
The stars begin to shine in the murky green 
sky of twilight, even before the light has faded 
on the western horizon, and a sudden hissing 
wind snakes down from the eastern ridge above 
Keiran. He pulls his sealskin mantle closer 
about his neck, as the autumn night approaches, 
for who else guards this remote fank of sheep? 
Why, no one else save him, Keiran, the youngest 
son of Fermbold of Clan Morrison, who soon 
shall be called a boy no longer!

He hears the sound of rocks tumbling down 
a scree, from somewhere below, near the beach 
path; a fox perhaps, or a feral dog, or, just maybe, 
the lurking feet of a sea-raider? Such is not 
unknown among these isles, certainly. Keiran’s 
belly quivers a bit, but from hunger, 
he tells himself, not fear! He’s been at 
his post for well over a day now, but 
his staff is stout, his knife, sharp, and 
he will stand against whatever might 
arise to threaten the village’s flock, 
until his relief arrives . . .

Shadows lengthen, and Keiran’s 
anxiety increases with them; he must 
be vigilant, but also calm his nerves; 
distract his imagination, then, with 
other thoughts, to make an internal 
litany that will steady his mind. He 
will recite for himself stories from his 
family’s heroic past . . .!

But where to begin, Keiran ponders, 
recalling the disputes he’d heard for 
years between the men of his clan, 
even between his own uncles.

His father’s elder brother Quartus 
always held to the more conservative 
origins of the “Mighty Morrisons," as 

he always styled them, that being they had come 
from the stony shores of Donegal, in Ireland, as 
the O’Muirgheasains, a name meaning “valor 
from the sea," and rose to fame as bards, and 
as the guardians of St Columeille’s relics in the 
priory at Clonmany, and migrating to the region 
of Habost, in northeastern Lewis.

But Fermbold’s younger brother, Bors, 
always contradicted such, holding forth instead 
the more popular version, that their genesis 
arose from missionary monks, known as the 
Servants of Virgin Mary, or in Gaelic, the ‘Ghille 
Muire,' who survived a cataclysmic shipwreck 
in the open sea by clinging to lengths of floating 
driftwood, eventually stumbling gratefully up 
a shingle on the eastern shore of the Isle of 
Lewis.

Unbeknownst to young Keiran, that version 
was supported in academic circles by the 
archives of one of those Servants of Mary, who 
claimed to be a natural son of King Olav the 
Black of Man, and thereby a half-brother to 
Leod, the progenitor of the MacLeods. 
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This particular Ghille Muire went on to wed 
an heiress of the Gows, the famed armorers 
known then as “Clan Igaa," holders of the keep 
at Pabbay in the Sound of Harris. Allegedly, 
their descendants were ever after called the 
Mhic Mhuire, or “the sons of Mary."

Keiran’s ancient great -granny, bent near 
double and half-blind, always croaked to tiny 
bairns about the Three Great Hearths o’ Lewis, 
those being “Mores, the King o’ Norway’s 
grandboy; Iskair MacAulay, the Irishman; 
an’ auld MacNicol, father-in-law tae Prince 
Claudius, the son o’ King Olave!” Contentiously, 
Old Gran’s versions spake not at all of those 
thundering MacLeods!

But Keiran had been tutored about one 
famous individual from those times, the 
celebrated Cedhainn MacIain of Ardnamurchan, 
over on the mainland; in 1346, he’d sailed out 
to the isles to marry the heiress of the House 
of Morrison on Lewis, a woman who reckoned 
her own descent from the legendary bards of the 
O’Muirgheasains. By that era, these Morrisons 
of Habost were honored far and wide for being 
“brehons," a Gaelic rendering of the Norse term 
“brieve," referring to a powerful civic post of a 
‘law judge’ of sorts, enforcing all the common 
laws, hearing disputes, and holding the authority 
to speak for the Lords of the Isles. So powerful 
were these posts, that Cedhainn, though he 
was descended from the great Somerled, first 
true Lord of the Isles, actually forsook his own 
surname to take on that of his in-laws, becoming 
a Morrison in all regards, strictly in order to hold 
one of those sought-after seats of brehon.

Keiran also remembers when his chieftain had 
once hosted a pilgrim friar from the mainland, 
who spoke about some Morrisons who dwelt 
in a foreign land called Aberdeenshire, having 
no connection to the isles whatsoever, tracking 
their roots rather from a Norman settler named 
Mauricius, called so for his swarthy complexion. 
To the towheaded Norse Gaels listening, he 
might as well have prattled about strangers from 
the far side of the moon.

Looking up at his own moon, newly risen and 
struggling through a cloud-scudded sky, Keiran 
hunkered down against the drafting chill. What 
now to think on? Chose he then a favorite tale, 
spun by his hoary old grand-uncle, Finnward 
McMhuireagh.

It transpired in a turbulent time in Morrison 
history; the MacAulays of Uig had slain the 
chieftain Donald Ban, brother of the beloved 
Brehon, John Morrison of Habost. Sounding 
loud the horn of war, the Brehon and his 
clansmen sailed against the MacAulays, dealing 
them several resounding defeats, and causing 
their beleaguered antagonists to beseech their 
relations, the MacLeods of Lewis for aid in 
combatting the forces of Clan Morrison. His 
adversaries trebled, John’s fleet was shattered at 
the Caws of Tarbert, following which the unified 
forces of the MacLeod and MacAulay chiefs 
surged forth to invade the lands and settlements 
of the Morrisons. The Brehon himself was 
captured at Rodil, but soon affected an escape.

It was during those very years that Keiran’s 
Uncle Finnward, an outlaw, as were many a 
Morrison, joined the crew of an Orkney pirate 
known as the Raven Laird, who was endeavoring 
with great industry to profit by the turmoil 
engulfing the Outer Isles.

The Raven Laird, though born a Danish gutter 
spawn, comported himself like a Turkish emir, 
commanding not only a fast ship, but a blood-
thirsty crew of corsairs. His prized possession 
was his mistress, a tall and striking Nubian 
amazon, who prowled the decks defiantly beside 
her captain, never speaking, always shirtless, 
her breasts painted with gold leaf which she had 
purportedly rendered from looted coins.

This bizarrely daunting woman so captivated 
the young Finnward, that after one spectacular 
raid on a remote monastery, he offered his 
master and commander his entire share of loot 
for an hour below deck with his amazon. The 
Raven Laird had laughed loud and long at the 
proposition, then back-handed Finnward so 
hard he reeled nearly overboard. 



– 28 –

Straightening up, Keiran’s uncle smiled, spat 
a dislodged tooth over the rail, and declared to 
the pirate chief: “Consider that yer tribute to 
Niord, mi’Laird, an’ ken that y’ever raise hand 
tae me again, ye’ll foller it.”

All the crew laughed heartily at the threat, 
but none were laughing a month later, off the 
coast of Shetland, when Finnward cut the main 
sail hoist ropes during a pursuit by a royal 
barque of the King of Sweden’s navy, and then 
dropped the ship’s anchor. Escaping amidst the 
chaos, the crafty Lewisman swam for the harbor 
at Lerwick, as the King’s marines attacked and 
destroyed the trapped pirate ship, burning it to 
the waterline. Never a good idea to humiliate a 
Morrison!

Steering back now to the main archives of 
Scottish history, the Brehon John Morrison, 
chief of his clan, a fugitive from the clutches 
of the vengeful MacAulays, found himself 
officially branded an outlaw, so declared by 
the court of the King of Scots, thanks to the 
influence of the MacLeods in royal and noble 
circles, from Edinburgh to Dunvegan.

Weeks stretched into months for John, living 
as wildly as would any wolfshead, and feeling 
every man’s hand turning against him, he 
resorted to a desperate ploy. Fortune smiled for 
a change, and he succeeded in kidnapping an 
heiress of the tyrannical Clan MacLeod.

Reluctantly, the sons of the Bull’s Head 
agreed to exchange the charge against the 
Brehon for the safe return of their chieftain’s 
daughter, and weary John Morrison headed 
home to his household, but old grievances yet 
flared. The next chief, one Uisdean, popularly 
known as Hugh Morrison, or “Hucheon," called 
his clansmen to arms, and marched on the 
MacAulay-held northern settlements of Harris. 
Roderick MacLeod, then chief of the MacLeods 
of Lewis, dispatched his war chief, Iain Mor 
MacLeod, who caught up with the invading 
Morrison forces at Clachan, on Taransay.

Sadly, the martial might of the MacLeods 
again carried the day, and the only Morrison 

fighter to survive was Hugh himself, who, 
grievously wounded, managed to swim a full 
two miles to safety on the mainland - evidently 
all Morrison men were epic swimmers!

The Morrisons still held sway on the Isle of 
Lewis under the proud chiefship of Hucheon, 
but could not endure past his deathbed, 
whereon he confessed to being the true father 
of Torquil MacLeod, previously thought to be 
the heir of Roderick MacLeod, and his wife, 
Janet MacKenzie. Disownment, disinheritance, 
scandal, exile, annulments and blood feuds 
followed the news like hailstorms, finally 
erupting into full-blown internecine rebellion, 
threatening all the clans and great houses of the 
Outer Hebrides. With the seas running red upon 
the isles’ beaches, the Regent Morton, on behalf 
of the juvenile King James VI, leveraged the 
MacLeods to recognize the claim of the ousted 
heir, Torquil.

Ascending at last to chiefship, Torquil 
immediately chose to betray all his alliances 
with the Morrisons, driving them, cattle and 
galley, forever from their long-held lands on 
Lewis, a full sixty families displaced to the 
shores of Sutherland, their ancestral lands left 
behind being claimed as a fiefdom for Torquil’s 
maternal clan, the MacKenzies. In 1597, those 
same MacKenzies beheaded that same fiery 
usurper who had corrupted the destiny of three 
clans, but the sorrowful strife that Torquil Dubh 
MacLeod had wrought was irreversible.

Ever the survivors, the Morrisons rallied 
to settle on new lands to the east, along the 
shores of Loch Ness, and throughout the hills 
of Perthshire, but the power and passion of the 
brehons was broken forever, and to this day, 
the memory of the Great Betrayal burns like a 
brand.

What of Kieran? He nods now on that 
hummock by the sheep fank, dozing slightly 
as he dreams of turbaned pirates, and naked 
Nubians, and ships ablaze in the night, never 
hearing the stealthy steps approaching. Awake 
he is, though, when that rough wool sack is 



pulled down o’er his head and shoulders, arms 
pinned while he’s hoisted roughly from his 
recline to burly shoulders unseen! He’s failed, 
and is now the captive of dread raiders from the 
sea! Looters, outlaws, cannibals, perhaps!

But after being hauled, swung, jostled, and 
dragged uphill for most of a mile, he’ll find 
himself, heart yet pounding, dumped merrily 
into a hidden campfire circle of uncles, and 
elder cousins, and even some rough, senior 
men he dinna know, all smiling and laughing 
at his panic; they will roust him, tease him and 
cuff him about, and then Keiran will meet the 
seductresses called whisky, and mead, and when 
his head’s as big as the sky above him, he’ll 
have some ash-scars cut into his forearms, and 
before dawn he’ll get a secret brand burnt into 
his left shoulderblade, and by sunset tomorrow 
he’ll stride home, wearing a man’s tartan plaid 
about his shoulders, and a bigger knife in his 
belt, for the boy he was is no more.

Of course, that was all centuries ago from us, 

what about Morrisons now? Och, they still breed 
people larger than life, and even some famous 
ones, bards and brehons for our modern times, 
in the realms of rock ‘n roll, blue-eyed soul, big-
screen westerns, brilliant bestsellers - whether 
they’re only born with the name, or die with 
it, too, on many roads, from Winterset, Iowa, 
to Dublin, Ireland, to Paris, France, to Atlanta, 
Georgia, the Driftwood Saints are making music, 
making history, making memories, making a 
better world, for in their hearts and hands, it is 
always a Celtic New Year!

In our lifetime, I doubt we’ll see that 
change.
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Follow future issues of the Celtic Guide for further 
information about 2016 publication. . . and thank you for 
joining us at the hearth !                              -  DW

by Cass & Deborah Wright
HencefortH tales
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James A. McQuiston, FSA Scot  
USA

EDITOR’S NOTE: In this issue we take a 
look at a wild band out of France that focuses 
on Celtic music with a twist. Even their 
clothing says “unconventional.” A couple of 
their songs are posted on our free music tab at 
celticguide.com. This makes the seventeenth 
country to participate in our e-magazine, 
and all we can say is, “Vive la France!”

CG: Welcome to the pages of Celtic Guide. 
We just love your sound and it has such an old 
world, almost mysterious flavor. Can you tell us 
a little about your background – where you are 
from, your instrumentation, and why you chose 
to focus on Celtic music?

Oubéret: Hello Jim! We are Oubéret, a 
French Celtic band from around Clermont-
Ferrand, a town in the central mountains 

of France. We are five musicians: Jocelyn, 
whistles, bagpipes and singing; Sylvain, 
accordion; Thomas, guitars, mandolin, banjo 
and backing vocals; Maya, bass; Nicolas, drums 
and backing vocals. Jocelyn created Oubéret 
in 2006 to share his love of Celtic music and 
dance. The project was very interesting, so we 
decided to join him.

CG: Who are your greatest Celtic musical 
influences?

Oubéret: Not so many, for most of us are not 
coming from the Celtic scene (this is probably 
why our music sounds different). But, to name 
a few bands we listen to, I would say Tri Yann, 
Yogan, Kan, Flook, Lúnasa, Solas, Mànran, 
Carlos Núñez, Dan Ar Braz, Treacherous 
Orchestra and Sharon Shannon.

Our French Connection
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CG: Is the Celtic culture strong in France?
Oubéret: Yes it is! Especially the Britanic 

culture. But you can find Celtic festivals all 
around the country almost any time of the year. 
The French also love anything that sounds like 
Irish music.

CG: Where are some of the more exciting 
places your live performances have taken you?

Oubéret: Any festival with many people. Or 
small venues, but crowded...

CG: What is the craziest thing you’ve done 
as a band?

Oubéret: Decide to become professional?

CG: We love to ask this next question of 
musicians. Some of the answers are very 
surprising. Your instrumentation is very precise 
and excellent in quality. Do you ever find your 
minds drifting off to some other place as you’re 
performing, or are you concentrating completely 
on the performance?

Oubéret: No, we definitely drift off 
regularly.  Staying concentrated for two hours 
is not possible. We check the audience, think 
of what we could improve in the show, listen to 
the music and try new things, or even think of 
things that have nothing to do with the gig!

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

Oubéret: You can find all of our albums 
on iTunes or any site where you can legally 
download music. You can also find stuff on our 
YouTube channel. Concerning our next shows 
they are all to take place in France, so probably 
nothing available for your readers.

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

Oubéret: Facebook. Definitely Facebook! 
Or our website... https://www.ouberet.fr

CG: What is the one thing you’d like our 
Celtic Guide readers to know about Oubéret?

Oubéret: I’d say the unique way we 
create our music. I’ve heard no band playing 
traditional music the way we do, turning it 
into non-traditional music... and our visual 
universe as well! 

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

Oubéret: Thank you James, it’s a real 
pleasure for us to be in your awesome magazine, 
and it’s fun to answer an interview in English. 
We can do it again whenever you want!
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The Aisling Irish Community Center of New 
York honored former Boyle Co. Roscommon 
native Hilary Beirne as their Guest of Honor at 
their annual dinner/dance held on September 
30th in Eastchester, New York. Mr. Beirne was 
recognized for his years of devoted service to 
the New York City Saint Patrick’s Day Parade, 
his leadership as Chairman of the NYC St 
Patrick’s Day Foundation, his contributions 
to the “Fighting 69th Regiment of NY," his 
contributions to Irish America, as well as his 
contributions to Ireland.  

The Aisling Center dinner dance is held 
annually and this year marked the 20th 
anniversary since the establishment of the 
center, in 1996, to help Irish emigrants arriving 
in New York City. It has had a remarkable 
track record of helping members of the Irish 
American community who are in need. Over the 
years, the center has helped people to get jobs 
and accommodations; their volunteers visit the 
elderly Irish in their homes; they organize classes 
at the center to educate people in technology, 
Irish dancing and Irish language. The center has 
a weekly night run where volunteers feed the 
homeless on the streets of New York, a truly 
remarkable community-based organization.

  “

I am so humbled to have been asked  by this 
wonderful and hard working community-based 
organization to be a “Guest of Honor” this year, 
especially given that it is their 20th anniversary, 
I am so deeply honoured. I ask everyone in 
Ireland and the United States to support the 
wonderful work this center does, in any way 
they can,” Beirne said.

Pictured in July is Hilary Beirne  (right) at the 
McCracken Irish Summer School in Belfast 
following a presentation by the NYC St Patrick’s 
Day Foundation (of which he is the Chairman) in 
support of Cooperation Ireland work in Northern 
Ireland. Also in the picture are  (LtoR) Peter 
Sheridan, CEO Cooperation Ireland; Professor Art 
Hughes, Chairman McCracken Cultural Society; 
Maighread Ni Chonghaile, Secretary McCracken 
Cultural Society; Alasdair McDonald MP, Belfast & 
former leader of the SDLP and Hilary Beirne. 

New York Irish Community
Honors Roscommon Native

James A. McQuiston, FSA Scot  
USA

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

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

The books of

James mcQuisTon, fsa scoT



Obie at the Witch’s Stone, on the grounds of 
Blarney Castle, Co Cork. The castle, as viewed 
by the visitor today, is the third to have 
been erected on this site. In 1446, this third 
castle was built by Dermot McCarthy, King 
of Munster, of which the keep still remains 
standing. It takes a little imagination to see 
who is imprisoned here at the Witch’s Stone. 
The Witch of Blarney has been with us 
since the dawn of time. Some say it was she 
who first told MacCarthy of the power of 
the Blarney Stone. Fortunately for visitors, 
she only escapes the Witch’s Stone after 
nightfall - and the castle closes at dusk!
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So, what’s next?
There is one remaining theme for 2016:

December - “Gifts,” our free-for-all, anything-goes, Christmas gift issue.

By year’s end we will have published 52 issues with many great articles nearly 100% exclusive 
to the Celtic Guide, along with many original photographs and illustrations. We’ve partnered with 
people from 17 countries and presented – on our Free Music tab – Celtic music by musicians from 
all over the world, including Romania, Austria, Ireland, Wales, Spain, Canada, the U.S. and now 
France. We are thinking hard about what next year will bring.

I would ask all readers to email me with your thoughts about the 
Celtic Guide, to help me decide what to do for next year. Please don’t 
hestitate to drop me a quick line at celticguide@gmail.com.  Your 
email addresses are safe. I don’t ever pass them on to anyone else. 
Please, please, please send me a line to help me decide what’s next 
for next year! I need to hear from you.




