followed, 
the vast ambitions of the Douglases were often 
as much a threat to their kings as they were a 
benefit, as when the Clan allied with the Lord of 
the Isles against the Crown, and again when the 
Black Earl of Angus conspired with his brother 
earls, the clan chiefs of Lindsay and Ross, 
against James II, raising and combining their 
armies in defiance of the throne. The Douglas 
Earl of Angus, chief of the House of the Black 
Douglases, was slain for that conspiracy of 
treason by the young king’s own hand, while 
hosting his liege at Stirling Castle; lest anyone 
think of that as a condemnable act of itself, it is 
telling to remember that while still a child, that 
same king had witnessed the political murder of 
two prior Douglases at Edinburgh Castle, while 
attending as royal dinner guests. Surely, the old 
Celtic gods must have blanched in high dudgeon 
at such bloodthirsty breaches of ancient guest 
and host laws.

In bold contrast, though, the courageous 
loyalty of Lady Catherine Douglas, an attendant 
of James II’s father, was not only of undeniable 
celebrity, but iconic. She was an historical 
figure who inspired folk tales and ballads down 
through many years. In 1437, the final year of 
the first Stewart reign, while striving in vain 
to shield James I from a party of assassins 
at Black Friars Monastery, she replaced his 
chamber door’s missing bar with her own arm 
thrust through the jamb’s great staples. Thus did 
she hold the killers without at bay, while her 
beloved, fleeing monarch scrambled through 
adjoining rooms, and finally down into the 
Abbey’s sewer channel, before the murderers 
managed to batter the door open, shattering the 
bone in her arm, and earning her forever the 
honorific “Kate Bar-lass”. 

– 19 –
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Though her king would die that day, her 
bravery and fierce resolve would make her 
immortal; the ghost of Good Sir James must 
have beamed with pride!

Family relations notwithstanding, the Black 
Douglases opposed for many decades the upstart 
“Red” branch of the Clan, whose holdings had 
taken root in the Borders countryside, wedged 
between feuding factions like the Scotts, 
Armstrongs and Eliotts. With their lands already 
forfeited in 1455, their keep at Threave Castle 
came under siege, and was bombarded by the 
rival branch with the famous cannon, “Mons 
Meg”; when Threave fell, George, head of the 
Red Douglases, became chief of the entire clan, 
and soon brokered crucial alliances with other 
large, key clans, like the Gordons, and their 
neighbors, the Scotts. George Douglas’s son, 
known from his ascendancy as 
Archibald “Bell the Cat”, 5th 
Earl of Angus, led the rebellion 
that resulted in the defeat and 
death of James III at the Battle 
of Sauchieburn in 1488. 

A grandson, also named 
Archibald, a frequent guest at 
Court, and a great favorite of 
the ladies, followed a popular 
Douglas family tactic by 
marrying upward, wedding no 
less a luminary than Margaret 
Tudor, widow of James IV, who 
fell at Flodden, passing forever 
into romance and legend. This 
Archibald always sought to 
balance statesmanship with his 
soldiering, and was purportedly 
still donning his armor against 
English incursions well into his 
sixties. 

Their daughter, Lady 
Margaret, an apt student of her 
father’s plots and ploys, and 
counseled by her mother in the 
art of procurement, wed the Earl 

of Lennox; their son, Lord Darnley, became the 
second husband of Mary Queen of Scots, and so 
fathered James VI, that canny prince destined to 
splice two thrones into one mighty Empire. 

But though Darnley might have loved Mary 
with all his heart, another Douglas despised 
her, that being the spider-like James, Earl of 
Morton, a bitter rival of Darnley from early on 
and an outspoken anti-papist; he was rumored 
to be among the assassins who slew the Queen’s 
secretary, David Rizzio, and allegedly conspired 
in the murder of Darnley himself. 

Thus by daylight, and by moonlight, the Clan 
continued to thrive and prosper, originating the 
Earls of Morton, Douglas, Annandale, Ormond, 
Angus and Forfar, and the Dukes of Touraine 
and Queensberry; it is indeed ironic, given the 
clan’s near-rabid ambitions for the Scottish 
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throne for over 300 years, that the 2nd Duke of 
Queensbury (equally descended of Clan Scott), 
a notorious rake known popularly as “Old Q”, 
became one of the foremost architects of the 
controversial Union of Crowns in 1707.

Perhaps the greatest final irony of this mighty 
clan is that despite their thunderously renowned 
history, so vibrant with fame and glory, victory 
and legend, they are among the very few big, 
ancient Scottish families who are deemed 
ineligible to sit upon the Standing Council of 
Scottish Chiefs, nor can they be recognized as 
a formal House or Clan of merit by the Lord 
Lyon, King of Arms, or the Lyon Court. 

The reason for such bold exclusions was the 
conjoining, by marriage, of the great houses 
of Douglas and Hamilton, resulting since then 
in the chief male heirs of the primary line all 
bearing the surname of “Douglas-Hamilton”; 
Scottish heraldry does not recognize heritable 
rights or legacies for hyphenate surnames. 

Clearly, although the might of armies and 
the wrath of kings could not conquer this noble 

house, the love of a man for a woman could, 
and, did; to this day their descendants happily 
bear the brunt of that cost. 

But recognized or not, the Douglas heraldry 
still includes their original clan crest, the 
Salamander of medieval myth, writhing through 
flames that cannot harm him . . . as obviously, 
neither the fortunes nor ravages of time can 
destroy the legendary Douglases, either!

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

 
by Cass and Deborah Wright

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

joining us at the hearth !  - DW
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Who has not heard of the Irish people known 
as the Tuatha Dé Danann, or the Irish goddess, 
Danu? Even the royal house of Munster was 
called the “House of Donn” in her honor. 

In Wales, Don (DOHN-ah) is the name of 
a mother goddess in Welsh mythology, similar 
to the Irish Danu. Also, according to Welsh 
mythology, the people of Wales were the 
“Children of Don.” 

“Dana” was a goddess of the ancient Britons. 
“Dana” (or “Tana”) was an ancient Italian 
goddess, the earth mother who taught her people 
magic. “Danu” was even the mother goddess of 
ancient India.

These names are eerily similar to the titles 
of “Don” and “Dona” used in Iberia, where the 
Celts are thought to have left Europe from.

In ancient Rome, “Dominus” and “Domina” 
were social titles – Lord and Lady.

All of these locations have some relationship 
to the Celtic people. 

We have other close examples. The head of a 
college is called a Dean. In Portugal, the leader 
of a group or family is called a Dom; in Italy, a 
Don. In the early years of Clan Donald, it has 
been said that the first name of Donald was 
actually a title, not a name. The Gaelic root for 
the word Donald means “Ruler of the World”.

Celtic remnants of these names show up 
in river names across Europe, including the 
Danube (where a substantial Celtic society once 
existed) and the River Don in Russia, where 
Celtic DNA was thought to have split off. 

Other bodies of water include the Don River 
which originates near Sheffield, England, and 
flows eastward into the river Humber. Another 
Don River originates in the Grampian Mountains 
of Scotland and flows eastward into the North 
Sea near Aberdeen. Still another Don River 
in western France flows into the Vilaine. The 

Don Dara river in Spain flows into the Segre. 
Yet another Don River in India flows into the 
Krishna.

There are as many, if not more place names  
such as towns and counties in Celtic countries 
beginning with Don or Dan, Donegal being one 
immediate example.

And then we have Denmark, which literally 
means Dan’s land, home to the Danes.

The interchangeable use of the spellings 
of Dan and Don carries all the way to modern 
name etymology, where Daniel is often given as 
a form of Donald, or vice versa.

Going all the way back to Biblical times, as 
part of the Kingdom of Israel, the territory of the 
Tribe of Dan was conquered by the Assyrians, 
and they were exiled; the manner of their exile 
led to their further history being lost. Some 
speculate that it was this lost tribe of Dan that 
was the seed for the Celtic race. 

Is it all just coincidence?

Mother Dan by Jim McQuiston
USA
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Or could it be that the motherly figures of 
Danu and Don, the leadership names of Don, 
Dom, Dean, etc., the river and location names, 
were meant to represent the fact that the Israelite 
tribe of Dan did, in fact, give birth to the Celtic 
race, as has been hinted at for many centuries? 

According to the Book of Revelation (7:4-8), 
the tribe of Dan is the only original tribe of Israel 
which is not included in the list of tribes, which 
are sealed. No mention is made of why they are 
excluded. It has been suggested that this could 
be because of their pagan practices. This caused 
Hippolytus of Rome, and a few Millennialists, 
to propose that the Antichrist will come from 
the tribe of Dan! 

There may be a less scary reason.
In the Biblical census of the Book of 

Numbers, the tribe of Dan is portrayed as the 
second largest Israelite tribe (after Judah). 
Their land was known as Dan, as shown on the 
accompanying map. The most celebrated Danite 
was Samson, who some suggest is derived from 
tribal legends.

According to the Torah, the tribe consisted of 
descendants of Dan, a son of Jacob and Bilhah, 
Rachel’s maidservant (Genesis 30:4). 

In the biblical account, Dan is one of the two 
children of Bilhah, the handmaid of Jacob’s 
wife Rachel, the other child of Bilhah being 
Naphtali. Scholars see this as indicating that 
the authors saw Dan and Naphtali as being not 
of entirely Israelite origin (being descendants 
of handmaids rather than of full wives). Some 
have noted that the territory of the “handmaid 
tribes” happens to be the territory closest to the 
conquering Assyrians. 

The Tribe of Dan was the last to receive its 
territorial inheritance. According to the biblical 
narrative, the tribe had originally tried to settle 
in the central coastal area of Canaan, but due 
to enmity with the Philistines who had already 
settled there, were only able to camp in the 
hill country overlooking the Sorek Valley, the 
camp location becoming known as Mahaneh 
Dan (“Camps of Dan”). (Joshua 19) The region 
they were trying to settle included the area as 

far north as Joppa, and extending south into the 
Shephelah. As a result, the modern state of Israel 
refers to the region as Gush Dan (the Dan area). 
However the tribe abandoned hopes of settling 
near the central coast, instead migrating to the 
north of Philistine territory, and after conquering 
Laish, refounded it as their capital (renaming it 
Dan). From there, tradition says they expanded 
across Europe, the Balkans, and the Alps, until 
arriving in the British Isles.

The question remains, could Mother Dan/
Don represent the birth of a race and culture 
originating with the Israelite tribes, though not 
fully accepted by them, then becoming lost to 
history, but perhaps spreading clues of their 
origin in the names of tribes, countries, rivers, 
geographic locations, and mother goddesses, 
across the Celtic diaspora, from the Middle East, 
to western Asia, the Alpine region, Europe, the 
Iberian Peninsula, and on into Wales, Ireland, 
Scotland and even Denmark?

What is the alternative explanation? 
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Flora MacDonald was a woman who led 
a life filled with adventure, and not a small 
amount of danger. Most of her life was spent in 
the Scottish western isles, apart from a period 
when she made her mark in the New World. 
She participated in subterfuge, spent a year in 
an English prison, found herself in the midst 
of revolution, went into hiding, and fought 
marauders on the high seas. But, unlike those 
rare female pirates whose legacies have risen 
to fame in recent years, Flora MacDonald was 
no criminal. Neither did she intentionally put 
herself in these situations. She was simply an 
ordinary woman living in extraordinary times 
who surprised everyone, probably especially 
herself, when she was confronted with situations 
which are the stuff of legends. 

Born in 1722 to Ranald and Marion 
MacDonald in the Scottish Hebrides, Flora’s 
young existence was rife with adversity early 
on. Some sources indicate that her father was an 
abusive man. In any case, he died while Flora 
was yet a child. Her mother, Marion, then began 
receiving advances from another clan member, 
Hugh MacDonald. When Marion resisted, 
Hugh abducted her and married her by force. 
Probably due to these traumatic events, Flora 
was raised as a ward of the family of the chief 
of her clan, the MacDonalds of Clanranald, 
who were cousins of her deceased father. Being 
raised with the clan chief’s family is likely what 
put Flora in the position for the event that would 
later make her famous. 

Flora was a young woman of twenty-four 
when the Jacobite Rebellion was in full swing. 
Descendants of the ousted Stuart dynasty were 
laying claim to the British throne. Because the 
Stuarts had ancestry in Scotland, and due to 
Scottish oppression at the hands of the English, 

the Jacobite movement gained the support of the 
Scottish people. Charles Edward Stuart, called 
the Great Pretender by the English and Bonnie 
Prince Charlie by the Scots, experienced defeat 
in his attempt to claim the British throne.

When his military actions failed, the would-
be King found himself fleeing for his life. When 
the British navy was hot on his trail, where did 
Charles Stuart seek protection? From the good 
people of the Scottish Hebrides. Flora was taken 
by surprise when she found an acquaintance at 
her door with none other than the Bonnie Prince 
himself. 

Flora’s stepfather, Hugh MacDonald, was 
in a position of authority with the ability to 
issue travel passes through the islands. A plan 
was hatched to disguise Charles Stuart as an 
Irish servant woman traveling with Flora to 

Portrait of Flora MacDonald by Allan Ramsey 

Flora MacDonald by Carolyn Emerick
USA

Pride of the Hebrides
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seek work. Accounts of this night 
mention that Flora was hesitant to 
participate, but it is emphasized 
that she did not express concern 
for herself, rather for her 
clansmen and kinfolk who might 
be implicated in this scheme. 
However, the situation for Charlie 
was dire. Traitors to the crown 
cannot be afforded to live, and the 
British were closing in fast. This 
was his only chance to escape, 
and ultimately Flora decided to 
lead him to safety. With Charles 
in disguise and travel passport 
in hand, Flora journeyed by boat 
to bring Charlie to the outer 
islands, and from there he was 
able to make the voyage across 
the Channel to France, escaping a 
traitor’s execution.

Bonnie Prince Charlie escaped 
with his neck intact, but it was 
Flora who faced punishment for 
her participation in the event. She 
spent a year in a London prison. 
Although, perhaps due to her soft 
disposition, and the support she 
received from the public, it is 
said that she was kept in comfortable quarters 
and well looked after until she was eventually 
pardoned.

 Most women who lived through such 
excitement would expect to return home and 
settle back into ordinary life. But for Flora, the 
adventures seemed to follow her. Three years 
after her return to Scotland, at the age of twenty-
eight, Flora married Allan MacDonald, a captain 
in the British Army. Her story is quiet for a few 
years… until Flora and Allan emigrate to the 
American colonies. How could she know when 
she arrived in North Carolina in 1774 what was 
around the corner? 

Barely two years after settling in to her 
new life, the Declaration of Independence was 

signed and the United States of America was 
formed. As an officer in the British military, 
Allan MacDonald was on the wrong side of 
this battle. In the course of the war, Allan was 
captured and Flora went into hiding for her 
own safety. American freedom fighters, like 
the British military, sometimes took drastic 
measures for their cause. As British soldiers 
burned down American patriot homesteads, 
American soldiers destroyed the properties held 
by British loyalists. The MacDonalds’ plantation 
in North Carolina was ravaged. 

In one respect, the MacDonald couple was 
very lucky. Allan was not killed and the pair 
were reunited after a prisoner exchange. They 
eventually returned home to Scotland, Allan

 

Flora MacDonald’s Farewell to Bonnie Prince Charlie 
by George William Joy.
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having inherited an ancestral estate. Sources say 
that Flora made the sea voyage back across the 
Atlantic on board a merchant ship in 1779 alone. 
We may deduce that Allan remained in America 
to continue fighting against the Revolution.

During the return voyage, the vessel carrying 
Flora was besieged by a privateer ship. 

This was an age of revolution, colonialism, 
and strong nations bent on expanding their 
empires and guarding their interests. Privateers 
were virtually pirates hired by governments 
to attack, harass, and plunder ships from rival 
nations. Reports of the event say that Flora 
refused to go below deck and lock herself away 
with the other ladies. She insisted on remaining 
on deck and facing these marauders head on. By 
this time Flora was fifty-nine years old, quite 
an age by the standards of the time. Despite 
her age, this woman stood firm and braced the 
attack. It is noted that Flora suffered a flesh 
wound in her arm during the ordeal. After 

returning to her homeland in the Hebrides, it 
appears that Flora was able to settle down and 
enjoy the last decade of her life in peace. Unlike 
Joan of Arc or other heroines in history, Flora 
never went out looking for adventure, somehow 
it just seemed to come looking for her. Reports 
from the period describe Flora MacDonald as a 
soft, pleasant woman with a likeable demeanor. 
By all accounts she seems like an unassuming 
woman from whom we might never expect 
greatness. She was a mother and a wife, and is 
described as gentle and soft spoken. The truth is 
that we don’t know what courage looks like until 
the moment when we are faced with danger and 
have but a moment to react. In these situations 
Flora acted with instinct. And, like Highlanders 
before and after her, instinct told her to stand 
strong and protect her own.
EDITOR’S NOTE: follow Carolyn’s writing 
through her facebook page - 
       facebook.com/carolynemerickwriter
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Celtic Glasgow by Jim McQuiston
USA

We have Ron Henderson, of Scotland, to thank 
for this image of Glasgow with all locations listed 
in the Gaelic language.

You can zoom in on any area to see the actual 
Gaelic names by just going to –

http:/ /weegingerdug.fi les.wordpress.
com/2014/04/glaschunuadh1.png

It would be easy to slot Glasgow into a 
lowland category, more Norman/Anglo-Saxon 
than Celtic.

NOT SO FAST!
The Celtic Football Club is a Scottish football 

club (soccer for us Americans) based in Glasgow, 
which plays in the Scottish Premiership. The club 
was established in 1887, played its first game in 
1888, and has never been relegated to a lower 
division. It plays its home games in the Celtic 
Park stadium which seats over 60,000 spectators 

and is the largest football stadium in Scotland. 
Not to be outdone, Celtic’s very first women’s 
team was established in June 2007 with an entry 
to the Scottish Women’s Premier League. 

The Celtic Women’s Team is the current 
holder of the Scottish Premiership trophy, in their 
division, for the 2013-14 season.

Also of interest: the University of Glasgow is 
the first university in Scotland to have a dedicated 
Chair of Gaelic, and they are rated in the UK’s 
Top-Ten for Celtic studies research; Celtic 
Connections, based in Glasgow, is the largest 
annual winter music festival of its kind and the 
UK’s premier celebration of Celtic music; and 
Glasgow is also home to Celtic Music Radio.

Obviously, the folks in Glasgow consider their 
connection with the Celtic race as an integral, 
inseparable part of their identity.
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My Mum was born “Rachel” though she was 
known as “Rae” throughout her life. That name 
persisted as everyone used to say that whenever 
she entered a room, she was like a bright ray of 
sunshine. 

Mum was spoiled by her siblings and got 
away with so much more than they did, she 
would tell me. She was the youngest of seven 
children. Her father died when she was 12, and 
life changed after that for the whole family, 
as times were hard. Mum then started to help 
around the house more as the rest of the siblings 
were out working and thus she learned to cook 
and do the housework at a very early age.

On Sundays all work ceased in the household, 
as they were brought up in the Free Church of 
Scotland and only worship was allowed on the 

sabbath; even playing with friends was not 
allowed. She often told stories about going to 
the Salvation Army gatherings to listen to the 
singing and the tambourines in the band (music 
was not allowed in the Free Church).

Mum started working outside the home as 
soon as she could to help out with the household 
expenses. She loved the movies so it seemed 
fitting that it was the cinema house where she 
got a job. Where Mum worked they supplied the 
uniforms, and I have photos of Mum and the 
rest of the cinema people in their dresses with 
the man in the photo looking like a captain of 
a ship.

Mum loved this job and never lost her love 
for the movies. I always remember Saturday in 
Glasgow, Scotland, as movie night and getting 

Rae of Sunshine

by Alison Macrae
Canada

My Mum and Dad’s wedding photo and her pride and joy – the fox stole that she borrowed from her sister. 
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our sweets to take into the cinema. What a noise 
we used to make unwrapping the sweets, but 
then so did everyone else there. On the way 
home we would stop in at the fish and chip shop 
to get a bag of greasy chips, with the vinegar 
dripping down. The chips used to be wrapped 
up in newspapers and then brown paper. Oh, the 
gorgeous smell of that can never be forgotten. 
Then we would get a tram home, dripping with 
the vinegar from the chippies.

I know that Mum also worked in a butcher 
shop and a fish shop before she was married, 
and she always knew her cuts of meat and fish 
whenever we went grocery shopping.

I always thought what wonderful names 
Mum and Dad both had – Rachel and Samuel. 
Both had mothers who were widows and 
struggling to bring up their children, so they 
came from the same type of background, which 
I believe enabled them to appreciate everything 
that much more. They never took anything for 
granted, and worked very hard for things. 

During the war they got married, and because 
there were rations at that time, Mum did not 
have a wedding dress. She got married in an 
outfit that included a fox stole draped around 
her neck, which was borrowed from her older 
sister. She could not get nylons at that time, 
either, so she used tea bags to stain her legs, 
and, with a black pencil, one of her sisters drew 
a straight line on the back of her legs to make it 
look like she was wearing seamed nylons. I also 
remember her telling me that if someone could 

get their hands on used parachute material it 
was worth a lot, as the material could be used to 
make lovely clothes. 

Mum used to tell me about the horrible 
bombings during the war. In Glasgow, they 
lived beside the shipyards at the River Clyde. 
Dad worked at the shipyards, which were so 
important for the war effort. He was also a 
volunteer air warden. 

Mum and Dad often would perform songs at 
parties. One was called “I am an Air Warden,” 
and Mum, being theatrical, would have the 
people in laughter at her antics.

Mum also used to make dandelion wine 
in the bathtub. She must have picked a lot of 
dandelions. I am sure the neighbors would all 
get together to do this and make the wine. She 
never did give me the recipe for that.

After four years of marriage and one daughter 
(my sister, Irene), Mum was expecting me. 
Unfortunately she was in pain most of the time. 
The doctor told her not to worry, it was just the 
way the baby was positioned. 

After I was born, they discovered Mum had 
tuberculosis in one of her kidneys, which was 
very rare. She needed an operation to remove 
the infected kidney, which, beyond a doubt, was 
a scary thing for Mum. Thank goodness she 
had a wonderful doctor and the outcome was 
a success. After the operation, Mum had to go 
to into a sanitarium for a while to make a full 
recovery. The sad thing is that at the end of her 
life the TB had returned.

In the late 40s, my Dad was employed by an 
American company in the Persian Gulf. He used 
to come home at Christmas time for his annual 
leave. It was then decided that Mum, Irene and I 
would be going to live there for a while.  I always 
remember Mum talking about the examination 
we underwent. I cannot remember it. 

All I can remember, in going through the 
medical exam, were the typhoid, yellow fever 
and cholera shots that were all given at one 
time, and how the three of us were in agony, 
and could hardly move our arms for a couple 
of days. 

Mum in her movie theatre outfit, with her hand
on the man in the photo.
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The medical people took the x-rays and 
developed them. They became completely 
baffled, as Mum told it, because they could 
only find one kidney. They asked her why they 
could not find two kidneys. Mum had to do 
some explaining and get letters from the doctor. 
Though living with one kidney, she was in 
perfect health. So off we went to Bahrain Island 
to live with Dad for five years.

One of Mum’s many adventures there was 
learning to drive a car. Dad was her instructor. 

My sister and I remember how happy they 
both were when they went out with the big 
license plate to put it on the car, but we also 
remember so well, within half an hour, the 
banging of the door. They were back as it did 
not go so well. 

Mum ended up getting an instructor to teach 
her to drive and it was not my Dad. She passed 
the test in the end. Remember that it was also a 
standard transmission car that they drove, so she 
had to have been pretty good to have passed. 

Another one of Mum’s adventures was 
driving through the grass shack lean-to. She 
forgot to brake in time. Luckily it was not made 
of brick, so it was easily enough fixed. Once we 
came back to Glasgow, Mum refused to drive 
again, though she once tried her hand at riding a 
motorcycle, as shown below.

Life was calmer for Mum when we moved 
back to Glasgow, as she used to take the bus or 
tram wherever she went. Dad came home for a 
month, once a year on his annual leave, until he 
left Bahrain for good, and settled down back in 
Glasgow.

The next thing I remember is that Dad had 
gotten a job in Trinidad. So off Mum and I went. 
I know it upset Mum very much that we left my 
sister Irene behind. She was married and lived 
in Glasgow. Dad was working for a company 
out of Trinidad that had sent him to Barbados to 
do a contract there, so we arrived in Barbados 
first, which was paradise. We were there for a 
month before we flew to Trinidad. 

Oh, the mosquitoes –  they were nasty, 
and we had to sleep under  mosquito nets. 
Unfortunately, the day we were going to meet 
the owner and his family of the company that 
Dad was working for, Mum woke up with the 
most terrible bites I have ever seen. Not only 
were these bites awful to look at, but they were 
over the eye, so Mum had to wear sunglasses 
the whole afternoon, as she did not want anyone 
to see them. She had to go to a doctor and get 
special ointment to recover from those bites. 
After that contract was finished, we moved to 
Canada.

The first winter in Canada was something 
else. Mum could not get over that it dropped 
to minus 30o F and the snow, oh the snow, we’d 
never seen so much snow! 

That first year was also one of those freak 
years where it snowed at least once a month the 
whole spring and summer,. What a year that 
was. It made Mum and Dad wonder if they had 
made the right decision to move to Canada, but 
of course it was.

It did not take long for Mum to get a job and 
meet friends. Her first and only job was with 
Hudson’s Bay Company later known as “the 
Bay”, from which she retired. 

She loved her job. 
The first year they had a Rabbie Burns Day 

on January 25th, so her whole department 
wore kilts and looked stunning. Mum, with her 
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Scottish accent, was the main attraction for the 
department that day. Mum was quite the talker 
and the people loved to hear her accent.

Mum, for her own reasons, never became a 
Canadian citizen, which I could not understand 
as you have to be a citizen to vote and she 
was very much into politics. She would go 
to meetings and listen, and if she did not like 
what she was hearing, she certainly would let 
them know. (I believe I inherited her love for 
politics).

Mum had a wee friend and they would both 
go out shopping once a week. Mum loved her 
wee friend who was a couple of inches smaller 
than her. This made Mum feel so tall. I was 
five feet four inches. She used to swear, up and 
down, that she was the same height as me. Even 
when the mirror proved differently, she would 
not budge from her claim. She would take her 
hand from the top of her forehead and put it 
across to reach my forehead with an upward 
slant and swear, “Yes, indeed, we are the same 
height.” I never won that argument. 

Another funny thing happened when she 
came to visit me when I was living in Texas. 
On the day she was flying back to Canada I had 
made her an appointment with the hairdresser in 
a mall near where we were living. My daughter 
and I dropped her off and browsed around the 
mall until it was time to pick her up. Well, 
between my daughter and I, it was hard to say 
who laughed the most as poor Mum came out of 
the hairdresser with a blue tint in her hair and it 

was a puffy style, being the 80s. It reminded us 
of Dame Edna, the Australian comedian. 

The hairdresser had not understood Mum 
when she had asked for a rinse to be put through 
her hair (sometimes the downfall of having a thick 
Scottish accent) and that was why she had the blue 
look. Needless to say, she was fit to be tied.

Later in life Mum belonged to a bowling and 
a shuttle- board club ( the Golden Age club). She 
kept herself busy and loved meeting people so 
much. The People’s Friend, which was a weekly 
Scottish magazine, used to be sent to her once 
a month. She enjoyed it so much as most of the 
places they featured on the front page Mum 
could relate to and tell stories about. 

She was a genuine person in getting to know 
people. She would remember every detail 
about a person and when she met them again 
she would make that person feel special. She 
was also warm and loving, always interested in 
listening to their life stories. 

She had the memory of an elephant
Mum lived in Canada for 30 years, and anyone 

who would meet her would be surprised, as her 
accent was just as thick as the day she came over 
to this country. She never gave up the Scottish 
traditions, for example, porridge for breakfast 
with milk only, never any sugar or syrup, or 
honey added. I still eat it that way. And on any 
special occasion, out came the evening kilt that 
she had custom made in her clan tartan.

In summing it all up, Mum was a proud 
Scot and a very courageous woman. She lived 
through World War II and had a very serious 
operation that was relatively unknown at the 
time. She lived in a few countries, embracing 
each country with new adventure. I named my 
daughter after my Mum and I have always been 
proud to say “That’s my Mum.”

EDITOR’S NOTE: Alison Macrae now lives 
in Canada, though she was born and raised 
mostly in Glasgow, Scotland, and also lived 
in Bahrain and Trinidad. Her story shows 
the quaintness of life in Scotland and the 
excitement of a life lived ‘round the world. 

Rabbie Burns night with the staff.  
Mum is the third in from the right side.
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Since as long ago as the Neolithic period, 
certain men have been known to assert their 
importance in this world as being superior 
to women’s. Meanwhile, females were often 
considered to be very important in the creation 
of this world because of their obvious role in 
giving birth – thus their importance in creating 
life. Ancient world mythologies reflect this, 
especially myths concerning the sea, symbolic 
of female fertility. 

“The belief in the sea as mother of all life has 
survived into our own times. Its mystery and 
depth made it the supreme feminine symbol, and, 
as patriarchal ideas gained predominance, its 
secret and forbidden aspects were increasingly 
stressed.” (Markale, Women of The Celts) 

It seems that since man’s discovery of the 
importance of his role in the reproductive 
process, some men have seen themselves as 
superior to women – again, something we see 
changing in mythology with Apollo conquering 
the snake python, who was a female version 
of the Earth divinity, and with Artemis, the 
sun goddess, being demoted in importance to 
becoming associated more with the moon. 

The “sun goddess” was a common ancient 
character, but that changed to become more 
often known as the “sun god”.

Celtic mythology sees the same changes   
occurring a great deal due to the influence of 
Christianity in society. Many Celts embraced 
Christianity whilst others rebelled, something 
we see again reflected in regional folklore. 

The Celts, like other people, also had their 
symbolic myths which focused on the sea and 
the common submerged town creation myth. In 
the Legend of Ker-Ys, (a myth from Brittany) the 
King of Cornwall (Gradlon) had a magnificent 

city known as “the city of the depths,” or Ker-
Ys, which was built for his daughter, Dahud (or 
Ahes). 

Dahud was a pagan who rebelled against 
Christianity, along with the other inhabitants 
of the town, and so for their sins, the town was 
submerged in water. King Gradlon (himself a 
Christian) managed to escape on his horse, 
but Dahud caught up to him and almost killed 
him, however, she was killed, herself, by St 
Gwennole, who pressed a cross against Dahud’s 
skin, causing her to drown. Many fisherman 
claim to have seen her swimming amongst huge 
shoals of fish. This story is very telling of how 
Christianity had taken over and thus changed 
the attitudes of people within this society. Rebel 
against Christianity, and you will suffer the 
consequences.

by Lucy Stewart
Scotland

Sín of  Cletech

Ancient woodcut of the devil tempting a woman.



– 33 –

Another story that echoes such themes is the 
story of Sín of Cletech in The Death of King 
Muirchertach, a medieval Irish tale about a man 
who is manipulated into falling in love by an 
evil pagan witch, who, like Dahud, also rebelled 
against Christianity. 

Sín met King Muirchertach  in this way –
“One day while Muirchertach is seated alone 

on his hunting-mound a beautiful damsel in a 
green mantle approaches, saying that she has 
been seeking him, and so fills him with love and 
desire that he declares he would give all of Ireland 
for one night of passion with her. She agrees 
under three conditions, that he never utter her 
name, that the mother of his children never be in 
her sight, and that the clerics of the house leave 
whenever she enters it. In accepting her demands 
Muirchertach asks what her name is so that he 
may avoid uttering it. Despite her loveliness, the 
damsel follows the loathsome Cailb in uttering 
a string of ambiguous but threatening-sounding 
names – Sigh, Sough, Storm [Ir. Sín], Rough 
Wind, Winter-night, Cry, Wail, Groan.” (see 
http://oxfordindex.oup.com/view/10.1093/oi/
authority.20110803100214836, for more info.) 

The first thing Sín did upon entering Cletech 
was to throw out the queen and her children. 

The queen, in turn, complained to the holy 
bishop of Cairnech. He responded by ordering 
the king to send Sín away. The king refused, 
which led to the bishop cursing him in a ritual 
said to be more Druidic than Christian. 

The men of Ireland also sided with the king 
and Sín. The bishop asked Sín “where her 
strength lay” (Markale), and she replied that she 
was a witch and then demonstrated her magical 
abilities. 

Over time the king became suspicious of 
Sín and decided to leave her, but, again, she 
bewitched him. She convinced him that there 
was a host of his Tara-based enemies seeking 
revenge outside his home, ready to massacre 
him by burning down his house and him with it. 
He later drowned to death after seeking refuge 
in a wine barrel. 

This tale is an example of how pagans were 
made to look like evil people who refused to 
convert to Christianity. It shows a female figure 
in a negative light, seeking revenge for the death 
of her father at the king’s hands – though the 
king was never aware of who her father was. 

Many female figures in Celtic mythology 
are portrayed as vengeful women with evil 
intentions.

There are several stories of evil, vengeful 
mermaids, and faeries too – the squealing 
Banshee being one of the most well known.

It is also the case that faeries were considered 
by some (within Christianity) to be fallen angels. 
This is largely the result of efforts to make 
pagans appear to be evil and unattractive. 

Christianization brought with it a whole new 
attitude towards people and their roles within 
society, especially women, thus we have these 
tales of vengeful sorcerers who are destroyed by 
the power of all that is good, or, in other words, 
by those who accepted the Abrahamic God as 
the one true God, and converted to Christianity. 
d

Ancient woodcut of witch burning entitled - 
“The burning of Margaret Thurston, 
and Agnes Bongeor, at Colchester.”
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Snapshots
     by Shane

by Shane Broderick
Ireland

Evidence seems to show that the town of 
Glastonbury has been inhabited since Neolithic 
times. The name may well come from a Celtic 
given name, and the abbey, itself, was founded 
by Britons, who are often considered as a Celtic 
tribe, and spoke a form of the Celtic language. 
Today, the area is permeated with a great amount 
of New Age influence. These are some photos I 
recorded there in the recent past. The Tor tower 
is associated with King Arthur, in legend, and 
may be said to represent the masculine aspect 
of Glastonbury. The remaining photos are of the 
Chalice Well and surrounding gardens. The well, 
of course, represents the feminine side, as water 
and wells so often do in Celtic mythology.

ABOVE: An early Welsh poem links 
King Arthur to the Tor, shown in the 
background behind this grazing ram, 
in an account of a confrontation 
between Arthur and Melwas, who had 
kidnapped Queen Guinevere.

AT LEFT: The Chalice Well is a holy 
well at the foot of the Tor, covered by 
a wooden well-cover with wrought-
iron decoration, made in 1919. The 
natural spring has been in almost 
constant use for at least two thousand 
years. It is often portrayed as a symbol 
of the female aspect of deity, with the 
male symbolized by Glastonbury Tor. 
As such, it is a popular destination 
for pilgrims in search of the divine 
feminine, including modern Pagans. 
The well is, however, popular with all 
faiths and in 2001 became a World 
Peace Garden.

See more of Shane’s photos on Facebook:
www.facebook.com/ShaneBroderickPhotography
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ABOVE: The well cover sits over a nine foot deep 
water well. AT LEFT AND BELOW: The well 
is surrounded by beautifully-kept gardens. The 
website http://www.chalicewell.org.uk/ tells much 
about the nature of the well and gardens, and the 
efforts to make it available to the public.
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So, what’s next?
“Think for a minute, darling: in fairy tales it’s always the children who have the fine adventures. 

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

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

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

In June, our theme is “Sacred Sites”; for July, “Heritage”; and for August, “By Land, By Sea”. 
So sharpen your pencils, and your writing skills and get your articles in early. It is helpful to 

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

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


