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Hi guys! How’ve ya been?
We’re back with our first issue of 2017, our Beltaine issue. It’s been so long, 

and a lot has happened. First, I’ve written three book while I was away. The 
two you folks might be most interested in are Oak Island: Missing Links, and 
Patrick’s Run, both available on amazon.com and other places as well.

The first, Oak Island: Missing Links, presents never-before-revealed 
information and theories on some of the mysteries that have surrounded the 

world’s longest-running treasure hunt (over 220 years). I actually had a chance to 
work with the staff of the owners of Oak Island, Nova Scotia, and the stars of the 

History Channel’s number-one rated TV show, Curse of Oak Island.
The second book is about a War of 1812 hero, who was mistakenly prosecuted and hung for 

a crime he didn’t commit. He has become somewhat of a poster boy for the anti-death penalty 
movement. It was because of his wrongful death that Michigan became the very first English-
speaking territory in history to outlaw the death penalty. This book is called Patrick’s Run after the 
name of the farm that he gave up to fight for America, and also for the tragic “run” his life took.

Inside this issue of Celtic Guide, we have some great articles, and you may notice quickly that 
we have dropped the idea of having a theme for each issue.

Since we are only publishing two issues per year, at least for now, we thought we’d give our 
authors a little more freedom, and if there’s anything a Celt loves, it’s FREEDOM!

So dig in and enjoy. Next issue will be out around November 1st, and will feature Samhain as 
the name of the issue, but, again, there will be no specific theme to the articles.

I hope to be able to keep up this publication, even in this limited fashion, and to maintain the 
website to make available all the many past issues (52 if I remember correctly) that represent a 
treasure trove of Celtic culture and history.

From The Editor . . .

http://www.celticguide.com • celticguide@gmail.com
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ABOVE: Tam Lin -- (A Sea-Spell, 1877, Dante Gabriel Rossetti)

We all know how fairy tales go. Some poor maiden 
is in distress and needs a knight in shining armor, or 
perhaps a brave little tailor, to save her. Modern fairy 
tale movies and books have been flipping this on its 
head, with a plethora of strong, brave women who 
are capable of saving the men or themselves (I very 
much love Merida from Brave). 

Brave Celtic Women
  Saving Their Men in Distress



Interestingly enough, a strong female 
character is not out of the ordinary in older 
Celtic tales at all. Ireland has the well-known 
examples of The Morrigan and the real life 
example – pirate queen Grace O’Malley (aka 
Gráinne Ní Mháille). Now, for your reading 
enjoyment, here are a couple of lesser known 
tales of strong women from Scotland!

The hulder and The Woodsman

In the Scottish Highlands, a lone woodsman 
left his cottage and wife as usual to chop the 
wood he would later take into town to sell. 
It was a job he was content with, and he was 
happy with his life in general. Whistling a 
jaunty tune as he walked the familiar paths, he 
was startled by the presence of someone else. 
As he had turned a corner in the path, there in 
front of him was a young and beautiful blonde 
woman. Although he jumped back in surprise, 
she seemed perfectly at ease. With a smile, she 
coyly looked at him and asked what he was 
doing in the woods.

“I am but a woodsman,” he stammered in 
reply, showing her his axe. 

“I am but a lonely flower girl,” she smiled, 
showing him a basket of flowers and herbs.

The woodsman had heard about a witch that 
lived in the woods, but knew this could not be 
her. This girl was young and pretty and was 
only collecting plants. She was certainly not a 
witch!  

“I must go and collect my plant,” she told 
him. “Perhaps I will see you here tomorrow?”

The woodsman nodded mutely and watched 
her as she walked off.  Even with the cow tail 
swishing from underneath her cloak, he thought 
she was the most attractive thing he’d ever 
seen.

The next day, the woodsman made sure to 
take the same path at the same time and was 
delighted to see the young lady again. She had 
packed some cheese and bread and offered to 
share her lunch with him. They ate and laughed 
with each other, and continued to meet over the 
next few days, with the woodsman becoming 
more enamored of her each time they were 
together.

His wife also noticed something odd was 
occurring. Her husband started coming home 
later and later in the day, with little or nothing to 
show for his time away. He became withdrawn, 
though not angry, and would simply stare out 
into nothingness and was never aware of her 
talking to him. He ate less supper with each 
passing day and she started to detect the scent 
of flowers on his clothing.

Knowing there was an herbalist in the woods, 
the wife decided she should seek her out and see 
if she could help. Many thought of the forest 
dweller as a witch, but the wife decided, in the 
pragmatic way of knowing a dealer of herbs was 
okay to talk to while a witch would be sinful, 
that the woman was definitely just an herbalist. 

Late at night, after the husband had laid 
down for sleep, she snuck out of the house and 
went into the woods, hoping to find the witch… 
excuse me, the herbalist. 
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Huldra (coalrye deviant art)
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The task was much easier to accomplish than 
she thought it would be, for no sooner had she 
entered the woods when she found the other 
woman.

“Excuse me,” the wife said, noticing the 
wicker basket of flowers and herbs in the 
lamplight, and startling the blonde woman 
at the same time. “Would you be the woman 
who knows about herbs, that lives here in the 
woods?”

“I am,” the hulder answered, still pretty 
enough in the wife’s eyes, but not the enchanting 
young woman that the woodcutter always saw. 
“How can I help you?”

“I believe my husband has been bespelled by 
another,” the wife answered. “He is not himself, 
and I am sure there is something unnatural 
going on.”

The blonde woman smiled. “I’ll happily help 
you.  Take these,” she said, handing the wife a 
few different herbs. “Seep them in his morning 
tea and whoever has him bewitched will be 
nothing to him.”

The wife thanked the woman for the herbs 
and went back home, wondering what the 
swishing sound was near the woman’s feet. 
In the morning, she made breakfast for her 
husband, including the special tea. As he ate 
and drank, he slowly became more animated 
and talkative. By the time he was finished, he 
was laughing with his wife. For the first time in 
days, he kissed her before leaving the house.

Walking into the woods, he didn’t notice that 
he was being followed by the blonde girl, with 
whom he’d been spending so much time with. 
She kept trying to get his attention and asked 
him repeatedly why he was ignoring her, but to 
no avail. 

Coming to the clearing he had been working 
on, the woodsman wondered how he had 
managed to fall so far behind in his work. The 
holder attempted to get his attention by grabbing 
his arm, just as he swung his axe around. It bit 
into her neck and shoulder, and the woodsman 
continued on as if nothing had happened. As 
she lay there dying, there was a sudden pang 
of realization and ruefulness as she realized 
who she had helped the previous night. She had 
unknowingly given the wife and woodcutter 
their happiness back, due to the courage of the 
wife in entering the woods at night to search her 
out.

Yes, I do know that the Hulder (aka huldra) is 
also a Norse being, but considering how many 
times the Vikingrs (Vikings) raided and settled 
Scotland, is there any surprise that there would 
be similar beings between the two cultures? 
After all, maybe she came with the Vikingrs or 
maybe just likes the northern climes so much 
that the race was in both regions.  The cow tail 
is standard in many of the stories, although in 
some areas they are said to have the tail of a 
fox.Lamia and the Soldier John William Waterhouse 1905
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  Many times, too, she would be beautiful from 
the front, while having the look of a hollowed out 
tree from the back. (I have yet to figure out where 
the tail attaches if the backside is hollow, but I 
suppose I’m lucky that I haven’t been entranced 
by a holder.) In some tales, the hulder is helpful, 
though many times she just wants a human 
male, as in this version. The Neil Gaiman short 
story “Monarch of the Glen” uses the holder 
as a main character, along with Shadow Moon 
from the “American Gods” novel, which also 
takes place in Scotland and is a fine piece of 
writing, in my opinion. 

Tam lin of CarTerhaugh

“O I forbid you, maidens a’,
That wear gowd on your hair,
To come or gae by Carterhaugh,
For young Tam Lin is there.” 1

Janet had heard the stories of the well deep 
in the forests of Carterhaugh, along the Scottish 
borders. Any young woman who would pick the 
roses next to the well would be instantly visited 
by Tam Lin, an elf who would appear from the 
well and demand recompense, typically of the 
physical kind. Janet felt trapped by her parents 
on their family farm, and wanted to explore her 
feminine nature, and so went off in search of 
the well.

Deep in the middle of the forest, as the light 
of the sun was dimming, she finally found the 
stone structure and set about her task. As the 
third rose was clipped, bells were heard in the 
air. Looking up, she saw a beautiful man, tall 
and thin with blonde hair and green eyes. He 
stepped down from the well and took her in his 
arms.

“You have picked my roses,” he remarked. 
“Now you must pay the due.”

Early the next morning, Janet walked back to 
her house, now feeling as though she were truly 
a woman and no longer a girl. Within a few 
months, however, Janet discovered how true 
this was, as she is pregnant and is finding it hard 
to cover the fact. When her parents confront 

her, she haughtily tells them that the father is an 
elf lord. Refusing their demands that she take 
an herbal abortifacient, she returns to the well 
and again clips three roses, causing Tam Lin to 
reappear with the same twinkling of bells.

“Why have you called for me again?” he 
asks her. “You have already received the gift of 
my love.”

“Your gift was twofold,” Janet tells him, 
revealing her swollen belly. “Will you not aid in 
your child’s birth and upbringing? Will not the 
elves take care of their own?”

“I am no elf. I am just a man,” Tam reveals. 
“The Queen of the Elves took me one night, and 
I have been stuck in her land for years. Only this 
well allows me to escape for a short time, as it is 
here that she took me, after I had fallen from my 
horse. When my relationships here are finished, 
I am always compelled to return.”  

“Is there nothing that you can do to escape?” 
Janet asks. “Is there anything I may do to aid 
you?”

“Every seven years, the Queen gives a tithe 
to the Devil himself in Hell. I am afraid I shall 
be that tithe this year. Come to this place on 
Halloween night and wait for the Elven Host to 
appear. I will be on a white horse with a crown 
of ivy. Pull me down and hold on to me, and do 
not let anything persuade you to let go.”

Janet nods and returns home, there awaiting 
Halloween night. After weeks pass, in the 
gloaming of the Halloween afternoon, she comes 
to the well and waits. As the sun sets and the 
moon rises, the twinkling of bells and the sound 
of hooves can be heard. Out of the gloom she 
spies a host of the fairies riding horses, with one 
tall figure on a white horse in the middle. She 
leaps out and pulls the figure down, covering 
them both with her cloak.

The Elven Host taunted Janet and Tam Lin, 
telling them they would be taken underground 
forever or would hand them over to the Prince 
of Hell. The couple were poked and prodded 
with the butts of spears and the tips of swords, 
and through it all, Janet held tight to Tam Lin. 
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Eventually, the din calmed down and the couple 
could hear soft footsteps approaching them.

“Little girl,” came a silky feminine voice. 
“Let go of Tam and I will allow you to leave 
unharmed.”

Janet felt Tam tense and knew it must be the 
Queen of the Elves. She could feel the Queen’s 
power emanating even through her cloak. She 
held on to Tam even harder, to keep him safe, 
even when she felt him squirm and change. 
She looked down and saw he was covered in 
boils, but refused to let him out of her grasp. His 
visage became a death mask rictus and still she 
held tight. In her arms, he started to glow and 
turned into a burning coal, blistering her arms 
and hands, but she kept him close. 

From outside the cloak, the clamping of 
hooves grew silent and all but one set of bells 
were silenced. 

“Very well, little girl,” the Elven Queen 
spoke. “You may have him. I will find another 
for my tithe. Just pray you never fall and find 
yourself injured near my realm, or you’ll be 
forever in my clutches.”

All sounds from outside the cloak vanished. 
Janet looked down to find Tam Lin whole and 
healthy. Finding themselves alone, they stood 
and walked back to her home hand in hand. Tam 
revealed that he was a Lord with much land, 
although they soon discovered it had fallen 

to disrepair, due to his decades-long absence. 
Shocked at the length of time, it had felt like 
only weeks to him. Nonetheless, they rebuilt his 
home and lands and he was happy and satisfied, 
becoming his savior’s husband. Janet, too, was 
happy as his bride. They grew old together, 
raising a large family.

This version is based on a conglomerate of 
the several versions I’ve read, with the basic 
concept of Janet saving Tam Lin being the one 
overriding concept. In some versions, Tam had 
only been gone a short time and was a knight, 
but that doesn’t fit well with the time differential 
of our world from the fairy world. Typically the 
Queen is said to be an Elf, but some say Fairy, 
and in general these are the same in modern 
Scotland, and so I used the terms interchangeably 
– something I may not have done if writing 
about older myths. The flowers Janet picks also 
vary, but typically are roses, although in some 
versions the second trip is her trying to find the 
abortifacient at which point she is stopped by 
Tam. In some stories, Tam turns into a lion. In 
some, his hot coal form needs to be thrown into 
the well, but I liked the idea of Janet keeping 
him safe in her arms, and thus kept that version. 
In any case, I hope you enjoyed the story!

1 The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, 
Francis James Child

Harriet Sabra, Wright, 1921
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His battles are famous in the history books. 
Robert I was also known as Robert the Bruce. 
He was King of Scots from 1306 until his death 
in 1329, and was one of the famous warriors of 
his generation in Scotland. 

Descended from Anglo-Norman and Gaelic 
nobilities, his fourth great-grandfather from his 
father’s side was King David I. 

Robert’s grandfather Robert de Brus, was 
the 5th Lord of Annandale, and was one of 
the claimants to the Scottish throne during the 
Great Cause. Robert the Bruce supported his 
family’s claim to the Scottish throne and took 
part in William Wallace’s revolt against Edward 
I of England.

Robert’s parents were Robert de Brus, 6th 
Lord of Annandale and Marjorie, Countess of 
Carrick.

The Battle of Bannockburn, June 24, 1314, 
was a significant Scottish victory in the first 
war of Scottish independence, and a landmark 
in Scottish history. This battle led to the treaty 
in which the English Crown recognised the full 
independence of the Kingdom of Scotland and 
acknowledged Robert the Bruce and his heirs 
and successors as the rightful rulers.

Robert was born July 11, 1274 at Turnberry 
Castle. He died June 7, 1329 at Cardross, 
Argyle. His body was buried at Dumfermline 
Abbey and his heart was interred at Melrose 
Abbey, Melrose.

At Melrose Abbey a lead container believed 
to hold the embalmed heart of Robert was found 
in 1921. It was found again in a 1998 excavation. 
This was documented in records of his death.

Bruce was married twice. His first wife was 
Isabella of Mar. She was born in 1277 and died 
in 1296, shortly after giving birth to a daughter 
they called Marjorie Bruce. 

Marjorie Bruce married Walter, High Steward 
of Scotland, which gave rise to the House of 
Stewart. Marjorie’s son was the first Stewart 
monarch, King Robert II of Scotland.

His second wife, Elizabeth de Burgh, was 
born in Ireland in 1284 and died in 1327, 
eighteen months before Robert died. Robert and 
Elizabeth had 3 children, Matilda, Margaret and 
David. Elizabeth is also buried in Dumfermline 
Abbey alongside her husband. 

Robert the Bruce Alison MacRae
Canada

Dumfermline Abbey
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David became the future King David II of 
Scotland. He was born March 5, 1324 and died 
in 1371. He became king upon his father’s death 
in 1329 at age five, and reigned until his death. 

David II was also married twice. 
His first wife was Joan of England, Queen of 

Scotland. She married David at age seven and 
David was four. She was born July 22, 1210, 
and died March 4, 1238

David’s second wife was Margaret 
Drummond. She was born in 1340 and died 
January 31, 1375.

David was the last male of the House of 
Bruce. He died at Edinburgh Castle and was 
buried at Holyrood Abbey at age 46. There were 
no children from either marriage.

Robert had seven siblings that were famous, 
His brother Edward Bruce became King of 
Ireland in 1275, and died October 14, 1318 in 
Faughart, Ireland.

Three more brothers suffered horrible 
deaths. Alexander de Brus, born in 1285, and 
was beheaded on February 9, 1307.

Nigel de Brus, was hanged, drawn and 
quartered in September 1306.

Thomas de Brus was born in 1284 and died 
February 9, 1307. He was listed as a traitor and 
was beheaded.

Robert’s sister, Isabel Bruce, in the 13th 
century, married Eric II of Norway and their 
children married into Swedish royalty. 

Eric II had first married Margaret of Scotland, 
daughter of King Alexander of Scotland, in 
Bergen, in 1281. 

Margaret died two years later in childbirth 
while giving birth to Margaret Maid of Norway, 
who became Queen of Scotland in 1286, until 
her death in 1290. 

Eric II later married Robert’s sister, Isabel 
Bruce. They had a daughter named Ingeborg 
Eriksdottir of Norway, born in 1297, and died 
in 1357. She married Valdenar Magnurson of 
Sweden and they had a son, who died young.

In 1306, Bruce moved quickly to seize the 
throne and was crowned King of Scots in March 
of 1306. 

Edward I of England’s forces defeated Robert 
in the Battle of Methven, forcing him to flee into 
hiding in the Hebrides and Ireland.

He sent his daughter Marjorie, his wife 
Elizabeth, his sisters Christine and Mary 
Bruce, and Isabella MacDuff, who was a 
Bruce supporter, to Kildrummy castle, in 
Aberdeenshire, Scotland, where his brother 
Nigel was to protect them.

Kildrummy was besieged, and the family 
was forced to flee, as they were betrayed by the 
English. They were later captured.

Christine was sent to a Gilbertine nunnery at 
Sixhills in Lincolnshire, England. She was later 
released and sent back to Scotland in exchange 
for prisoners, in 1315.

Marjorie, Bruce’s oldest daughter from 
his first wife, Isabella of Mar, was sent to the 
convent at Watton, East Riding of Yorkshire, 
England. She was also released, about 1315, in 
exchange for prisoners.

Isabella MacDuff was imprisoned in an iron 
and wooden cage in Roxborough Castle for four 
years, exposed to the public view.Badge of Clan Bruce
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Mary Bruce was imprisoned in an iron 
and wooden cage in Berwick Castle, exposed 
to the public view as well. Mary and Isabella 
were both eventually released in exchange for 
English noblemen captured at the Battle of 
Bannockburn.

Robert’s wife Elizabeth, also known then as 
Queen Elizabeth, was placed under house arrest 
at a manor house in Yorkshire, England. 

Edward I of England needed the support 
of her father, the powerful Earl of Ulster. Her 
punishment was lighter than Robert’s sisters 
and daughter, and loyal supporter, though not in 
terms of years. Elizabeth was not put in a cage 
for display or half-starved.

Elizabeth was imprisoned for eight years. 
From 1306-1308, she was at Burstwick in 
Holderness, Yorkshire, then was transferred to 
Bisham Manor, Berkshire until March 1312, 
then moved to Windsor Castle till October 
1312. She was then sent to Shaftesby Abbey, 
Dorset till March 1313, then Barking Abbey, 

Essex till 1314, and moved to Rochester 
Castle, Kent till later in the same year. After the 
Battle of Bannockburn, she was then moved to 
York, England. At York she had an audience 
with King Edward II of England. Finally in 
November 1314, she was moved to Carlisle for 
the exchange and her return to Scotland.

Clan Bruce still has a Bruce as its Clan 
Chief. The surname Bruce comes from the 
French Brus or de Bruis, derived from the land 
now called Brix, situated between Cherbourg 
and Valognes, Normandy France. Their motto 
is Fuimus (We have been). It was a royal house 
in the 14th century and produced two kings. It is 
also a Scottish clan from Kincardine. They have 
two historic seats – Lochmaben Castle, which 
is in ruins, and Clackmannan Tower, which is 
a five-story tower house situated at the summit 
of King’s Seat Hill in Clackmannan, built in the 
14th century by King David 11 of Scotland and 
sold to his cousin Robert Bruce in 1359. This 
Robert Bruce died in 1403. 

I currently have six books for sale online – 
• Patrick’s Run
• Oak Island: Missing Links
• 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

Patrick’s Run is my first historical fiction effort, and is based on solid historical evidence. Oak Island 
Missing Links was written with encouragement from the folks of the History Channel’s hit show Curse of 
Oak Island.  My book Captain Jack is an in-depth study of a hero from the Yukon River Valley. Ebenezer 
Denny is a historical life-story of Pittsburgh’s first mayor, and an American hero. The remaining two, while 

still in depth, are very short, quick reads. I invite you to look 
them all 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

fsa sCoT



I wrote a book. 
Well, actually I wrote two books, since last we 

spoke. They both revolve around folks of Celtic 
origin. And both are available on Amazon.com.

Since I’ve published excerpts from many 
books, by many different authors, I thought I’d 
publish excerpts from these two books.

The first is a book called Patrick’s Run. It is 
about a man named Patrick Fitzpatrick whose 
heroic life had gone unsung until I found some 
military documents pertaining to the Battle of 
Lake Erie, during the War of 1812. Little by little, 
I’d find more information until his tale came to 
light. Since I have never written an historical 
fiction book, I thought it might be interesting to 
make Patrick’s Run be in that vein, only with a 
sufficient amount of official documents to back 
the story up.

At the age of seventy-nine, Patrick was 
convicted of a crime he didn’t commit. Despite 
pleas for clemency from eleven of the grand 
jurymen, two of the trial jurymen, one of the 
four magistrates who tried Patrick, and even the 
arresting sheriff, an unsympathetic politician 
refused a petition for clemency. Michigan became 
the first English-speaking territory in all of history 
to outlaw the death penalty because of Patrick’s 
death. You see he was a war hero, he was a deaf 
old man, and he was innocent!

The second book began with my attempt to 
feed some Scottish clan history to the owners 
of Oak Island, the Lagina brothers from the hit 
TV show Curse of Oak Island, on the History 
Channel. The more I looked, the more I found, 
until they finally said, “You need to write a book!” 
So I did. It is getting quite a bit of buzz in Nova 
Scotia and elsewhere, as it provides theories for 
a few mysteries that have existed for hundreds of 
years. It is called Oak Island: Missing Links.

Patrick’s run
“Mr. Fitzpatrick!” 
Startled, Patrick turned to see a gallant figure 

astride an equally gallant horse, silhouetted in the 
sun.

“Who are you?” he said, as he moved for the 
rifle leaning against the wagon. 

Patrick always kept a flintlock with him to fend 
off bears and wildcats, or, if he was lucky, to bring 
game meat home for supper.

“No need for that,” the rider spoke. “I’m your 
friend, Richard Smith – Colonel Richard Smith, if 
you please.”

“Smithy! Jesus, Joseph and Mary! Get down 
off that horse and give me a hug.”

The two men embraced quickly, sharing a 
link that could never be broken, a link built while 
facing danger together, while drinking to the tune 
of a fiddle until morning, and while swapping 
deep secrets.
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I Wrote
   A Book!

James A. McQuiston, FSA Scot
USA

... or two.

both books
available on 
amazon.com



“For the life of me I didn’t recognize you 
in that get up. Maybe it was the sun,” Patrick 
guessed, looking for an excuse for his own lack 
of cognition.

“This? This is no get up my friend. This is what 
I will wear as I go into battle against the British.”

“Battle against the British? Again? Hadn’t we 
had enough of that in our twenties? Guess not.”

“Yes, I guess not; at least for me. The question 
is – What about you?”

“What about me?”
“Yes – What about you?”
Patrick stood silent for a moment or two. Then 

it dawned on him – “Oh no ya don’t. You’re not 
gettin’ me back in a uniform. I can barely ride a 
horse anyway, with all my aches and pains.”

“There won’t be any horse riding.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean the only thing you’ll be riding is a 

wave on Lake Erie.”
“A wave, ya say? And where’d I be goin’?”
“You’ll be going to Put-in-Bay, leading the 

charge against the British fleet.”
“Me?”
“Yes, you. I told Perry that you are the best 

man to lead us there, and lead us there by next 
month.”

Patrick had been to Put-in-Bay often. Since 
the late 1700s, this was one of the few places 
schooners and fishing boats could wait out a storm, 
if they were lucky enough to be on the west end 
of the lake. The not-so-lucky ones, especially over 
to the east, at Long Point, or down by Freeport, 
were often run aground, split up, broken deep to 
take on water, or capsized helplessly in the grip 
of the Cat.

“Well, first of all, that yankee Perry knows 
nothing about sailing on rough water.”

Smith objected, “Why he’s been all over the 
world’s oceans. Even the Mediterranean Sea.”

“Mediterranean or not, he’s never seriously 
sailed on a body of water like Lake Erie – a hissing 
panther just waitin’ to drag you into her lair.”

“And that, my good friend, is why I am here. 
You have sailed on Lake Erie. You are the best 
this country has at it. We need you, and we need 
you now.”

“Just hold on a damn minute, here. I’m not 

gonna give up this farm I just spent my life savings 
on, leave my poor wife’s grave, and walk away 
from my sons, livin’ just down the road from here. 
I’ve got seventy-five acres here, and a nice little 
creek that I call Patrick’s Run.”

Patrick walked quickly over to a little trickle 
of water. 

“It isn’t much now, but in the springtime she’ll 
run a small mill wheel, or float a small log. Right 
now, you could spit in it and flood the place.” 

“You and your sons won’t be living here long 
if the British have their way. They’ve stirred up 
the tribes in the Ohio Valley, led by Tecumseh. 
If he and his braves get their hands on you, that 
nice old head of hair will be gracing one of their 
spears, as they head east to the next settlement.”

“That bad, huh?”
“That bad.”
“Smithy, I gotta think about this a little. I gotta 

talk to Hugh, and consider my youngest, Lil’ 
Patrick.” 

As an afterthought, he asked, “What about my 
hay? I’ve been workin’ and waitin’ all summer for 
this crop. I’m not gonna waste it.”

“Commander Perry will be more than happy to 
pay you top dollar for your hay, and top dollar for 
your services on a sloop leading the charge.”

“When do I need to be there?”
“Some of the ships have already left for 

Saundustee. We prepare to sail with the balance 
of them on the second day of September.”

Patrick thought for a moment.
“I’ll be there then, with my load of hay, too.”
Smithy looked at Patrick. “You know, old man, 

I love you like my brother. I wouldn’t ask this of 
you if I didn’t think it was the only way.”

“Smithy, I can’t bring myself to thank you! 
– especially now that you got me in this pickle. 
But I’ll be there. Don’t you worry. We’ll run them 
British home just like we did the last time.”

Oak island: Missing links
Thomas de la More was the executor of the 

will of King John Bailiol’s wife, Dervorguilla. In 
addition to being married to a Scottish king, and 
having a Scottish king as a son, Dervorguilla was 
also related on her mother’s side to three previous 

– 12 –
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Kings of Scotland – David I, Malcolm VI, and 
William the Lion. 

It was David I who met with Hugh de Payen, 
one of the two original founders of the Knights 
Templar, back in 1128, and invited them to 
Scotland. 

Not long afterwards, the Templars established 
a seat at Balantrodoch, which is still today part 
of the Parish of Temple, Midlothian, on the Esk 
River. 

Ruins of a Templar dwelling still exist in 
Temple. 

It is worth noting that Temple is located only 
about seven miles from Rosslyn Chapel.

King David I also granted to the Templars 
land in Ballater and the chapel at Tullich, both 
located near Aberdeen. In 1179, land in Turriff 
was gifted to the Order, and, in 1187, William the 
Lion of Scotland granted the lands of Culter to the 
Templars. 

Guillaume de la More, or William Muir 
served as a Templar from 1298–1307, the year 
of suppression of the Order. When he refused to 
confess, de la More, the last English Master of 
The Temple, was placed in the Tower of London 
where he eventually died.

For these last two names that I’ve mentioned, 
de la More/Moir/Muir, and Cadell/Cadeil, we have 
evidence of a direct link of the Baronets of Nova 
Scotia to known members of the Knights Templar. 
There is at least one more name which falls into 
this category – the name of Maclean, which I will 
tackle in the next chapter.

For now, it needs to be said that all of these links 
mentioned cannot be false, despite the naysayers. 
There is too much circumstantial evidence, too 
many official documents and clan traditions, too 
much of a logical timeline for Templars escaping 
to Scotland, and too many indications of a country 
and a world seriously coming apart at the seams 
around the time of Sir Henry Sinclair’s voyage.

Imagine yourself as a Knights Templar, who 
once felt safe under the watchful eye of European 
monarchies and the Pope, or even just a well-to-
do Scottish noble, now seeing your world possibly 
coming to an end due to serious situations like 
dissolution of the Order, the Black Death, a 
missing Scottish king, courtly intrigue by his 

sons, the Peasant’s Revolt, a Hundred Years War, 
and a world now crumbling under the weight of so 
many things that are out of your control, and your 
country’s control.

Then imagine that for hundreds of years your 
family had heard of, and maybe even participated 
in journeys to a rich, nearly uninhabited land to 
the west, across an ocean that could be conquered 
within five or six weeks of sea travel.

Finally, imagine that you, Henry Sinclair, the 
Lord Admiral of Scotland, with access to, and 
knowledge of all things naval, have many related 
clan chiefs who share your concern for your 
mutual well-being, and also your knowledge of 
the possibility of establishing a New Scotland 
over the sea.

I can’t tell you exactly what might have 
happened, but I can tell you why it could have 
happened. 

Point One: Viking ships have absolutely been 
shown to have made it to Newfoundland, and 
others, no doubt, had as well. Later, at least one 
early trip from the British Isles to Newfoundland 
is recorded as having taken only about a month 
and a half.

Point Two: A kingless Scotland is shown to be 
suffering under the weight of several catastrophic 
events at the same time that the 1398 voyage of 
Henry Sinclair is said to have taken place.

Point Three: Many of the families on the 
Baronets of Nova Scotia list have documented and 
traditional connections to the Knights Templar. 
Despite all of the “New World” land controlled 
by England, these baronets seem to have had 
a heightened interest in the specific region 
surrounding Nova Scotia. 

Point Four: Very significant Scottish legends 
have often been proven to be true, even if the 
specific details are clouded by time, and by the 
retelling of the tale. 

Faced with these facts, it is therefore incumbent 
on us to at least begin with the assumption that the 
legend of Henry Sinclair and Nova Scotia could 
be true. As we surround it with so much detailed 
evidence, it becomes more and more likely that it 
is, in fact, true.

And there is still so much more evidence to 
come! 
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         Stones of      
     KilmalkedarThe

Anyone who has visited south-west 
Ireland will know of its beauty and 
ruggedness. Largely untouched 
swathes of land hide countless 
treasures, both cultural, and 
historical, and the warmth 
and wit of the local 
people is renowned 
far and wide.

Pollyanna Jones
England

Kilmalkedar Church
photo from Wikipedia.

All other photos by 
Pollyanna Jones
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About an hour’s drive from Kerry Airport, the 
picturesque town of Dingle lies nestled on the 
edge of the bay. 

Part of the Irish-Gaelic speaking region known 
as “An Gaeltacht”, Dingle is the gateway to many 
adventures along the Dingle Peninsula, including 
the world famous Slea Head Drive, famous as one 
of the world’s greatest coastal roads. Not for the 
faint-hearted, this circular route clings to the edge 
of the cliffs in some places, offering stunning 
views of the slopes of Mount Brandon and the 
Blasket Isles in a perfect azure sea.

A few miles from Ballyferriter (now famous for 
being a Star Wars filming location), Kilmalkedar 
Church can be found near the 
village of Murreagh, just along 
the R559 road. Here you will find 
a pretty ruin, a graveyard, and 
depending on the time of day and 
season, possibly many coaches of 
tourists, so to enjoy the site fully 
and take photographs without other 
people in them, go later in the day 
if you can. 

Associated with Saint Brendan, 
this church is one of Ireland’s early 
Christian sites, thought to have 
been built and founded by a local 
saint named Saint Maolcethair, 
from which the name of the church 
is derived; “Kil” meaning “church”, 
and malkedar after Maol Cédair. 

Dating from the mid-6th to 7th 
century, there is some folklore 
that Saint Brendan also helped 
Maolcethair build the church. 

Saint Maolcethair’s feast day 
is May 14th, and according to 
Michael O’Clery, writing in 1864, 
Maolcethair was martyred in 636. 

The passage goes on to say 
that he was the “...son of Ronán, 
son of the king of Uladh of Cill 
Melchedair, near the shore of the 
sea to the west of Brandon Hill. He was of the 
race of Fiatach Finn, monarch of Erin.”[1]. 

Interestingly, Uladh, or Ulaid, was a kingdom 
now located in Northern Ireland, far from 

Murreagh in the kingdom of Munster. According to 
Holy Well, “On arrival from Ulster (Maolcethair) 
undertook to settle the area and learnt of the ways 
and religious thoughts of the local people who 
believed in impersonal or ambivalent deities who 
inhabited the sea and the sky. His message of a 
single unified and personal God was apparently 
well received! His name is slightly peculiar in that 
it is thought to be a pun relating to the cross of 
Christ. A legend tells of the cross of Jesus been 
hewn from a cedar tree and Maolcethair’s name 
incorporates the Irish word for ‘cedar’. It may - at 
a stretch - explain the preponderance of crosses 
on the site!”[2]

The ruins of the church are quite lovely. One 
enters the building’s shell through a Romanesque 
doorway, decorated with stone carvings and 
features an ornate head, possibly of Saint 

Chancel Nave Alphabet Stone
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Maolcethair himself, and a stylised beast’s head 
on the interior. The chancel arch leading from 
the nave to the altar area is decorated in a similar 
style. The narrow windows provide a frame for the 
dramatic scenery in which the church is set, giving 
the place a serene and peaceful atmosphere. 

According to Patrick O’Sullivan, writing for 
Ireland’s Own magazine, pilgrims would perform 
a ritual at one particular window, “... the East 
Window, known locally as Cno na Snaithaide, 
the eye of the needle, still remains. It has long 
been the tradition for pilgrims to pass through 
the window nine times, especially at Eastertime, 
when it was believed that doing so would grant 
them the promise of eternal life”. [3] 

The joke of course, being that you can barely 
fit your head through the thing.

What makes Kilmalkedar truly remarkable 
is the collection of crosses and Ogham stones 
at the site. To the left of the chancel arch within 
the church, one can see the famous “Alphabet 
Stone”. 

The top of the stone has been lost over the ages, 
with the remaining pillar standing 1.22 metres 
tall. The west face of the stone is inscribed with 
the Latin alphabet, believed to have been done to 
teach the locals this new language, and the one 
that would be officially adopted by the church for 
Mass. 

Beautifully decorated with crosses and scrolling 
decoration, it also bears the letters “DNI”; an 
abbreviation for Domini.The East Window

The Alphabet Stone
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On the northern side of the pathway through 
Kilmalkedar churchyard, a 1.83 metre tall Ogham 
stone can be found. It is enormous, over 20cm 
wide at its base. The stone bears a hole near to 
its top, and it is thought that it might be an earlier 
standing stone, with Ogham script added by the 
early Christians. The Ogham inscription (read 
from bottom to top as you do with this language) 
reads, “Ann M(ai)le Inbir Maci Brocann” 
meaning, “Mael Inbir, son of Brocan”, and is 
clearly a memorial to someone with ties to the 
area. Whether Mael Inbir was buried here, or the 
original standing stone was placed here at the site 
of his death, is not known.

Roughly on the opposite side of the path to the 
Ogham stone, a large stone cross can be found. 
Standing 2.5 metres tall, it was later discovered 
that this is merely the tip of the object, carved 
from a single solid rock. 1.8 metres of shaft is 
buried beneath the ground level, suggesting that it 
was laid very early on in the church’s history. It is 
not known how old the cross actually is.

One of the most elaborate features of the site 
is a 1.23 metre tall sundial, found just inside the 
entry to the churchyard. Possibly erected to give 
the priests a way to tell the time of day to ring the 
bell to call the faithful, it is decorated with some 
fine carvings. 

Relatively smooth to the touch, a semi-circular 
head stands atop a rectangular shaft, with the 
south-east face of the head divided into four equal 
sections making up the dial plate. 

A fin, known as a gnomon, would have been 
fitted into the hole of this sundial, casting a shadow 
which would radiate outwards and across the lines 
of the dial plate which would be an indication of 
the time of day, depending on the position of the The Ogham Stone

The Cross Stone
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sun in the sky. Even on one of Ireland’s greyer 
days such as the day of my visit, the dial would 
be particularly accurate. The rear of the dial is 
decorated with a cross of arcs, which is believed 
to be a symbol of pilgrim routes, and indeed this 
site is part of the pilgrim trail to the summit of 
Mount Brandon.

Opposite the church 
is a small holy well, and 
depending on who you 
talk to, it is dedicated 
to Saint Maolcethair, 
or Saint Brendan. 

It goes by the 
name of Kilmalkedar 
Holy Well, or Tobar 
Bréanainn and is easy 
to miss unless you 
know it is there. 

Located next to the 
ruins of a medieval 
building known as 
Saint Brendan’s House, 
it does not take a stretch 
of the imagination to 
consider that pilgrims 
would take water 
from this well before 
embarking on their trek 
to the top of Mount 
Brandon in the trail of 
one of Kerry’s most 
famous saints.

This is a stunning 
location, and perfect 
detour off the Slea 
Head Drive for anyone 
exploring the area. 

The stones of 
Kilmalkedar are yet to 
yield all of their secrets, 
but the whispers of the 
past certainly speak 
to the visitors of this 
tranquil place.

The Sundial Stone
[1] Michael O’Clery, The Martyrology of 

Donegal: A Calendar of the Saints of Ireland, 
1864

[2] Web site - Adomnán, Holy Well, http://
irelandsholywells.blogspot.co.uk 

[3] Patrick O’Sullivan, Marking The Passage 
Of Time, Ireland’s Own, (Various Dates)
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Mayday, Beltane, La Bealtaine, Bel taine, 
there are many names for this sacred time. It is 
celebrated at the end of April/beginning of May, 
and observed in Ireland, Scotland and the Isle of 
Man.

It’s a time when the veil between the worlds are 
thin. It is a time that hearkens to a simpler time, a 
time when the spirit world was everywhere in our 
daily life. A time we cannot fully understand from 
this perspective, but we still try.

Bel Taine meant Bright Fire in the Old Irish. 
It describes the characteristic bonfires that folk 
would burn on hills across the land, especially 
in Uisneach, the spiritual and physical center of 
the land. Fires in hearths would be extinguished, 
and no new one lit until it could be relit with the 
Beltaine fire.

The purpose of the rituals were to encourage 
crop growth over the summer and to protect cattle, 
the most valuable currency of the Celtic people.

One tradition was to drive herds of cows 
between two bonfires on this day. This should 
purify the heard and bring good luck to the 

farmers. A gift of salt, fire or water on Beltaine 
was thought to give away luck, or profits. When 
the fires burned down, ashes were scattered over 
crops as extra protection.

Flowers are always part of the traditions 
of Beltaine, as they are blooming across the 
countryside. Gorse, hawthorn, rowan or primrose 
were gathered before dawn. Placing bundles 
of them on the doorpost should ward off evil or 
prevent thieves. Doors, windows and thresholds 
were decorated with bright yellow May flowers, 
perhaps as a symbol of the Beltaine fire itself. 

Hawthorn itself had many other warding 
properties. It was believed that a lone hawthorn 
tree was the entrance to the Otherworld, under the 
hills where the Fae lived. To this day, road workers 
have refused to cut down a lone hawthorn tree. 
Branches of the hawthorn could be planted in the 
ground and tied with rags, ribbons or eggshells for 
protection and wishes. 

In towns and cities, children would instead 
carry the branches and ask for gifts. They’d chant, 
“Long life and a pretty wife and a candle for 

photo and story by
Christy Nicholas

USABeltaine
Traditions Of Ireland
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the May Bush.” A May Pole would be erected, 
with ribbons attached to a circlet at the top. The 
celebrants would then dance, interweaving the 
ribbons to the  pole.

Milk poured on the doorstep was just one of 
many ways to keep unwanted Fae or spirits from 
your home. It kept them from stealing your cattle, 
your home, or even your children. 

A bit of bovine blood could also work to placate 
an angry Fae. 

Another tradition was for children to go out 
and gather young nettles. These were made into a 
soup to be served to all. More traditions include:

• Between sunset on May Eve and the dawn 
of May Day, you should never sleep outdoors 
unless you have a piece of iron in your pocket to 
guard against the Fae.

• Wear your coat inside out to prevent 
getting lost in the mist.

• The first water taken from the well on 
May Day is known as ‘the top of the well,’ and 
it could bring luck, protection and healing in the 
right hands.

• A child born on May Day had the gift of 
seeing the faeries, but at the expense of a short 
life.

• If a cuckoo calls, hearing it on your right 
brings good luck, but on the left bad luck. If it 
comes from a church yard, it means a death in the 
family, and if before breakfast, the year will be 
hungry.

Irish Nettle Soup
Adapted from Darina Allen’s book, 
      The Festive Food of Ireland.

Ingredients for 6 servings:
1 1/2 oz butter
1 1/2 lbs potatoes
4 oz onions
3 1/2 oz leeks
4 1/2 cups chicken stock
5 oz young nettles, washed and chopped
3/4 cup whole milk or cream
salt and pepper to taste.
Method:
1. Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan; when 

it foams, add the potatoes, onions and leeks. Toss 
them in the butter until they are well coated.

2. Sprinkle with salt and pepper, cover. Steam 
on gentle heat for about 10 minutes.

3. Add the chicken stock and simmer until the 
vegetables are just cooked. Add the nettle leaves 
and cook until soft.

4. Whisk in the cream; taste and correct 
seasoning. Serve hot.

Christy Jackson Nicholas
http://www.tirgearrpublishing.com/authors/

Nicholas_Christy/index.htm 
www.greendragonartist.com 
www.greendragonartist.net
www.facebook.com/greendragonauthor 

In pre-Celtic Ireland, Fionnuala was a Fae princess, born to a life of luxury. 
She knew her duty and loved her family. She had hopes and dreams of love and a full life.

All her dreams were stolen from her, ripped away in a torrent of envy and magic.
http://www.tirgearrpublishing.com/authors/Nicholas_Christy/enchanted-swans.htm
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Richard II became King of England while 
very young. He was the grandson of Edward III, 
and when his older brother died young, Richard, 
at the age of just three (and through the right 
of primogeniture) became heir apparent to the 
throne after his father. When both his own father 
and Edward III died within a year of each other, 
Richard became king at just ten years of age.

Though England was ruled through a series 
of councils during his youth, known as the Lords 
Appellant, Richard became more and more 
involved. He tended to trust a small number of 
people and was in almost constant political battles 
with aristocrats or competitors for the throne.

Born in 1366, Richard served as king beginning 
in 1377. However, he was deposed in 1399, at 
which time Henry IV claimed the throne and had 
Richard thrown in prison.

Shakespeare shaped much of Richard’s image 
through the play Richard II.

Richard was said to have been tall, good-
looking and intelligent. Less warlike than either 
his father or grandfather, he sought to bring an 
end to the Hundred Years’ War that Edward III 
had started. However, this didn’t stop him from 
executing his major rivals.

On  August 19, 1399, Richard II surrendered 
to Henry at Flint Castle, promising to abdicate 
if his life was spared. Both men then returned 
to London, the indignant king riding all the way 
behind Henry. On arrival, he was imprisoned in 
the Tower of London on September 1st.

Henry was by now fully determined to take the 
throne, but presenting a rationale for this action 
proved a dilemma. It was argued that Richard, 
through his tyranny and misgovernment, had 
rendered himself unworthy of being king.

However, Henry was not next in line to the 
throne. The heir presumptive was Edmund 
Mortimer, Earl of March, who was descended 
maternally from Edward III’s third son.

The problem was solved by emphasizing 
Henry’s descent in a direct male line. The official 
account of events claims that Richard voluntarily 
agreed to abdicate in favour of Henry on September 
29th. Although this was probably not the case, the 
Parliament that met on September 30th accepted 
Richard’s abdication. Henry was crowned as King 
Henry IV on October 13th.

By now you may be asking why we should care, 
since Richard was not the Celtic King of Scotland 
or Ireland or any other commonly-accepted Celtic 
country. I’m getting to that fun part.

The exact course of Richard’s life after the 
deposition is unclear. He remained in the Tower 
until he was taken to Pontefract Castle shortly 

James A. McQuiston, 
FSAScot

USA
The Strange Case of
   Richard II  

Richard II of England
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before the end of the year. Although King Henry 
might have been amenable to letting him live, 
this all changed when it was revealed that the 
earls of Huntingdon, Kent and Salisbury, the Lord 
Despenser, and possibly also the Earl of Rutland 
– all now demoted from the ranks they had been 
given by Richard – were planning to murder the 
new king and restore Richard in the Epiphany 
Rising.

Although averted, the plot highlighted the 
danger of allowing Richard to live. He is thought 
to have starved to death in captivity on or around 
February 14, 1400, although there is some question 
over the date and manner of his death.

His body was reportedly taken south from 
Pontefract and displayed in the old St. Paul’s 
Cathedral on February 17th, before burial in Kings 
Langley Church on March 6th.

But, as with other famous or infamous deaths, 
from Billy the Kid and Jesse James, to Elvis 
Presley and the comedian Andy Kaufman, rumors 
that Richard was still alive persisted, but never 
gained much credence in England.

In Scotland, however, a man identified as 
Richard came into the hands of Regent Albany, 
lodged in Stirling Castle, and serving as the 
nominal – and perhaps reluctant – figurehead of 
various intrigues in England.

Henry IV’s government dismissed him as an 
imposter and several sources from both sides of the 
border suggested the man had a mental illness.

One also described him as a “beggar” by the 
time of his death in 1419, but he was buried as a 
king in the local Dominican friary in Stirling. 

Meanwhile, in 1413, Henry V – in an effort 
both to atone for his father’s act of murder and 
to silence the rumors of Richard’s survival – had 
decided to have the body at Kings Langley moved 
to its final resting place in Westminster Abbey. 
Here Richard himself had prepared an elaborate 
tomb, where the remains of his wife Anne were 
already entombed.

Well, here’s the “rest of the story,” as Paul 
Harvey used to say.

From the book, History of the MacDonalds and 
the Lords of the Isles, by Alexander Mackenzie 
(from 1881) we once again read about King 
Richard II who appears to have been saved by 
John MacDonald (who basically founded the Irish 
McDonnells) and his wife Margery.

The book tells us:

This family is descended from John Mor 
Tanaistear, of Dunyveg and the Glynns, 
second son of John of Isla, first Lord of 
the Isles, by Lady Margaret, daughter of 
Robert, High Stewart, and afterwards King 
Robert II of Scotland. 

John MacDonald married Margery 
Bisset, “high-born, handsome, and an 
heiress,” whose ancestors, originally Scotch, 
settled down in the Glynns of Ulster. 

Her father’s name was John Bisset, fifth 
in descent from the first of that family who 
settled in Ireland. He possessed the “seven 
lordships” of the Glynns, and his daughter 
and sole heiress, Margery, carried this 
extensive property to her husband, who 
already possessed Isla, Kintyre, and other 
extensive possessions in Scotland. 

Shortly after the marriage, the pair 
visited Donald of Harlaw, John’s brother 
(Lord of the Isles), who then temporarily 
resided in Isla. Here they met, disguised as 
a poor traveller, King Richard II of England, 
generally believed to have died of starvation 
at Pontefract. He was at once recognised 
by Margery Bisset, who had met him on 
his second visit to Ireland in 1399, shortly 
after her marriage. The lady’s recognition 
of him was a fortunate circumstance, as it 
proved the means of obtaining shelter and 
protection for him at the Scottish Court, 
until his death in 1419.
The questions remain – 
Was this the real King Richard II?
If so, how did he escape to end up on a Scottish 

island, protected by the Lord of the Isles?
One possibility involves Donald of Harlaw 

who got that name while fighting for his own 
imprisoned cousin King James I of Scotland, held 
for ransom by King Henry IV, of England. James 
was eventually released in 1424. 

Since Richard II was found in the hands of 
Donald of Harlaw, it could be that Donald helped 
him escape in hopes that he could be returned to 
power in England and go easy on the Scots, in 
return. Henry IV, in a chess-like move, may have 
captured the Scottish King James I in retaliation. 

For now, the mystery continues...
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Hilary Beirne, the man behind the scenes at 
the New York City Saint Patrick’s Day Parade, 
recently received the “Thomas J. Manton Irish 
Person of the Year” award in the New York City 
council chambers at City Hall, on Thursday, 
March 23, 2017.

Mr. Beirne has been a friend of the Celtic Guide 
since the very beginning, sending us many yearly 
invitations to join in the fun at pre-parade events 
and on the day of the big parade. The parade is 
most likely the largest parade in the world, and 
we are happy to have Hilary’s acquaintance and 
congratulate him on his latest achievement.

On the following page are a couple of photos 
from the 2017 parade, which kicked off at 11 
a.m., and included appearances by Mayor Bill de 
Blasio, Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo, City Council 
Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito and Enda Kenny, 
the Irish Taoiseach. Kenny is an Irish politician 
who has been leader of Fine Gael since 2002 
and Taoiseach since March 2011. He has also 
been Ireland’s Minister for Defence since May 6, 
2016.

The letter Mr. Beirne received from the City of 
New York reads:

Dear Mr. Beirne:   
On behalf of the New York City Council, I 

would like to take this opportunity to thank you 
for your many years of service as a member of 
the NYC St. Patrick’s Day Parade. 

Your dedication and pride in your Irish 
ancestry, as well as your innovative work as 
the Parade’s Executive Secretary, have served 
as an inspiration to many both within and well 
beyond the Irish community. 

On Thursday, March 23, 2017, beginning at 
5:30 pm in the Council Chambers of City Hall, 
the New York City Council and I will be hosting 
our Irish Heritage and Culture Celebration. 

  

Given your many significant accomplishments 
on behalf of New York’s Irish American 
community, we would be thrilled to have you 
join us that evening so that we can present you 
with our 2017 Thomas Manton Irish Person of 
the Year Award. 

My office will be in touch with you shortly 
to provide additional details and to answer any 
questions you may have about the event. 

Thank you in advance for considering our 
request.  We look forward to celebrating Irish 
heritage and culture with you and our other 
distinguished guests!   

Sincerely, 
Melissa Mark-Viverito
City Council Speaker  

Hilary Beirne
Receives NYC Award

James A McQuiston, FSAScot
USA

Hilary Beirne
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ABOVE: Piper Amelia Mabe marches 
with her daughter Angus, and on her 
back is son Alister, during the St. 
Patrick’s Day Parade on Fifth Avenue 
in Manhattan, Friday, March 17, 
2017. (Credit: John Roca)

AT RIGHT: Revelers enjoy the St. 
Patrick’s Day parade on Fifth Avenue 
in Manhattan, Friday, March 17, 
2017. (Credit: John Roca)
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Hi. I’m Dobie Gillis. I started my traveling habit when I appeared 
in John Ford’s classic 1940 film, The Grapes of Wrath, in which 
I played the part of Winfield Joad. My family traveled from the 
Oklahoma Dust Bowl to California, back then, but lately I’ve been 
traveling in the old countries of Scotland and Ireland. You see my 
surname Gillis is Gaelic, meaning “the servant of the Lord.”  

Since there’s been a slight hiccup in our connections with Obie, 
the old canine mascot of the Celtic Guide, I thought I’d fill in for 
an issue or two. So here’s my first “Postcard From Dobie.”

I’m standing at the entrance way to the bridge over to Eilean Donan 
Castle. My friend, Jim, took this picture back in 2006. He’s been 
there three times. The castle has been used in a couple of movies 
and epitomizes what we’d all like to think old Highland castles looked 
like. There are lots more photos on the Internet if you’d like to do a 
digital tour. Meanwhile, I’ve got to find Maynard, so we can head out 
on our next adventure. I heard he took a job on a cruise boat under 
an alias, Gilligan, or something like that.
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Those of us hosting clan tents at Scottish 
Highland games and festivals have learned, 
over the years, that we’re never certain what 
we’re going to be asked when we entertain our 
visitors, sometimes numbering into the thousands 
at the larger events. But we do have reliable 
expectations of the questions we hear all the 
time, and probably always will –  ones like: “My 
name’s spelt differently than that; which one’s 
right?” or: “Are you naked under that kilt?” or: 
“Why so many tartans for one clan?” or: “Where 
did red hair really come from?” or, my all-time 
favorite, usually from a kid: “Hey, what’s that in 
your sock?!”

Well, laddie-buck, if ye’re clad as a proper 
Highlander, what peeps out the top o’ your right-
hand stocking, is your KNIFE! And 
that knife’s a skean du {skeen doo}, the 
Scotsman’s blade of last resort. 

The name evolved from the Gaelic 
sgian dubh, pronounced similarly, and 
though it translates as “the black knife,” 
it could as easily be called the Life 
Saver. It’s handy for trimming beards, 
prying loose the cork from a jug o’ 
poteen, halting the reach of a greedy 
cheat playing at cards, skinning a hare’s 
carcass, claiming a roast tattie from the 
embers, and best of all, when you’re 
knocked down during combat, thrusting 
it upward in the nick of time to skewer 
your enemy’s liver, impale a hand or 
thigh, or deflate one of his lungs.

Once upon a time, it even inspired 
the surname of a brave new clan!

That time occurred in autumn, 
sometime in the late 1070s, at the 
height of the reign of Malcom III, King 

of Scots, popularly known, then and now, as “the 
Canmore.” On that day, the King had killed a great 
stag in the high glens to the west of Aberdeen , and 
dismounting to dress out his prey, found himself 
suddenly attacked by a brace of desperately 
hungry wolves. Surging forward, the noblemen of 
his entourage slew two of the three beasts with 
their massive boar spears, but the third wolf, the 
largest one, broke past the defenders and leapt at 
the unshielded monarch.

Yet angels hovered nearby, for the king was 
being squired by the youngest son of Robertson 
of Struan, chief of the family commonly known 
as Clan Donnachaidh. Though armed with only 
a small dagger, or skean, that valiant squire leapt 
upon the wolf with great energy, and driving his 
dagger to its hilt in the slavering beast’s head, 
slew it handily.

Malcolm Canmore, being neither a stranger 
to having his life saved, nor in saving others’ 
lives, felt not only gratitude for his salvation, but 
outright awe that it was done with so meager a 
weapon, remarking, “Ere such doth with a skene 
beag (small knife), what deeds shall ye then, 

     Cass and Deborah Wright
      Bellows Falls, VT, USASkene

Skene Tartan and Shield
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with sword, and armor?” Purportedly, the young 
Robertson answered that his elder brothers bore 
arms, but ‘twas unlikely he ever would.

In response, the Canmore sent a rider to fetch 
the Robertson chief and his retainers, and the 
following day, when all were assembled at the 
royal hunting camp, the King offered his erstwhile 
squire a choice of rewards – either as much land 
as might be “encompass’d by a hound’s chase,” or 
the same amount, that would be “circled around 
by a hawk’s flight.”

Young Robertson chose the latter, that terrain 
so circumscribed becoming the lands collectively 
called the ancient Barony of Skene, founded deep 
between the waterways of the Forest of Stockett.

Canmore’s use of such a tribal, Celtic method 
as the passage of birds, or animals, to denote 
territory, elsewhere figuring in the origins of both 
the Camerons and the Hays, is particularly notable 
here, as his reign was, by contrast, assertively 
hallmarked with the rigid feudal influence of his 
queen, Margaret of Hungary. Might the mood in 
his hunting camp, up among the autumnal hills, 
have lured him into a nostalgic remembrance 
of his own youth? But regardless, the youth he 
so rewarded would indeed ascend to arms, and 
armor, and armorial bearings! 

If the King had guessed that this son of Struan 
would commemorate his good fortune by creating 
a bold namesake for his newborn clan, he would 
have been right!

Soon thereafter, the heralds of the royal 
court would denote those new arms with the 
Gaelic appellation of “Siol Sgeine, no Clann 

Donnachaidh Mhar,” meaning the “Seed of the 
Skenes, from out the Robertson clan of Mar,” 
which curiously contains, into modern times, 
one of the oldest descriptions of Highland dress. 
Further, a commemoration of the Skenes’ first 
heroic feat can be found on the chief’s shield, as 
it depicts three wolves’ heads, each impaled on a 
dagger (though as we recall, their progenitor only 
dispatched one).

The Clan’s first descendant of record was 
John de Skeen, who also lived during the reign 
of Malcolm III, albeit late therein. Upon that 
good king’s passing, John strove to support the 
Canmore’s half brother, Donald Bane, but his 
rival, Edgar, won forth in contest for the throne, 
and having backed the losing claimant, de Skeen’s 
lands were forfeited by order of the new king. This 
setback was taken in stride, though, and in 1118, 
John’s son rallied his men to ride for Alexander I 
against the northern rebels. Soon, those lost lands 
were reinstated to the Skenes!

John’s great-grandson, known as John de Skene, 
managed those lands with great improvement 
during the reign of Alexander III, and even 
contributed one hundred mounted warriors to his 
king’s army when he rode west to halt the invasion 
of Haakon’s Norwegian raiders in Largs in 1262. 
That chief’s son, Patrick de Skene, signed the 
Ragman’s Roll in 1296.

That signature notwithstanding, the Skene men 
proved themselves staunch and stalwart supporters 
of Robert the Bruce, in all his campaigns. It’s 
been rumored that Patrick’s son, Robert de Skene, 
might have been in the Bruce’s party that fateful 
day at the church in Dumfries, and might even 
have been the one to insist the rebel prince wear 
a dagger into the truce talks, though that seems a 
tad too apocryphal. 

Be that as it may, following his coronation as 
Prince Protector of All Scots, in 1318, the Bruce 
showed his gratitude to Robert and his clan, by 
elevating all their holdings of land, formerly 
defined a “duthus,” into a fully-awarded Free 
Barony, according the chief’s greater powers of 
authority, and better value of industry, within 
their boundaries. During this pastoral period 
of expansion, the Skenes founded many cadet 

This map is of the area where the Skene Clan lived.
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houses, with such names as Halyards, Rubislaw, 
Dyes, Cariston, and Curriehill.

But despite the Skenes’ star being in ascension 
at home, they still possessed a great thirst to prove 
their valor in battle, and a martial devotion to 
their kings. Ultimately, the wars to come would 
reap the fruit of their chiefly line with severe 
mortality. In 1411, Adam de Skene perished in the 
cataclysmic bloodbath called the Battle of Harlaw, 
wherein the Hebridean forces of the Lords of the 
Isles endeavored to usurp the northern Highlands. 
Just over a century later, Adam’s great-grandson, 
Alexander Skene was among the thousands slain 
in the Scottish massacre at Flodden. Thirty-four 
years after that, in 1547, his grandson, another 
Alexander, was cut down at the Battle of Pinkie, 
the clan again bereaved by the English army, this 
time deep inside their own nation, where they 
waged a war of attrition for Henry VIII’s “Rough 
Wooing.”

One notable of this family who wisely 
preferred the pen over the sword (or a dagger 
in one’s sock), was John Skene of Curriehall, 
a prominent attorney descended from Andrew 
Skene of Auchorrie. Knighted by James VI, Sir 
John secured an appointment to the Supreme 
Court Bench in 1594, and soon was raised to 
Lord of Session, after which he styled himself 
“Lord Curriehill.” His eldest son, John Skene of 
Halyards, was created a Baronet of Nova Scotia, 
while his younger sibling, James, was elevated 
to the office of Lord Clerk Register of Scotland, 
and then appointed to President of the Court of 
Session in 1626.

It was likely during that era that the Skenes 
began to wean themselves away from their 
traditional faith as Catholics, in order to begin 
embracing the encroaching royal mandate of 
Episcopal worship, as promoted by their king on 
behalf of his Tudor cousins.

Following the Union of Crowns, as the schism 
between churches started to widen, the Skenes 
endeavored to avoid conflict, in word or deed, 
with the growing, growling, gnawing mass of 
Covenanters surging about them every day. Their 
continued dedication to the monarchs of Scotland, 
however, in particular the Stuart kings, placed 

them undeniably on the side of Charles I, making 
the eventual exile of their chief inevitable. In 
1629, James Skene of Skene, widely known for 
his Royalist devotions, was compelled to flee 
Scotland, and broker his military service to King 
Gustav Adolphus of Sweden. For the Skenes 
who remained throughout Aberdeenshire, and in 
Edinburgh, it was a time to dress humbly, speak 
softly, choose one’s associates cautiously, and 
travel after dark.

The political allegiance of the Skenes adhered 
to the Royalist side over the decades to follow, 
until revolution started to scent the winds in 1688, 
and the first true Jacobite revolt loomed close 
around the corner.  Diligently, then, the successors 
of the fugitive chief James fell into step with the 
obedience demanded by the British government 
of the era; they had already lost so much, they 
could ill afford to risk the rest.

In 1759, British Army Captain Philip Skene 
(descended from the clan’s cadet house of Halyard) 
founded the colonial town of Skenesboro, in 
upstate New York, which became the first chartered 
settlement on Lake Champlain. Skenesboro 
became an important center of maritime trade, 
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and Philip Skene used it to improve lake travel 
on Champlain, helping facilitate commerce via 
Quebec and the St. Lawrence River. 

In 1775, Skenesboro was captured by American 
forces. Capt. Skene’s commandeered schooner 
becoming the first ship of the US Navy, much 
to the amusement of his fellow Scot, the Clyde-
born expatriate John Paul Jones. The township 
of Skenesboro was renamed Whitehall after the 
Revolutionary War.

The dawning of the 1800s saw calmer waters 
for Great Britain, for Scotland and for Clan Skene. 
Among the closer friendships enjoyed by famed 
novelist Sir Walter Scott, in those times right after 
Napolean, was the one with his like-minded peer, 
James Skene of Rubislaw. Besides their mutual 
fondness for Scottish culture and history, and the 
arts in general, they were avid companions in fly-
fishing, and the more adventurous and remote 
those excursions were, the better they liked them! 
Allegedly, the personality and mannerisms of 
James Skene inspired Sir Walter in fashioning his 
heroic title character, Quentin Durward.

In 1881, at the apex of the British Empire, the 
celebrated historian and writer, William Forbes 
Skene, was appointed historiographer royal for 
Scotland. 

One can safely assume that his clothing 
concealed nothing more threatening than a pocket 
watch, or sharper than a writing instrument or two. 
Still, though, as a devotee of historical lore, might 
not William have sat and daydreamed -  about the 
stag that fell, the wolf that leapt, the hawk who 
circled high above golden oaks, so long ago . . .

In 1994, the Lord Lyon recognized Danus 
George Moncrieffe Skene of Halyards as the chief 
of the name and arms of Skene, and confirmed his 
son Dugald as his heir apparent, or as they used to 
say in the Highlands of olden times, his “tanist.”

And thus does it stand, for the nonce.
So, next time you spy that telltale hilt poking 

up from inside a kilted Scotsman’s stocking, try 
to remember that, as fond as the Skenes were of 
small, sharp knives, it was courage, and heroism, 
and loyalty, that really carved their place for them 
in Scotland’s proud history.



The TWo brigids

Brigid is one of the best remembered and 
well-loved goddesses of the Celtic pantheon. 
St. Brigid of Kildare is, likewise, the most 
famous Irish Catholic Saint, cherished today 
by millions. Both figures were associated with 
the early springtime holiday that occurred on 
the first of February each year. In the old pagan 
tradition this holiday was called Imbolc, while 
the Catholic calendar celebrates Candlemas. 

There is some debate about the relationship 
between the goddess and the saint. Pagans 
insist that St. Brigid is just their goddess gone 
undercover. Meanwhile, Catholics bristle at this 
notion and insist that St. Brigid was a living 
historical figure. My assessment is that, as usual, 
the truth lies somewhere in the middle. 

What often happened with Catholic saints is 
that a living person was elevated to sainthood 
and then their life story was expounded upon and 
embellished, sometimes with myth pertaining 
to a pagan deity. 

In the Middle Ages, monks penned a genre 
of literature called “hagiography.” Just as a 
biography is the life story of any person, a 
hagiography is specifically the life story of a 
saint. However, any medievalist will tell you that 
hagiographies are not to be taken as histories. 
They were first written during the conversion 
period and they served as propaganda to reach 
those folks on the outskirts still clinging to their 
pagan ways. Thus, marvelous tales of miracles 
and extraordinary feats were woven into these 
tales for wow effect. If a region was clinging 
extra tightly to one pagan deity in particular, 
then extra effort was made to transfer worship 
from the god or goddess to the saint. 

Another similar tactic employed by the church 
was to confiscate pagan temples, wipe them 
clean of all pagan paraphernalia, and transform 
them into a Christian place of worship. The 
strategy of the early church was to make the 
transition from paganism to Christianity fluid 
for practitioners. 
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Fast forward several hundred years to 
the Protestant Reformation, and we see that 
Protestants rightly recognized the many pagan 
elements retained in Roman Catholic practice. 
The Protestants made a concerted effort to purge 
native European folk custom and belief, and to 
refine their religion into a more purely Christian 
form. The early Roman Catholic Church clearly 
had a much different modus operandi. 

Therefore, when we look at many Catholic 
saints, what we see is an amalgam of a figure 
inspired by a genuine living person, fictional 
embellishments, and sometimes elements of a 
deity the church was trying to displace being 
superimposed over the living person’s story. 

It seems to me that there was most likely a 
legitimate Brigid of Kildare. However, that the 
nuns, who remained her devotees for several 
hundreds of years after her lifetime, kept an 
eternal flame burning for her in their abbey is an 
indication that elements of devotional tradition 
to the previous goddess Brigid were transferred 
to Saint Brigid’s cult. (As an aside, I have seen 
people, especially pagans, bristle at the use of 
the term “cult.” In this context, it simply means a 
group of people unified in their shared devotion 
and who utilize a set of traditions and practices 
specific to their belief. It does not imply a kooky 
religious sect as it is often used in mainstream 
media today.)

The goddess brigid

Brigid is one of the most prominent goddesses 
in Celtic mythology. She is also described as the 
goddess with the most favorable disposition. 

In Irish mythology, Brigid is the daughter 
of the Dagda, a god with certain similarities 
to the Norse Odin. The Dagda is known as the 
father of the gods, and is affiliated with wisdom 
and Druidry. Both the Dagda and Brigid were 
members of the Tuatha Dé Danann, meaning 
“the tribe of the goddess Danu.” 

Like many old European pagan deities, Brigid 
is a multifaceted figure. She is often considered 
a “triple goddess,” which is a common motif in 

mythology. Triple deities can be three separate 
figures who merge into one, or one figure with 
three distinct facets. One medieval mention of 
Brigid names her, and then says she has two 
sisters also called Brigid, who patron different 
spheres. The meaning of this is ambiguous, 
and could simply mean that her persona differs 
depending on the role she is undertaking. 

Among her most well-known attributes are 
Brigid’s affiliation with fire and her role as a 
fertility goddess, but she had many others. Brigid 
was also associated with poetry, metal-smithing, 
and healing. Her association with fertility and 

Saint Brigid in stained glass, at Saint nons Chapel 
in St Davids, Wales. Photo by Wolfgang Sauber.
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healing would have made her a softer and more 
maternal figure attributing to her reputation as a 
kinder figure than other goddesses such as the 
Mórrígan, who ruled harsher spheres such as 
death and battle.

Although typically remembered for her 
association with Ireland, Brigid was known 
elsewhere in the Celtosphere. In Scotland she 
was sometimes referred to as Bride (bree-duh). 

Elsewhere in Roman Britain and Gaul, 
Brigid’s counterpart was called Brigantia. 
Gallo-Roman and Romano-British religion 
was typically a hybrid form of paganism which 
merged elements of Roman and Celtic tradition. 
Thus, Brigantia contains elements of Brigid, 
while the Romans equated her with their own 
goddess Minerva. Brigantia’s cult of worship 
in Britain was prominent around the Yorkshire 
area, though she was honored elsewhere. 

It is more difficult to trace Brigid in Wales. 
I am unsure if this is due to lesser prominence, 
or simply because less is written about Brigid 
in Wales. Her Welsh counterpart is Fraid, 
or Braid. I have found more information on 
Welsh custom pertaining to the Christianized 
holiday Candlemas than pagan Brigid/Imbolc, 
which does speak to a pre-Christian tradition of 
honoring Brigid there. It may be that the earlier 
pagan belief of Brigid in Wales was simply 
never recorded, or that written accounts have 
not survived. 

imbolC - brigid’s Pagan holiday

Imbolc is the pagan Celtic holiday that was 
celebrated on first of February and has been 
revived in neo-Pagan tradition in recent years.  
It is one of the four major feast days of the old 
Celtic year, which also included Beltane (May 
1st), Samhain (November 1st), and Lughnasa 
(August 1st). Each of these feasts is celebrated 
on the first of their respected month, but their 
purpose was to mark the changing of the seasons 
and the agricultural cycle. 

The word Imbolc has long been said to 
mean “Ewe’s milk,” and thus the meaning has 

been ascribed to the lambing season. However, 
at least one scholar disagrees. Eric P. Hamp, 
of the University of Chicago, explains that 
another name for Imbolc is Oimelc, and that 
the etymology for both derives from an ancient 
proto-Indo-European (PIE) root that means both 
“milk” and “cleansing.” Therefore he agrees 
that milk is an essential part of the word, but 
suggests that it relates to milk in general and not 
particularly to sheep’s milk.

 
Early spring is the lambing season in Britain, 

so the meaning might have been conflated due 
to the timing. Hamp explains that the ancient 
PIE root word has connotations of not only 
cleansing, but that in the ancient Indo-European 

A statuette in the Museum of Brittany, Rennes, 
probably depicting Brigantia c. 2nd century BCE.
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world that milk was thought to have curative 
properties. Of course, Brigid was associated 
with both healing and fertility. We easily make 
the connection between fertility and milk today, 
but the concept of milk as containing medicinal 
properties has been lost on us. It may be that 
this was another tie between milk and Brigid in 
her role as healer. 

Nevertheless, in the modern neo-Pagan 
imagination, Imbolc has become associated 
with the imagery of the lamb, and Brigid is often 
depicted holding one in modern representations. 
Interestingly, Brigid has been associated with a 
cow in old Irish mythology, specifically a white 
cow with red ears. Animals with a white coat and 
red ears is a recurring motif in Celtic mythology 
and is associated with the Otherworld. 

The cow is today most recognized as a holy 
animal of the Hindus in India. The Hindus are 
the very distant linguistic and mythos cousins 
of Europeans and other Indo-European (Aryan) 
groups around the world. Hindus simply 
maintained their ancient Aryan heritage whereas 
Europeans lost theirs to a foreign incoming 
religion which suppressed native culture. 

Therefore, it is interesting that Brigid’s 
association with milk and the cow may be a 
vestige of much more ancient Aryan roots. It 
should be remembered that animals like both 
the cow and the sheep provided not only milk 
but also meat and material for clothing, so they 
were incredibly important to the welfare of early 
human societies. It is no wonder that they were 
considered sacred, and this may be one trace of 
their memory as a sacred animal in European 
tradition. 

There is more reason to connect Imbolc 
more with the cow than the sheep. Hilda Ellis 
Davidson says in her book, “Roles of the 
Northern Goddess,” that customs relating to 
dairy have been associated with St. Brigid, 
but likely originated with the goddess Brigid. 
Davidson says that Brigid “was connected to 
cattle, and said to possess two oxen, Fea and 
Feamhein” (Davidson, 36).  She suggests that 

Brigid was considered a goddess of herds in 
general. And, she also suggests that Brigid’s 
role as fertility and childbirth goddess extended 
also to animals, and so she presided over the 
animal birthing season. 

These associations continued on with St. 
Brigid, and beliefs and customs pertaining to 
her help us expound upon the likely role of the 
former goddess. A piece of cloth referred to 
as St. Brigid’s mantle would be strewn on the 
ground outdoors at night. It was believed that 
Saint Brigid would reach down and touch it. The 
mantle would be measured in the morning and 
if it was deemed to have been stretched then this 
was considered an auspicious omen for positive 
luck for not only cattle, but also the fertility of 
the crops and health of the family. 

St. Brigid was also thought to have the ability 
to multiply herds of animals like cattle, swine, 
and sheep. These associations give credence to 
Hamp’s definition of Imbolc as a celebration of 
milk in general rather than specifically of sheep 
and the lambing season. Early spring was the 
time to celebrate fertility and new life all around, 
and all birthing mammals would be giving milk 
at this time. 

Another very fascinating tie between Brigid’s 
Imbolc and ancient Indo-European (Aryan) 

Saint Brigids Cross by Wikimedia user Culnacreann
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culture is her connection to the sun wheel, or 
solar cross. Brigid’s cross is a shape that is 
made out of reeds, and it is traditional for the 
family and wider community to gather to weave 
them for Imbolc. It is sort of a bent cross in a 
pattern that indicates turning. The solar cross 
is the symbol from which other Indo-European 
sun wheel symbols derive, including the Celtic 
cross and the swastika. 

There are many other variations on this 
motif and they are found everywhere that 
Indo-European culture existed, and even in 
some cultures that are not known to have 
spoken an Indo-European related language, 
such as in parts of the Americas and East Asia. 
As indicated by the name, the sun wheels are 
usually associated with the sun, but may also 
have had an association with fire. This would be 
one tie between the sun wheel to Brigid’s cross, 
as Brigid was associated with fire. 

 Additionally, Imbolc celebrated the first 
lengthening of the days after winter, so the 
Brigid’s cross as a sun wheel works with that 
connotation to the sun as well. 

T. G. F. Paterson discusses the custom of 
weaving Brigid’s crosses in his article for 
the Ulster Archaeological Society, “Brigid’s 
Crosses in County Armagh.” He explains that 
the first written evidence we have for the custom 
dates to the Christian era, but there is reason to 

believe that the custom originated much earlier. 
Some historians refuse to entertain origins of 
practices without hard evidence. The problem 
with this is that the writing down of history 
in Northern Europe did not really occur until 
Christianization, as it was typically monks doing 
the writing. So, we fill in the blanks about earlier 
history with archaeology. However, oral history 
such as sagas, legends, myths, and fairy tales are 
finally being recognized as verbally transmitted 
time capsules which do preserve a great deal of 
information if we know how to read them. As 
explained above, the very shape of the Brigid’s 
cross and that shape’s connection to fire and 
the sun, as well as Brigid’s connection with fire 
and Imbolc’s connection to the sun are strong 
indications of the custom’s ancient origins in 
Indo-European culture.

 
Paterson suggests the custom is a survival 

of a previous faith (paganism) and thinks the 
custom may have already been ancient by the 
time that the Saint Brigid may have lived. This 
would explain why the custom was retained in 
Christianized form. As mentioned above, the 
early Catholic Church had to more or less entice 
pagans into the Church. If customs, beliefs, and 
figures had very ancient roots embedded in a 

Indo-European sun and fire symbols

Sun Cross
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society, people held on to them very tightly. We 
see the pattern of ancient pagan customs and 
beliefs rebranded with new Christian meaning 
clear across Europe from Britain to Russia. We 
see this even in folklore.

Some of the customs related to the Brigid’s 
crosses observed by Paterson in County Armagh 
also testify to ancient origins. For example, the 
reeds must be picked on the last day of January, 
but it is specified that they are to be pulled 
from the ground and not cut. What Paterson 
himself seems unaware of is that this jibes with 
pagan belief about taking plants for medicinal 
or magical purposes. It was believe that all 
metals, but especially iron, held a power over 
the spirit world. Iron was used to protect against 
malevolent spirits. Steel is made with iron, so 
steel shares this property with iron. Using metal 
tools to cut the plant was believe to harm the 

spirit of the plant. This was a widespread belief 
not restricted to the Celts, but was also seen in 
neighboring Anglo-Saxon culture and beyond. 

The Indo-European (Aryan) people held 
quite an animistic world view which saw spirits 
and life-force everywhere in nature. Today we 
might think of ancient healers as herbalists. 
However,  it is crucial to understand that they 
believed that it was not only the intrinsic 
properties of the plant but also the spirit of the 
plant that they were using to address an illness or 
injury. Sickness was believed to have a spiritual 
element, and the spirit of the plant was part of 
the cure. Incidentally, this belief is still found in 
certain animistic belief systems of East Asia. In 
Japan, for example, there was a belief that each 
disease had its own demon. Dr. Brian Bates 
explores the Anglo-Saxon version of this belief 
in his historical fiction novel called The Way of 
Wyrd. He based his novel on intensive research 
of ancient historical manuscripts that document 
ancient Anglo-Saxon belief. Folklore indicates 
that the Celts held nearly identical beliefs in this 
regard. 

So, therefore plants were seen as not only 
medicinal but also magical, and cures were 
believed to work on both a physical as well as 
a spiritual level. Cutting a plant with a metal 
tool would kill or banish the spirit of that plant, 
rendering it impotent on a spiritual level. This 
is where folklore is one tool that gives us clues 
to origins that are hidden from the documented 
historical record. The fact that reeds to be used 
for Brigid’s crosses cannot be touched by metal 
speaks volumes about the custom’s origins, and 
that the crosses probably were used for some 
magico-spiritual purpose at one time, if only 
for bringing good luck and health to the home 
where they were hung. 

Will brigid survive

in an unCerTain fuTure?
Brigid’s holiday was celebrated with as much 

gusto as Christmas or Easter is today in both the 
pagan and Catholic lexicon. There were, in fact, 

Earth Mother, by Edward Coley Burne-Jones



many customs that bear exploring that we don’t 
have the space for here. What I hope to impart is 
that whether goddess or saint, that Brigid was a 
revered figure in especially the Irish, but also the 
wider Celtic holiday year. And, this also applies 
to analogous European folk traditions as much 
as it does to traditions and customs in cultures 
the world wide over.

In our post-industrial era, we get so caught 
up in not only our work-day grind, but also 
distracted by media. 

It’s worth it to remember that our ancestors 
held festivals and feasts at regular intervals 
throughout the year. And these feasts brought us 
a break from toil, brought us together with our 
families, but they also drove home our ethno-
cultural unity and identity. That very culture is 
at very dire risk of being lost today if we do 
not band together to celebrate and cherish our 
own ancestors and instill the importance of our 
heritage onto our youth. 

The memory of Brigid reminds us that there 
are distinct European cultural identities with 
their own unique spiritual traditions. 

The erasure of these customs is legitimately 
an ethnic genocide. So, the greatest hope that I 
could ever impart is that we research, embrace, 
and preserve our own heritages so that they may 
live on for future generations. 
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Kenneth Mackenzie, 1st Lord Mackenzie 
of Kintail, passed away in 1611. He had been 
carrying out a campaign, supposedly in the 
name of the king, against two powerful island 
clans, the MacLeods and the MacDonalds. His 
interest in this endeavor lay in gaining power, 
wealth, and influence for himself, but the effort 
drained his funds considerably. When he died, 
he named his brother Roderick as Tutor to his 
son and heir, Colin. Roderick wasted no time 
continuing the “king’s work” in the Isles.

Sir Roderick was a most determined man, 
and extremely adept at schemes that might 
enable him to gain any object he had in view. 

Neil Macleod, accompanied by his nephews, 
Malcolm, William, and Roderick, plus the three 
sons of Roderick Og MacLeod; the four sons of 
Torquil Blair MacLeod; and thirty of their more 
determined and desperate followers, escaped, to 
the impregnable rock of Berrissay. 

Neil, as a precautionary measure, had, for 
years previous, been sending food and other 
supplies as a provision for future necessity. 

Here this band of rebels held out for three 
years, where they were a source of great 
annoyance to the Tutor and his followers. On 
a little rock opposite Berrissay, Neil, by well-
directed shots killed one of the Tutor’s followers 
and wounded another. 

This exasperated Sir Roderick so much that, 
with all other means having failed to oust Neil 
from his impregnable position, conceived the 
inhuman scheme of gathering together all the 
wives and children of the men who were on 
Berrissay, and all those in the island who were 
in any way related to them by blood or marriage, 
and, having placed them on a rock exposed only 
during low water, so near Berrissay that Neil 
and his companions could see and hear them.

Sir Roderick and his men avowed that they 
would leave them – innocent, helpless women 
and children – on the rock to be overwhelmed 
and drowned on the return of the tide, if Neil 
and his companions did not at once surrender 
the rock. 

Macleod knew, from experience, that even 
to the carrying out such a fiendish crime, the 
promise of the Tutor, once given, was as good 
as his bond. 

It is due to the greater humanity of Neil that 
the terrible position of the helpless women and 
children and their companions appalled him 
so much that he decided immediately upon 
yielding up the rock on condition that he and 
his followers should be allowed to leave with 
their lives. 

There is no doubt that, but for Macleod’s 
more merciful conduct, the ferocious act 
would have been committed by Sir Roderick 
and his followers; and we have to thank the 
less barbarous instincts of their opponents for 
saving the clan Mackenzie from the commission 
of a crime which would have secured to its 
perpetrators the denouncement of posterity.

After Neil had left the rock he proceeded 
privately, during the night, to his cousin Sir 
Roderick Mor Macleod, XIII, of Harris.

The Tutor, upon learning this, caused 
Macleod to be charged, under pain of treason 
and forfeiture, to deliver himself up to the 
Council. Realizing the danger of his position, 
Macleod prevailed upon Neil and his son 
Donald to accompany him to Edinburgh, to seek 
forgiveness from the King. 

Under pretence of this, he delivered both 
men up, on arriving in the city, where Neil, in 
April 1613, was at once executed, and his son 
afterwards banished out of the kingdom.

Highland Treachery
James A McQuiston, FSAScot
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So, what’s next?
There you have it! – Our first issue for 2017 – no theme, just whatever our authors wanted to 

submit, as long as it had a Celtic angle. And we ended up with some great stuff, as always.
I’ve decided, at least for the foreseeable future, to publish two issue, one just before Beltaine, 

and one just before Samhain. These are probably the two most popular Celtic holidays and they 
are certainly our most popular issues. With May 1st comes the promise of summer and long, sunny 
days. With November 1st comes the promise of a new year, a time to hunker down and prepare for 
winter, but also a time to contemplate where the new year will take us. Deadlines for each issue 
will be as follows:

 October 1st, for the November issue
 April 1st, for the May issue.
However, since there will be more competition for available space, I would suggest not waiting 

until the last minute to submit your articles. 
As always, there are plenty of back issue on this site to read, plus our Facebook page will stay 

current with postings from around the world, all administered by other people besides me.
 If we get too many submissions for the PDF magazine, I’ll publish some of them right on the 

Celtic Guide website. I hope everyone continues to enjoy our efforts.
 


