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SUMMARY

The intention of this work was not to provide a detailed study of all
the poems composed by women up to 1750, but rather to find the
threads which linked them to each other. These threads are mainly
thematic, although others, such as the songs connected with a story,
cross a thematic range while sharing a common link. The spectrum
of topics dealt with in the women's poetry is broad, and the aim was
to show the similarities and differences in the treatment of recurring
themes by the composers.

Songs were collected on the basis of ascription to a woman
author, clues in the text which indicated a woman author, and, in
some cases, nothing in the text which excluded possible female
authorship. The songs were collected from printed and manuscript
sources, and one version of each has been included in the appendix.
The ascription of some of the songs in printed collections seems
doubtful, and in such cases the song has been included in the
anonymous section of the appendix. Likewise, the 'anonymous’' songs
for which an author can be identified with a fair degree of certainty
have been included under the name of the relevant poetess. The
dating of some of the songs is problematic, and textual evidence,
where it is present, has been relied on in order to place the
anonymous poems in as near to chronological order as possible in the
appendix. The compositions of named poetesses are placed in
alphabetical order, by surname; those for whom a name, but no
surname, is known being placed between these and the anonymous
songs.

The basic criterion for discussion of each song thus collected
was that its theme was not confined to one song or one author. A
song from the Thirty Years War, although included in the appendix,
is not discussed, as the conflicts dealt with by the other poetesses of
the period are those which directly concerned themselves and their
clans. Likewise, the religious poems of Sileas na Ceapaich have been
omitted, as she is the only poetess of the time who produced such
compositions.

Comment on the metrical structures used takes a wider
viewpoint rather than overly concentrating on specific songs. As



individual metrical analysis of such a large number of songs was not
possible in the context of this study, the aim was to identify the main
metres used, and the periods in which each was most popular, along
with a discussion of the origins and forms of these metres.

Where there is a doubt over the ascription of a song to a
particular author, as much evidence as possible was collected and
collated in order to verify or discount the ascription. Likewise,
where there is conflicting information as to the identity or background
of a poetess, the arguments have been studied in order to come to
what is hopefully a satisfactory conclusion, based on the available
information.

While collecting the songs, it became evident that a large
number of them had a story attached which either explained the song
or the circumstances which brought about its composition. A number
of these have been grouped together in one chapter, although others
were more relevant in the chapters dealing with specific topics. One
must admit that some of the stories are not always directly related to
the composition of the song, but where these have been included it is
in order to illustrate a particular aspect of the subject being dealt
with, or the character of the person addressed.

Comparison of the women's songs with those of their
contemporary male counterparts would perhaps have been desirable,
but was not possible, given the time period and the number of topics
dealt with. In any case, the aim of this study was not to discover an
identifying trait which distinguished female poetry from that of men,
but to discuss the works of the women poets in relation to their
social situation, their lives, and each other.



PREFACE

The purpose of this work was to study the Scottish Gaelic poetry
composed by women in the period up to 1750, discussing the lives of
the authors, the styles they used, and the main themes dealt with in
their songs. For this to be done, it was necessary to collect as many
songs, by as many different authors, as possible, from both published
and manuscript sources before it was possible to identify the main
themes which were addressed therein. The large number of sources
thus consulted, and the problems of reference leading from the fact
that many of them are no longer in print, led to the compilation of
the appendix to this work, which includes at least one version of each
song discussed.

Before discussing the topics dealt with in the songs, I felt it
necessary to mention the main metrical structures used by the
poetesses, and the periods during which each was most popular. It
was not possible to go into metrical detail about each individual song,
therefore my approach was to give examples, where appropriate, of
the metrical forms used, alongside evidence for the origins and
development of these metres. The aim was to identify trends in verse
form at particular times, although it must be noted that this
identification could only be made using the songs which have survived
to the present day, and therefore cannot claim to be precise.

Once the forms used by the poetesses had been identified, the
next step was to identify and present the women themselves, where
this was possible. With the vast majority, we know little apart from
their name, if even that, but those of whom a little is known seemed
also to be the subjects of controversy regarding their identity,
affiliation, and even existence. By the very nature of the debate
surrounding these poetesses, my conclusions will doubtlessly be
disagreed with, at least questioned, by some, but I have aimed to base
my conclusions on the evidence, both textual and historical, with
which I was presented.

While one could not regard as a theme the fact that a song has
a connected story, there were such a number of compositions which
fell into this category that they could not be ignored. For this
reason, one chapter was devoted to discussion of these songs, and an
attempt, where necessary, to discover if the link between the two was



genuine or invented. Historical accounts were consulted alongside
traditional reports in order to present the full picture.

The majority of the work, however, is concerned with the
recurring themes in the poetry of the women of this period: love;
death; war; motherhood, etc. Many of the songs combine more than
one theme, and are dealt with in more than one chapter, although,
where possible, I have attempted to deal only with the relevant part
of such songs in each. To understand the background for the songs
of conflict, it was necessary to consult historical works in order to
verify or disprove certain details, and to try to understand the
political atmosphere in which the songs were tomposed. With others,
particularly some anonymous songs, genealogical evidence was
required in order to identify the person to whom the song was
addressed, and from there to deduce the circumstances which may
have caused the poetess to compose. I make no apology for the fact
that some songs are studied in more detail than others: my aim was
to discover the factual and highlight the original, rather than to pay
close attention to songs which were noteworthy for their subject
rather than their often formulaic content. This is not to say that
songs with a largely formulaic construction were ignored or
dismissed, but that they had to have something of interest in addition
to the stock phrases and imagery in order to be discussed in any
great detail. If only for their rarity, the songs by female authors
addressed to women were looked at in an attempt to discern any
differences between these songs and the large number addressed to
men, especially in the songs of praise.

I undertook this study in an attempt to discover the motivation
for the women poets of this period to compose, sometimes in defiance
of the social conventions of their time. Because of the number of
poems and authors involved, I soon realised that it would be
impossible to present anything other than a broad picture, with
specific examples, of the events and circumstances which led these
women to express themselves in poetry and song. I am aware that
many of the topics and poetesses dealt with are worthy of further
study; although this was not possible in the context of this work, it
may serve as a starting point for another. In collecting and
discussing the songs of women poets as a whole, I hope that I have
contributed to an awareness of the relevance of the female voice, even
in the male-dominated society in the period up to 1750.
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1. FROM SYLLABLES TO STROPHES

Of the poems composed by women in the period up to 1750 which
have survived down to the present day, the vast majority can be
dated to the 17th century. This flourishing should not come as a
surprise, when one considers the great upheavals which were taking
place in the Highlands, and throughout Scotland, at that time. The
Montrose wars, combined with the political intriguing of the
Campbells in order to expand their territories, and various other
inter-clan disputes, provided plenty of opportunity and occasion for
bards to compose. It was also at this time that the power of the clan
system began to decline, and, with that, the order of the old Gaelic
society. Without the patronage of the clan chiefs, who were
becoming increasingly anglicised by their education away from their
native lands, the bardic orders could not continue as they had been,
and this left a gap which was filled by the vernacular bards. These
bards were often members of the higher echelons of Gaelic society,
possessing a basic knowledge of the bardic metres and styles, but the
difference was that they composed poetry to be sung, rather than
recited, and they used the vernacular rather than the classical Gaelic
as their medium of expression. Because they had not undergone the
rigorous training, of studies lasting seven years or more, required to
become a bard in the classical tradition, and thus were not educated in
the intricacies and rules of the bardic metres, they used simplified
versions of the bardic metres, although the structure of their songs
was based on the classical examples with which they were familiar.
The greatest innovation of the ‘new' vernacular poetry was that it was
based on rhythm and stress counts, rather than the syllabic counts of
bardic verse. This progression is easily enough understood: as the
new poetry was composed to be sung, the rhythm and stress rather
than the number of syllables in each line, had to be regular. We
should be grateful that this is the way in which things changed, for
we would not have even the small proportion of songs from this early
period which have survived to the present day if they had not lived
on in the mouths of the people.

There are only four extant examples of poems in the classical
bardic style composed by, or at least attributed to, women. Three of
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these are ascribed to Iseabail Ni Mheic Cailéinl, and are recorded in
the Book of the Dean of Lismore. Of these three, two are courtly
love-poems in the style of the dinta gradha, while the third is a
bawdy composition about the household priest. The second 'bardic’
authoress is Aithbhreac inghen Coirceadail, widow of the warden of
Castle Sween in Knapdale, who composed an elegy on the death of her
husband?, This poem is composed in rannaigheacht mhor metre,
observing the bardic conventions of syllabic count, and also employing
the closing device or dinadh, repeating the first line of the poem in
the final line. As is to be expected from authors not of the bardic
school, but nevertheless thoroughly familiar with the classical styles
and metres, both of these women were members of the Gaelic
aristocracy, and would both have heard enough classical bardic verse
to be aware of the forms and conventions which were required in its
composition. Of the two authors, the verse of Aithbhreac inghen
Coirceadail is the earlier in date, while in the work of Iseabail Ni
Mheic Cailéin we see not only an awareness, but a mastery, of the
contemporary vogue for ddnta griadha : a fashion which probably
reached Scotland via Ireland. The courtly love poem is a relative
rarity in Scottish Gaelic literature as a whole; in fact, Niall Mor
MacMhuirich3 is the only male author of such a poem in Scottish
Gaelic, while the other two are those composed by Iseabail Ni Mheic
Cailéin. We can therefore say that, in Scottish Gaelic terms, the
work of this particular poetess was very much innovatory.

It is interesting to note the different metrical structures
employed by the vernacular female bards in the period up to 1750.
Of the compositions which can with a fair degree of certainty be
ascribed to women, the waulking song or dran luaidh type is by far
the most common. However, not all of these paragraph-rhyming
compositions were composed as waulking-songs, although their
structure meant that they could be adapted for use as such, usually
by increasing the tempo. Cumha Seathan Mac Righ Eirinn #, can be
safely assumed to be an adaptation, as it is highly unlikely that a
lament such as this was originally sung to the speed of a waulking
song. However, without the adaptation, the song might not have
survived at all, certainly not such a full version.

It should not be considered unusual that the majority of the
songs sung as Orain luaidh are composed by women, as it was the
women who used and preserved them - men traditionally being barred
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from the waulking of the cloth. The songs mostly take the form of
love-songs, praise-songs, or laments, and frequently a mixture of all
three, as the voices of different singers and composers are heard.
Although not all of those which have been collected have a vocable
refrain, this is more likely to be due to an omission on the part of
the collector rather than the singer or composer, as the form of all
the orain luaidh is so similar that one is led to think that they must
all have had some kind of vocable refrain originally.

There are two dist}i‘ét types of paragraph verse: songs where AW
the final stressed syllable rhymes in each line of the paragraph, and
those where the rhyme is on every alternate line. In some cases it is
difficult to make a distinction between a paragraph-song of the second
type, and a song composed in couplets. Although the use of the
bardic convention of aic)xi]] could be used as an argument for the /
latter, in most cases the distittion seemingly lies in the preference of An
the song collector as to which way the song should be written.

Perhaps those songs which have been included as examples of the
couplet form should properly be classed as paragraph verse, or,
conversely, paragraph verse of the second type should be classed as
couplets. The question is a difficult one to resolve.

It was in the seventeenth century that strophic metre began to
be more widely used, although it must have been 'invented' quite
some time before then, and became even more popular in the
eighteenth century. The first possible example of the use of this
metre by a female author is Cumha Mhic an Toisich,5 composed
around 1526, although in this case the use of repetition seems to
point to a development of the couplet form of paragraph verse, rather
than a genuine strophic structure.

Iain Lom and Mairi nighean Alasdair Ruaidh are the two best-
known exponents of the strophic metres, but there are much earlier
examples, including Cumha do dh' lain Ruadh Mac Dhughaill 6 by
Beasa nighean Edghain mhic Fhearchair, which was composed around
the year 1610. This song is unarguably in what is regarded as a
strophic metre, the origins of which a/more probably to be found in =~ Aare
an adaptation of a bardic metre than in the development of a
vernacular one:

Besides the ordinary four-line rann, the old

poetry has another kind of metrical structure, which we shall

call strophic. In it we have a series of similarly constructed



12

lines (or "phrases") ended off by a shorter line of different
structure. This forms a half-strophe; the other half is
constructed to correspond. In certain cases the similarly
constructed lines, or phrases, have end-rhyme, and the last
word of the first part rhymes with the last word of the second
part. Strophic measures are well represented in the modern
poetry of Ireland and Scotland. They lent themselves readily
to rhythm, and were probably the first of the syllabic metres
to be adapted to stress. With us, these measures are used
chiefly in labour-songs, especially iorram, boat-chant, and in
cumha, laments...In several cases...the connection between
these metres and the old syllabic verse is clear; in others it is
not traceable directly, partly, no doubt, because the old
strophic measures have not been fully recorded, partly because
the modern measures, once they came into vogue, developed
independently...
In the old strophic metre called Ochtfhoclach mér

the longer lines end on disyllables: (3x62) + 51. The following
example is from the Book of Leinster, compiled ¢. 1150, but
the verse is older:

Cid Domnall na Carpre

na Niaman an airgne,

cid iat lucht na bairddne

rot fiat-su cen acht.

Fonaisc latt ar Morand,

mad aill leat a chomall,

naisc Carpre min Manand

is naisc ar da mac.

Here the long lines contain seven syllables. In the first
three phrases the syllables that bear the first stress rhyme
with each other, as do also the syllables that bear the second
stress. There is aichill between the third and fourth phrases...

Ochtthoclach mor corranach is a sixteen-line variety of the
above...Here the final stressed syllables of the first four
strophes rhyme together, the four strophes thus forming a
rann, each of which is a strophe.

Ochtfhoclach beag is of the form (3x52) + 41, It also has
a corranach form of sixteen lines or four strophes...The rann
consists of four strophes, each the equivalent of a line, the
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final words of the strophes rhyming in each rann.”

Derick Thomson agrees with this theory on the origins of the
strophic metre, and adds:
I would regard the Gaelic 3-line strophic stanza as essentially a
half-portion of an adapted ochtfhoclach stanza. This becomes
the new basic unit, and is subject to minor modification as to
syllabic length or line-finals, while the end-rhyme, originally
between lines 4 and 8 of the ochtfhoclach is extended to the
entire poem...

It is no doubt significant that when it first comes to our
attention this form is practised by repregentatives of the
literate classes (An Cléireach Beag and MacCulloch of Park).
And it continues to be used by poets who have an established
position in Gaelic society, though they are not professional
poets: Iain Lom, Eachann Bacach and Iain Dubh Mac Iain ‘ic
Ailein are good examples, and Mary MacLeod and Mairearad
Nighean Lachlainn must be allowed to fit into the same or a
similar niche. If, as we suspect, several such poets were non-
literate, it may be that it is to them we owe the main
adaptations, and the flexible use, of these strophic metres.8

From this we can see that the bards who used a strophic
construction had not invented a new metre, but merely adapted one
which was already in existence. When we understand that the very
sounds of the spoken language were changing at the same time as the
social order was in a state of transition, it iS not surprising to
discover that the forms of the songs had changed to accommodate
this.

Throughout the seventeenth century and the beginning of the
eighteenth, the number of songs composed by women using strophic
metre is on an upward curve, and when we look at the subjects on
which these songs were made, the majority are either work-songs or
laments, although praise poems and love songs are also composed in
this metre. It was a particular favourite of Mairi nighean Alasdair
Ruaidh, most of whose songs, in subject matter if not in title, fall
into the categories of praise or lament; and it was also frequently
used by Mairearad nighean Lachlainn, who composed on similar
themes. As Derick Thomson points out, both of these poetesses
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belonged to the higher echelons of Gaelic society, and although
unlettered, were certainly not illiterate. They would have been
familiar with bardic verse, and with its adaptations, so it is only
natural that they should use the new metre, while mainly dealing with
the themes which were traditionally the province of the professional
bards, i.e. moladh and cumbha.

The quatrain form of song structure, while not as prominent
as strophic, paragraph, or eight-line stanzas, is nonetheless an
increasingly popular form during the period we are dealing with, and
one which has its beginnings very early on in the songs of women.
There are two examples dating from the latter half of the sixteenth
century, one of which can be dated with reasonéble certainty to 1570.
This song, Cumha Ghriogair Mhic Ghriogair 9, uses the quatrain form
which is followed by a refrain made up of a combination of vocables
and words. This song almost falls into the ballad tradition, as it tells
a story, but .it cannot be truly placed in that category as it is also a
sincere expression of personal sorrow, lacking the detached narration
of events found in the true ballad form. The quatrain form is used
masterfully in this song, with aic)(ill in each couplet and abch rhyme
in each stanza. A song dating from the same periodi9, and possibly
composed by the same woman, also uses the quatrain format. As the
author of Griogal Cridhe was of the higher echelons of Gaelic society,
it is possible that her use of the quatrain is an adaptation of the
bardic rannaigheacht mhér metre, rather than a development of a
truly vernacular tradition. The quatrain format in general contains
many features of the rannaigheacht mhdér and rannaigheacht bheag
classical metres; although stress is the regulator of line length, rather
than syllabic count, the rhyme-scheme and the use of aic}lill are very
much in the bardic tradition. For example:

Moch madainn air latha Linasd'
Bha mi siigradh mar ri m' ghradh
Ach mu 'n d' thainig meadhon latha
Bha mo chridhe air a chradh.!1

Here we see aichill between Linasd'in line 1 and sdgradh in
line 2; as well as between meadhon in line 3 and chridhe in line 4.
However, in this song, the rhyme écheme i$ not maintained in the
chorus, which is a combination of vocables and words. Here, lines 1
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and 3 are composed of identical vocables, whereas lines 2 and 4 are
made up of words, with the same end-rhyme in each: /aoigh (1.2)
rhyming with caoidh (1.4).

The majority of the songs by women in quatrain form were
composed in the seventeenth century, while the main exponent of this
type of verse after 1700 is Sileas Ni Mhic Raghnaill, who composed
ten songs, mainly hymns, using quatrains. Many of the songs of this
type have a chorus to be sung after each stanza, several of which are
composed of words, rather than vocables, which is a fairly new
development. It should be noted that the words-only type of chorus
comes into use around 1650, whereas the vocable chorus was present
much earlier. We can also assume with reasonable safety, given that
the early collectors of Gaelic song placed little or no importance on
recording vocable refrains, concentrating only on the verses, that
those songs for which no chorus is given would, in the main, have
originally been accompanied by a vocable refrain.

The chorus of vocables in some early examples perhaps
indicates that the quatrain form was in some cases a development of
the paragraph-rhyme used in the waulking songs. It can also be seen
to have followed on from the songs composed of couplets, which are
usually sung as quatrains where the second couplet of one stanza is
used to form the first couplet of the next, and only the very first and
the final couplets are not repeated at all. This form of verse is
directly descended from paragraph songs, forming what James Ross
classed as 'Type II waulking songs'!2, i,e. with the rhyme scheme
maintained on every second line rather than on each individual line,
so that the song is composed of a series of couplets with the rhyme-
scheme maintained on the final stressed syllable of each couplet.
These couplets also contain aichill between the last stressed syllable of
the first line and a stressed syllable in the middle of the second. An
example of this is to be found in the song to MacNaughton of
Dunderawe!3: the rhyme on each alternate line remains constant
throughout the poem, although each stanza stands on its own as a
quatrain, and seems to have been sung in that form.

The eight-line stanza, usually with end-rhyme on the evenly-
numbered lines, and aichill in each couplet, becomes increasingly
common in the womens' poetry of the period between 1650 and 1750.
Although a number of these songs take the form of a lament or a
song of praise, a large proportion deal with political subjects, and
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comment on the changes taking place in the Gaelic-speaking world at
that time. Sileas ni Mhic Raghnaill, or Sileas na Ceapaich, was a
notable exponent of this metrical structure. She not only used it for
songs of praise and laments, but also for her songs of social
comment, such as An Aghaidh na h-Obair Nodha 14 and Combhairle air
na Nigheanan Oga 15, Sileas also made good use of strophic metre
and of quatrains, as well as being the only female poet of her time,

so far as I have been able to establish, to use the Limerick metre for
some of her songs.

Of the songs composed by women concerning the Jacobite
risings of the eighteenth century, the majority use the eight-line
stanza, following the trend which made this the most popular song
structure of the first half of the eighteenth century. The first use of
the form by a bardess is possibly much earlier, in the lament
composed by Mairi nighean Aonghais for Sir Donald of Clanranald.16
The poem has been tentatively dated around 1618, and, as with the
earliest extant examples of strophic metre, the poetess here shows a
surety of touch which points to a much earlier period for the creation
and adoption of this metre by the vernacular poets. It possibly arose
as a development of the quatrain, allowing more information to be
included in each stanza, while following the basic rhyme-scheme found
in four-line verse. Like some quatrains, however, there are examples
of eight-line verse which seem to have developed from the vernacular
tradition of paragraph songs. Examples, such as Mairearad Ni
Lachlainn's Mo cheist an Leathanach modhar,!” maintain the rhyme on
the final stressed syllable of each line of the stanza, without the use
of aichill, and often with the same rhyme used over several stanzas.
This could be classed as regular paragraph verse, with each paragraph
eight, or a multiple of eight, lines long.

The eight-line stanza was a favourite of the MacLean poetess,
Catriona nighean Eoghain Mhic Lachlainn. Of the four surviving
songs ascribed to her with some certainty, three use this particular
metre, with the first of these!8 dating from around 1675. The
popularity of the eight-line stanza is not difficult to explain. Unlike
strophic metre and paragraph songs, the end-rhyme did not have to
be constant throughout the poem, or even in every line, as long as it
was maintained in the alternate lines of each individual verse.
Secondly, the use of aichill in each couplet provided the singer with a
useful mnemonic device, which aided both the retention and the
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transmission of the songs. Songs composed in this way appear from
the turn of the seventeenth century, and we can see a natural
progression in vernacular verse from single line rhyme schemes to
couplets, from there to quatrains, and finally to eight-line stanzas.
At the same time, the breakdown of the strict bardic metres into
more flexible and accessible forms allowed echoes of classical
structures to be heard in vernacular verse. Thus, the adaptation of
bardic verse forms, along with the extension and embellishment of
existing vernacular structures, led to the creation of a rhythmical,
flowing, but very structured type of verse; the imagination and
artistry of the vernacular tradition married to the form and
convention of bardic verse created a vigourous hybrid with lasting
appeal.
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2. A QUESTION OF ASCRIPTION

One of the most important questions thrown up by the study of a
literature which has been preserved mainly in the oral tradition is that
of ascription. The identities of many of the female authors have been
matters of doubt at various times, and I will now attempt to deal with
some of these.
The ascription of the three poems, Atd Fleasgach ar mo thi, Is
Mairg D4 nGalar an Gradh and Eisdibh a Luchd an Tighe-se ! to
Iseabail Ni Mheic Cailéin is called into question on two counts. The
first cause for doubt over these ascriptions is the usage of the style
Ni Mheic Cailéin which would normally indicate that the poetess was a
daughter of Mac Cailein, the Earl of Argyll. Isabel, Lady Cassels,
daughter of Archibald, Earl of Argyll and Chancellor of Scotland, who
fell at Flodden in 1513 "was a writer of Gaelic poetry"2. This would
seem to point to Lady Cassels being the author of the poems in
question, were it not for the fact that they seem to date from an
earlier period. D.S. Thomson in his reference to Iseabail Ni Mheic
Cailein is equivocal about her identity, describing her as "A poetic
member (or members) of the household of the Earl of Argyll (the
form indicates a daughter, but one poem is ascribed to 'Contissa
Ergadien Issobell'"3. W.J. Watson attempts to clear up this confusion
in the appendix to his edition of the Scottish verse in the Book of the
Dean of Lismore:
As regards the identity of the poetess, the style "Ni Mheic
Cailéin" is proper to the daughter of the Earl of Argyll, and
two such bore the name Isabel: the daughter of the first earl,
Colin, and of his wife Isabel Stewart; and the daughter of the
second earl, Archibald, and of his wife Elizabeth Stewart.
Probably, however, it is to the wife of the first earl that we
should attribute all three poems...If this is correct, "Ni Mheic
Cailéin" must be, as it were, the feminine equivalent of Mac
Cailéin, denoting his wife, a not uncommon usage. In MS. A
of "The Genealogie of the Campbells"...it is recorded that Sir
Colin of Glen Orchy, husband of Margaret Stewart, eldest
daughter of the then Lord of Lorn, and tutor of the infant
Earl Colin, procured to Earl Colin for his lady Isobella Stewart
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his own sister~in-law. Here MS. B gives Isobell as the name
of Glen Orchy's wife; "the daughter who married Argyll is
there called Margaret and also Marvale na-ridaghri (?) 'for her
inclination to Rhyming'"...MS. A is right, but it seems likely
that the nickname given in B may have been in fact applied to
this Isabel.4

This conclusion is backed up by Calum Mac Pharlain's
comments in Guth na Bliadhna, where he says of Iseabail Ni Mheic
Cailéin:

Tha e air a radh gu 'm b' ise Iseabail Stitibhaird an nighean a

bu shine a bha aig Iain Triath Lathurna, agus gu 'm bu bhean-

phoste i aig Cailean Caimbeul a bha 'na Iarla air Earra-

ghaidheal eadar na bliadhnachan 1457 agus 1493.5

The identity of Iseabail Ni Mheic Cailein is thus resolved, albeit
tentatively, the dating of the poems recorded by the Dean of Lismore
pointing to their author being Isabel Stewart, wife of Colin, Earl of
Argyll, rather than his daughter or his grand-daughter.

However, the identity of the poetic Isabel is not the only cause
for doubt regarding the ascription given to these three poems. Some
scholars have questioned the authorship of the poems, suggesting that
they were not the compositions of Iseabail Ni Mheic Cailein, but of
another member of the household of the Earl of Argyll. Various
reasons have been given as to why Iseabail may not have been the
author of the poems. Firstly, with the two courtly love-poems, both
either about or addressed to a secret lover, it is difficult to believe
that a woman holding such a high position in society would risk
offending her husband by letting it be known that she had composed
such verse. However, it is not necessary to assume that the poems
were anything more than what Meg Bateman calls jeux d' esprit,® or
poetic exercises, especially when one takes into consideration the
subject and tone of the third poem which is ascribed to her. Also, if
she was not, indeed, the author of these poems, one has to ask why
they have been ascribed to her from such an early source. If,
because of their content, she had denied authorship, that would be
easily understood, but it would seem strange that she should claim
authorship of the poems of another, however fashionable they may
have been, when their subject matter might be expected to cause
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friction between herself and her husband. The manuscripts discussed
by W.J. Watson show that the wife of the first Earl of Argyll was
given to composing poetry, and so, for the purposes of my
discussion, I will note the doubts while accepting the three poems so
ascribed as the works of Iseabail Ni Mheic Cailéin, or Isabella Stewart.

Another important poetess whose true identity has been called
into question is the seventeenth century MacLeod bardess, Mairi
Nighean Alasdair Ruaidh. Some traditions record her name as
Fionnghal, with Mairi being the name of the woman who accompanied
her on her travels, putting tunes to, and singing, the songs which
Fionnghal composed. However, it is possible that the confusion arises
from the patronymic Nighean Alasdair Ruaidh, and not from the
singing companion, even if she did exist. Fionnghal Nighean Alasdair
Ruaidh was a poetess from the north of Skye, whereas Mairi Nighean
Alasdair Ruaidh was from Harris, although she may have spent some
of her life at Dunvegan. It is not improbable that there were two
red-haired Alasdairs living at roughly the same time on different
islands, both of whom had daughters who composed songs, thus the
doubt over the name of Mairi Nighean Alasdair Ruaidh can be
dispelled quite convincingly.

The life of Mairi Nighean Alasdair Ruaidh, and where she spent
most of it, is in dispute amongst scholars of Gaelic literature. Harris
is generally accepted as her birthplace, and also the place where she is
buried, but the island on which she spent her adult years is in doubt.
As Alasdair Mac Neacail puts it:

Is aithne do na h-uile gum bheil da ait ag agairt cOrach air

diuthchas Mairi Ni'n Alasdair Ruaidh - Na Hearadh agus an

t-Eilean Sgiathanach, agus luchd-aiteachaidh nan ionadan sin
cho muinghineach ‘nam barail fa leth agus gun duisg e ar
n-uaill a leithid de spéis a bhith 'g a thaisbeanadh ann am fior
bhardachd. Chan eil eileanaich eile ann as cordte r' a chéile na
na Hearaich agus na Sgiathanaich, agus chan iongnadh sin, agus
an dliuth dhaimh a bha eatorra le bhith fad iomadh linn mar
luchd-leanmhuin do 'n cheann-feadhna - Mac Ledid na

Hearadh. Is e an t-aon ni a chuireadh eatorra, agartas le

taobh seach taobh a thogail air duthchas Mairi Ni'n Alasdair

Ruaidh.

Anns an t-Eilean Sgiathanach, tha i a ghnath air a
sloinneadh air &it ris an abrar an Draighneach, baile-fearainn
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air taobh siar an eilein. Air fad agus leud na Hearadh theirear
leis gach aon gum b' e sin ainm an &it anns an d' rugadh i,
ged nach eil ait fo 'n ainm sin air arainn an dithcha no eadhon
an eilean eile air taobh siar na h~Albann.”

Mac Neacail goes on to put the case for the bardess having
been born, and mainly resident, in Skye, using quotations from her
songs as evidence. This view is supported by John Mackenzie, who,
assumes that Mairi was a member of the chief's household at
Dunvegan. The Rev. William Matheson8 also favours Skye as Mary's
residence, placing her under the patronage of Iain Breac at the same
‘time as An Clarsair Dall, Roderick Morison.

The conclusions drawn by these respected scholars would
surely convince us that Mary MacLeod was resident at Dunvegan for
the greater part of her life, were it not for the equally impressive
arguments in favour of Harris, particularly the island of Berneray, as
not only her childhood home, but also where she spent most of her
adult life. John Maclnnes notes that "there is a persistent oral
tradition that she was a nurse, not in Dunvegan, but in the household
of Sir Norman MacLeod of Bernera", but he qualifies this by pointing
out that Mairi "may, of course, have lived at different times in both
houses".? However, Maclnnes provides linguistic evidence for Mairi
having been brought up in Harris rather than Skye:

This occurs in the rime sequence of verse one of Cronan an

Taibh... where the substitution of sean...for...siud restores the

rime.( Taibh/ ghean/ sean). Sean is the modern Harris

pronunciation of the demonstrative; this is never used in the

Gaelic of Skye, nor judging from what little we know of the

history of Gaelic dialects is it likely to have been used in
Miiri's time.10

Of course, the conclusion that Mairi spoke the Gaelic of Harris
rather than that of Skye does not prove that she spent most of her
time there, only that, as is generally accepted, she was born and
brought up there. A more convincing argument for Mairi having
stronger ties with Harris than with Dunvegan is given by Alexander
Morrison, who casts doubt on the information given by John
Mackenzie.

[Mackenzie] took no trouble to acquaint himself with the
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genealogy of the MacLeods of Harris and Dunvegan. In 1790,
Douglas of Glenbervie, after much exhaustive research,
compiled invaluable works on the genealogies of Highland
families. These were available to John MacKenzie, and a
perusal of them would have prevented serious shortcomings in
his own work. It is also equally certain that they might have
led John MacKenzie to make a search in the Island of
Berneray, Harris, for any traditions about Sir Norman
MacLeod, who was the generous patron of Mary MacLeod as
he knew full well. These omissions were responsible for
MacKenzie's belief that Sir Norman MacLeod was a chief of the
MacLeods of Harris and Dunvegan, and that he therefore
resided in the Castle of Dunvegan.!1

Morrison cites the evidence of a Berneray man, Alexander
MacLeod, "a man of great intelligence and a veritable mine of
information on Harris in general and Berneray in particular”, who: .

was of the opinion that the great bardess was born on the

island of Berneray. He was, however, quite emphatic on the

point that she was both the nurse and bardess in Sir Norman's
household of Berneray. He could actually point out the site of
her house which was in close proximity to Berneray House. It

is called Tobhta nan Craobh and sometimes Tobhta Mairi .12
Morrison adds to this with some information about Berneray House,
the residence of Sir Norman MacLeod:

About the middle of last century the old historic house was

demolished, and only a small building survived, now used as a

barn...These historic buildings were all grouped together in the

district of the Island, known as Baile - a name still in current
use. It occurs in the poetry of Mary MacLeod...and on each
occasion the late Professor James Carmichael Watson

translates it as "homestead", but it clearly means the district

where Berneray House was located.!3

The case is then made for Berneray House, and not Dunvegan
Castle, being indicated in Mary MacLeod's An talla bu ghnath le Mac
Ledid, citing evidence from Dr. Norman MacLeod which shows that:

both Sir Norman MacLeod and his brother, Sir Roderick

MacLeod of Talisker, were born at Baile in the Island of
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Berneray. Their father, Sir Roderick Mor MacLeod, must have
had a mansion house on the Island at least in the first decade
of the seventeenth century.14

Morrison goes still further, using the Dunvegan Papers to show that:
the mansion house was occupied on occasions as late as June
1630. In that year a summons of reduction and improbation
was served on lain Mor MacLeod, son of Sir Roderick Mor
MacLeod. Attached to the summons is a certificate by the
messenger stating that the message had been safely delivered at
"John McCloyd's mansion house in Berneray..."

These facts plainly prove that the mansion house in Baile,
later occupied by Sir Norman MacLeod, was occupied by such
Chiefs of the Clan MacLeod as Sir Roderick Mor MacLeod and
his son Iain Mor MacLeod. It could therefore, with propriety,
be accurately described as 'An talla bu ghnath le Mac Leoid'.15

The occupation of Berneray House by the chiefs of MacLeod
does not prove that Mary was more attached to the family of Sir
Norman of Berneray than that of Dunvegan, but Morrison uses the
evidence of her surviving songs to strengthen his case:

Readers of Mary MacLeod's poetry cannot fail to notice that a

considerable number of her poems - and that the best - is

devoted to Sir Norman MacLeod of Berneray, and his son,

John of Contuillich...In striking contrast to this is the paucity

of poems on the Chiefs of Dunvegan. There is not one eulogy

or lament for such fine and noble chiefs as Iain Mor and Iain

Breac. Indeed there are only two compositions which can be

connected with certainty to the Chiefs of Dunvegan. These are

Cumha do Mhac Ledid...and An Cronan...16

This argument is made all the more convincing if we compare
the works of Mary MacLeod with those of her contemporary,
Roderick Morison, the Blind Harper, whom we know to have been a
member of Iain Breac's household at Dunvegan. Morison's songs are
full of praise for lain Breac, and, in Oran do Mhac Ledid Dhin
Bheagain 17, full of criticism of his son and successor, Roderick;
Mary's songs either ignore these two Chiefs, or just mention them in
passing, which would hardly be politic if she was a member of the
household of Dunvegan. It does seem strange that the main focus for



24

her attention and praise is Sir Norman of Berneray if we are to

believe that her patron and benefactor was actually Iain Breac.
Alexander Morrison then gives his interpretation of another of

MacKenzie's comments in Sar-obair 18:
John MacKenzie stated that he had heard one of Mary's poems
in which she said that she nursed "five lairds" of MacLeod and
"two lairds" of Applecross. Professor Watson attempts to
identify these lairds. The five "lairds" of MacLeod, he writes
"were, it may be, Roderick the fifteenth chief, who was under
eighteen when his father died in 1649; his younger brother lain
Breac; Iain Breac's sons, Roderick and Norman; and Norman's
son, Norman. The two 'lairds' of Applecr:)ss", he continues,
"we must suppose to be Iain Molach, who succeeded his father
Roderick in 1646, and his eldest son Alexander". In the
absence of the actual words of the poem, we can only regard
these statements as pure conjecture. Is there any proof that
these "five lairds" were "five chiefs" of the MacLeods ? After
all, John MacKenzie was mistaken in making Sir Norman
MacLeod the Laird and chief of the MacLeods. Might not
MacKenzie's "five lairds" be the five sons of Sir Norman
MacLeod of Berneray - John of Contuillich, James, Alexander
of Unish, Norman and William of Berneray and Luskintyre ?
As for the "two lairds" of Applecross, might not this be
MacKenzie's rendering of "Mac Choinnich" ? The Campbells of
Harris, the foster brothers of Sir Norman MacLeod of
Berneray, were styled "Mac Choinnich" in the seventeenth
century. Professor Watson ingeniously tries to explain the
designation of "Tormod nan tri Tormod"” to whom this song is
addressed. He says that the three Normans were Norman, the
eighteenth chief, Sir Norman of Berneray, and Norman, father
of Sir Roderick Mor. Clearly this identification is not
convincing. The only sensible explanation of the phrase
"Tormod nan tri Tormod" is that it refers to a Norman who
was the son of Norman, who was the son of Norman. In the
genealogy of the Berneray family, we find a Norman who
answers this description, and in no other MacLeod family,
thereby proving that this lost poem was composed on that
family.19
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The MacLeod Estate Accounts, for the period during which
Mary was alive, give further support to Morrison's claim that she was
a resident of Berneray rather than Dunvegan:
They prove conclusively that the Chief of Dunvegan was no
"mean tyrant"...Time and again, the searcher comes across...
disbursements and gratuities from the Estate to widows,
orphans, and "insolvent" persons...throughout the accounts
Mary MacLeod, who was certainly alive and was probably well
over eighty years of age at the time, is not once mentioned.
Surely if she had been so "closely and honourably associated”
with Dunvegan Castle as a "nurse and bardess" during the
chiefship of "five lairds", she would not be forgotten by a
household at once so compassionate and at the same time so
mindful of long and faithful service. The satisfactory
conclusion is that she had no connection with Dunvegan, and
that, as the nurse and bardess of Sir Norman of Berneray, she
was already well provided for by her patron.20

Unfortunately, this conclusion does not clear up all the points of
contention regarding the life and works of Mairi nighean Alasdair
Ruaidh, as a doubt remains over the ascription of certain songs to
her. John Lorne Campbell discusses the four songs ascribed to Mary
in An Duanaire 21, and, from historical and textual evidence,
concludes:
Pésadh Mhic Ledid as printed in the Duanaire is certainly not
by Mary MacLeod and should be omitted from any future
edition of her poems entirely. As for the other three songs22
...their original form and content and their authorship are so
uncertain that they would be better placed in an appendix...and
no great reliance placed on them for factual information about
Mary MacLeod's career.?23

The songs in the Duanaire are not the only ones ascribed to Mary
MacLeod which might not have been her compositions. If we accept
Morrison's theory, that the reference to Mac Choinnich in the poem
to Tormod nan tri Tormod indicates the Campbells of Harris, we must
then doubt the ascription of the lament for the Laird of Applecross?4
to Miiri nighean Alasdair Ruaidh. Her only connection to Applecross
comes from Mackenzie's interpretation of Mac Choinnich, although
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there is evidence within the poem that the author was, indeed, a
MacLeod. The description of the dead man as Jarogha Uilleam could
refer to the fact that Roderick MacKenzie of Applecross, the son of
Alexander MacKenzie of Coull, was the great-great-grandson of
William Dubh MacLeod ‘of the Lews'25, but the poet also calls
Roderick mo righ, which would be an unlikely phrase for Mary
MacLeod to use of anyone other than MacLeod of Dunvegan, or Sir
Norman of Berneray, given her loyalty and devotion to the latter.
Even if Mary was actually the author of this song, one verse which is
included in Watson's version surely does not belong in this lament to
Roderick MacKenzie:

An am suidhe 'nad sheomar

Chaidh do bhuidheann an ordugh,

Cha b' ann mu aighear do phosaidh

Le nighean larla Chlann Domhnaill

As do dhéidh mar bu choir dhi;

Is ann chaidh do thasgaidh 's an t-srol fo d' Iéine.26

Roderick was married to the daughter of MacKenzie of Redcastle??,
and it would seem at best tactless, at worst insulting, to insinuate
another relationship in the lament, especially if his wife was still alive.
Gratuitous insult was not Mairi's style, if this poem was hers, and
even if it was not, this stanza is certainly out of place in this poem.
Although the question arises with Iseabail Ni Mheic Cailéin as
to whether or not the poems ascribed to her were actually composed
by her, with Mary MacLeod we have the suggestion that she was the
author of some poems which are now categorized as anonymous. A
case is made by the Rev. William Matheson:
No doubt many of Mary's songs are lost, while others may be
forgotten rather than lost, because, though still extant, they
lack the ascription to her, and have not been identified as of
her composition.28
Two possible examples of such poems are given, with the reason for
Mary's composition of them having been forgotten being that they
are on the subject of the Macleans. However:
Mary was persona grata to many of the leading families of the
Western Highlands and Islands - MacLeods of Harris and of
Raasay, Mackenzies of Applecross, MacDonalds of Clanranald.
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Why not also of the Macleans, whom she usually includes in
her lists of friendly and supporting clans...?29
The first of these songs30, recorded in the Eigg Collection 31, is
addressed to Hector Maclean, Laird of Duart, who was killed at the
battle of Inverkeithing in 1651. Hector is referred to three times in
the poem as the grandson of Sir Rory Mér - his mother was Mary,
daughter of Sir Rory Mor Macleod of Dunvegan - and this would
certainly be in keeping with Mary's style of poetry, never missing an
opportunity to praise the MacLeods. There is no irrefutable evidence
in the poem as to the identity of the author, "but we cannot exclude
the possibility that the composer was Mary MacLeod."32 This
possibility is strengthened by the information that there is “some
indication that Mary was traditionally believed to have composed a
song on this very subject."33
The second song proposed by Matheson as the work of Mary
MacLeod is An Crénan Muileach 34, which seems to be "on the death
of Sir Hector Maclean and the terrible losses suffered by the Clan
Maclean at the battle of Inverkeithing."35> The description of Sir
Hector as mac na deagh mhnatha ‘chinneadh m' athar indicates that it
was composed by a MacLead, as we have already established that his
mother was of that clan. The case in favour of Mairi nighean
Alasdair Ruaidh is further strengthened on two counts:
The form in which the song is cast is such as would be used
only by a woman...[and] Mary was famous for her cronain...]t
may therefore be suggested that An Cronan Muileach is one of
a group of such songs composed by Mary MacLeod, of which
others extant are Cronan na Caillich (so called in the Maclagan
MSS) an Cronan an Taibh. If this is accepted, then it
strengthens the case for regarding the song previously
discussed as her composition.36¢
Matheson then discusses one of Mairi's songs which "has been
overlooked or ignored, rather strangely, for it has been published
with the ascription to her."37 The song seems to have originally been
an forram, with the opening lines Sitidaibh, siiidaibh so fhearaibh,
which has been adapted for use as a waulking song by the substitution
of mhnathan for fhearaibh, and of luaidhibh for iomraibh. The song:
may be identified as one traditionally known to have been
composed by Mary. John Mackenzie [in Sar-obair nam Bard
Gaelach]...writes that among unpublished songs of hers heard
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by him...was "a rather extraordinary piece, resembling
MacDonald's ‘Birlinn', composed upon occasion of John, son of
Sir Norman, taking her out to get a sail in a new boat." In
retrospect, the song may have appeared to have been on a
grander scale than was actually the case. It is frankly
incredible that a poem like MacDonald's 'Birlinn' could have
been composed extempore even by such a gifted poetess as
Mary. What probably happened is that she composed and sang
some verses by which the rowers kept time. [This] song...
though no doubt incomplete, answers exactly to that

description, and may confidently be regarded as one of Mary
MacLeod's forgotten songs.38

With Mairearad nighean Lachlainn, it is neither her first name nor her
patronymic which is disputed, but the clan to which she belonged:
It is generally supposed that the famous Mairearad was a
Maclean. In behalf of this opinion [it] may be urged that the
earliest reference to her in a printed work is in Duncan
Kennedy's collection of hymns, which was published in 1786,
and in that work she is called 'Mairearad nigh'n Ailain, or
Margaret Maclean.'...It is certain, however, that [Kennedy] was
mistaken in calling her Mairearad Nigh'n Ailain. It is possible,
then, that he was also mistaken in speaking of her as Margaret
Maclean. She may, of course, have been married to a
Maclean. 39
Although Mairearad nighean Lachlainn is commonly accepted as a
Maclean bardess, it has, nonetheless, been claimed that she was
actually a MacDonald by birth, and there has been much debate on the
subject. There is one conclusion which would seem to satisfy both
parties:
...she seems to have been both, a MacDonald in her maiden
state, but married to a Maclean, and with a Maclean mother.40
Internal evidence in her poetry has been used to support this theory:
it is maintained by some that whilst her mother was a Maclean
her father's name was Lachlan Macdonald, not Lachlan
Maclean. Two arguments may be advanced in support of this
view. In the first place, Margaret nin Lachlan's compositions
seem to show that she was a Macdonald. In "Gaoir nam Ban
Muileach" she laments the death of Allan Macdonald of Moidart
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and especially the death of Sir John Maclean of Duart, and tells
us that she was without a chief either on her father's side or
on her mother's. In "Chunnaic mise thu, Ailein," she asks the
following question: Where, in Scotland or over in Holland, is
there the like of my mother's clan apart from the pride of the
Clan Donald ? In "Mo cheist an Leathanach modhar,” she
makes the following statement:- I was not near my father's
clan since the Macleans were expelled from their country and
their seat. It is certain that she lived in Mull, and that she
was as near the Macleans as she could be. If, then, she was a
Maclean, how could she say she was not near her father's clan
since the expulsion of the Macleans ? The second argument
which tends to show that Margaret nin Lachlan was a
Macdonald is the fact that John Maclean, the poet, described
her in his manuscript in 1816 as "Mairearad Dhomhnallach,
do'm bu cho-ainm Mairearad nigh'n Lachainn,"...It is certain
that John Maclean believed that she was a Macdonald. It is
equally certain that there was a tradition to that effect among
some Argyleshire men in 1816."41
The Rev. A. Maclean Sinclair is also quoted as having said of
Mairearad:
We are inclined to believe that she was a MacDonald. We got
the following account of her...from a daughter of John
MacLean, the poet, who told us that she had received it from
her father. Mairearad nigh'n Lachainn was born in Mull, and
lived and died there. Her father was a MacDonald, and her
mother a MacLean. She was married and had a large family.
All her children died before herself. She nursed sixteen
MacLeans of the best families of Mull. All these, like her own
children, predeceased her. She used to go very frequently to
the grave of the last of them, and sit there. She was a very
old woman, and was much bent by age. John MacLean took
down several of her poems from oral recitation about the year
1816..."42

Sombhairle Mac Gill-Eain agrees with Maclean Sinclair thus far, using
the evidence within her poems to conclude that:
tha e soilleir gum bu Bhan-Domhnallach de Chloinn Raghnaill
Mairearad, agus gum bu Nic Gill-Eain a mathair. Chan eil
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teagamh sam bith nach robh Mairearad posda aig fear de
chloinn Ghill-Eain, agus tha e cuideachd cinnteach gun do
chaith i a beatha am Muile, agus gum b' ¢ Clann Ghill-Eain
cuspairean a dan, c6 dhiubh anns na dain a tha againn
fhathast.43

However, despite the seemingly conclusive evidence noted in Na Baird
Leathanach, Maclean Sinclair completely refutes the possibility that
Mairearad was a MacDonald on either her father's or her mother's
side a few years later in The Celtic Review. Instead he uses the
evidence of two of her songs, Gur e mis th' air mo lednadh 44, and
Gur h-e mheudaich mo chradh 43, as evidence that she was, in fact, a
MacLean on both sides, claiming that her mother was a MacLean of
the family of Moidart and her father one of the Jura family:
Lachlan Og Maclean of Torloisk had Hector of Torloisk and
John Diarach. Hector of Kinlochaline married Janet, daughter
of Hector of Torloisk, and by her had John of Kinlochaline and
the Lachlan who was drowned on the way to Canna.
Mairearad Nigh'n Lachainn describes the Lachlan who was
drowned as 'Ogha brathar mo sheanar',...Lachlan was the son
of Hector, son of Lachlan of Torloisk; Mairearad, then, must
have been the daughter of Lachlan, son of John Diurach, who
was a brother of Hector Og of Torloisk. It is admitted by all
who know anything at all about Mairearad that her mother was
a Maclean, and that she belonged to a prominent family. It
may be regarded as fairly certain that her mother belonged to
the Macleans of Morvern. 46
Maclean Sinclair has, however, made some mistakes in his reasoning,
for, according to Clan Maclean 47, Hector Maclean of Kinlochaline was
married to a daughter of Lachlan Og of Torloisk, and by her had
John and Lachlan. The Lachlan who was drowned, then, would have
been the son of Hector of Kinlochaline, son of Allan of Ardtornish,
son of Iain Dubh of Morvern. If this is the case, then the
grandfather of the Lachlan who was drowned was either Allan of
Ardtornish or Lachlan Og of Torloisk. We must then look to the
brothers of these men for the possible grandfather of Mairearad, and
one possibility is immediately evident: Charles, second son of lain
Dubh of Morvern, and brother of Allan of Ardtornish, had two sons,
named Lachlan and John Diurach. All that we know about this
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Lachlan is that he had a son, Donald, who was a merchant in
Glasgow, and there is no record of his having had any daughters.48
As far as dating the lives of the two sons of Charles, all that we are
told is that John Diiirach was at the battle of Inverkeithing in 1651.
As Mairearaid Nighean Lachlainn was born around 1660,49 it is
possible that Lachlan, son of Charles, son of John Dubh of Morvern
was her father, and if this was so, then she was indeed a Maclean by
birth. Thus, Maclean Sinclair's assertion may be correct, although his
evidence is not.

One cannot, however, assume that the phrase 'brath'r mo
sheanar' refers to Mairearad's paternal grandfather, a Maclean. She
could have quite as easily meant her maternal grandfather, and, even
if it was proved that he was a Maclean, as Maclean Sinclair attempts
to do 39, it does not follow that Mairearad's father was; he might
very well have been a MacDonald.

The case for connecting Mairearad Nighean Lachlainn with the
Jura Macleans is made using the evidence of two of her poems: one
about Eachainn Mac Iain Didraich, and another composed to Lachlainn
Mac lain Ditraich. Although Maclean Sinclair has tried to prove in
the same article that these poems were actually addressed to John of
Kinlochaline and Lachlan, son of Hector of Kinlochaline respectively,
he nonetheless uses the earlier titles as evidence that:

it is pretty certain that Mairearad was looked upon as being

closely connected with the Macleans of Jura - that in fact she

belonged to the Jura familyS!.
This conclusion, again, it must be said, leaves room for doubt. If the
titles given for these two poems are incorrect, then the evidence of
the persons to whom they are addressed proves nothing; if they are
correct, then I would think it unlikely that a poem to Lachlan Mac
Iain Diurach, whom Maclean Sinclair has attempted to prove to have
been Mairearad's father, composed by Mairearad Nighean Lachlain,
would not have been remembered as a song to her father; it is also
highly unlikely that the family relationship would go unmentioned in
the song itself.

The case against Mairearad being a MacDonald is made using
the evidence in Gaoir nam ban Muileach 52,composed in 1716, in
which:

Mairearad Nigh'n Lachainn states that she was without a clan-

head either by her father or mother - 'Gun cheann-cinnidh
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thaobh athar no mathar'. Had she been a MacDonald she could
not have made such a statement as that. The MacDonalds had
practically two chiefs in 1716, Domhnall a' Chogaidh of Sleat,
and Alexander Dubh of Glengarry, and could take their choice
of them53.
Maclean Sinclair seems to forget the evidence which points to her
being a Clanranald MacDonald, in which case she had good reason to
lament the loss of both her chiefs.

The reference to Mairearad Nighean Lachlainn as 'Mairearad
Domhnallach' in the John Maclean MS, which Maclean Sinclair earlier
accepted as proof that she was, in fact, a MacDonald by birth, is
explained by the suggestion that:

Mairearad's husband was a MacDonald, and that he lived in

Moydart or Ardnamurchan. But to whatever clan her husband

belonged, it is certain that Mairearad had relatives in Moydart

and Ardnamurchan, as well as in Morvern, Ardgour, and

Kingerloch.54

This article seems to try too hard to reclaim Mairearad for the
Macleans, especially as there is so much evidence pointing to a
MacDonald link of some kind, and a great deal of that uncovered by
Maclean Sinclair himself in earlier publications. Maybe he is correct
in suggesting that MacDonald was Mairearad's married name, but
from the evidence in her poems, it would seem that one of her
parents also belonged to that clan. The common belief that she was a
Macdonald, supported not only by tradition, but also by the
manuscript of John MacLean, is not, in my opinion, satisfactorily
disproved. However, what is important for our purposes is that she
lived in Mull, on Maclean lands, and composed songs about the social
changes and hardships brought upon the people of her homeland due
to the downfall of the MacLean chiefs and the takeover of Mull by the
Campbells. Her surname is not really that important; what is
important is her poetry.

One of the songs ascribed in several collections to the poetess
known only as 'An Aigeannach' is now generally accepted as the
composition of a MacKinnon bard, Fear a' Chinn Uachdaraich. As
well as the ascription of this song, Gun tug mi Ionnsaigh
Bhearraideach, there is further doubt as to the identity of this
particular poetess. According to Magnus Maclean:
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An Aigeannach seems to have been a daughter of Domhnull
Gorm, Sleat, brother to Lord MacDonald of the day. The most
of her songs were satires - or rather lampoons - and it is as
well that all of them are now almost forgotten. She was,
however, a terror in her own day.55
A. Maclean Sinclair goes into more detail about the possible identity
of An Aigeannach:

In the first edition of Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair's poems,
published in 1751, there is a poem entitled 'Marbhrann Mari
nighean Iain mhic lain, do 'n goirteadh An Aigeannach’. In
one of [the] stanzas the following lines occur:-

'N am 'bhi cur na h-uir' ort

Sheanachaisinn mo riin-sa

'Mach a teaghlach Mhiiideart,

Culidh 'rtisgadh phiostal.
It seems then that the Aigeannach’s name was Mary
Macdonald; that her father's name was John, Iain mac Iain; and
that she belonged to the Clanranald branch of the Macdonalds.
According to Gillies' collection her father's name was Donald,
Domhnall Gorm. It is certain that Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair
knew who she was. It is also altogether probable that he
would give her father's real name and not a fictitious name.
We think then that she was, not a daughter of Domhnall
Gorm, but of Iain mac Iain.56

Both these articles assume that there was only one poetess
known as An Aigeannach, but just as the patronymic 'Nighean
Alasdair Ruaidh' could refer to either Mairi or Fionnghal, so the
soubriquet 'An Aigeannach' could conceivably refer to more than one
poetess. Colm O Baoill notes:

J.L. Campbell has pointed out...[that] the word aigeannach may

have been used as a common noun meaning ‘une fille de joye’',

and it may have meant 'a self-willed boisterous female'...it is
therefore safest to regard the name An Aigeannach as
essentially a nickname, quite capable of being applied to several
different individuals.57
The ascription of one song in Gillies' collection to 'an Aigeannuich
Nighean Donuill Ghuirm’, while Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair's Aigeannach
is the daughter of Iain Mac lain is thus not necessarily the result of
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any confusion, although confusion results from the assumption that
only one poetess was known by this name.

Colm O Baoill turns his attention to the Aigeannach of Mac
Mhaighstir Alasdair's Marbhrann. Here, she is "depicted as a woman
of very easy virtue, no more and no less - there is not the slightest
evidence that I can see that she might have been a poet"38. The Acts
of the Presbytery of Mull are then quoted, in which we find a Mary
MacDonald being summoned both in 1739 and 1747 for adultery and
fornication; and O Baoill concludes :

It is quite likely that the same Mary MacDonald is referred to

in both these entries. And it is possible that she was Mairi

nian Ean Mhic-Eun, and that Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair's 'mock
elegy' could have been 'inspired' by the memory of some
unsatisfactory encounter he had with her. Conceivably he saw
his Aigeannach, whether she was this Mary MacDonald or not,
as being connected with the spread of venereal diseases in

Ardnamurchan.39
Although claiming earlier that he could not find "the slightest
evidence" that this Aigeannach was a poet, O Baoill quotes from
another of Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair's poems:

which might suggest that Mairi nian Ean Mhic-Eun was a

poetess. This appears in one of Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair's

poems against an Oban poetess...
Thu fein 's a' bhéist an Aigeannach,
An aon nasg caigneam teann.

It seems reasonable to assume that the Aigeannach here is

again Mairi nian Ean Mhic~-Eun, but it may be going too far to

say that, because she is bracketed with the Oban poetess, she

was also herself a poet.50
The two extant poems ascribed fairly certainly to An Aigeannach have
been dated to the first half of the eighteenth century, so that there is
a possibility that Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair's Aigeannach was the
author. However, considering the character reference given by Mac
Mhaighstir Alasdair for Mairi nighean Iain mhic Iain in his poem,
when contrasted with the fine feelings displayed in the songs to Bean
Chladh na Macraidh and to Domhnall mac Eachainn Ruaidh, it seems
unlikely that our poetess is the same person as the victim of Mac
Mhaighstir Alasdair's Marbhrann.
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The two poems in question are reasonably close in date, and

they could very well have been the compositions of one poetess, as O
Baoill concedes:

Doubt

We cannot be sure that the same individual composed both the
poem to Domhnall Mac Eachainn Ruaidh of Coll and the poem
to Bean Chladh na Macraidh. However, Anna of Cladh na
Macraidh had close connections with the Coll family, and it
seems quite likely that an Aigeannach may have got to know
one of her subjects through her contacts with the ather.61

is cast on the ascription of the one poem that is supposedly by

the Aigeannach who was 'Nighean Domhnall Ghuirm' by Colm O

Baoill:

The designation 'Nighean Domhnaill Ghuirm' occurs only in
connection with the poem which usually begins Gun tug mi
ionnsaidh bhearraideach and which was first printed in Gillies
1786:128, with the heading:'Oran do Lachlann og Mac
Ionmhuinn, leis an Aigeannuich Nighean Donuill Ghuirm'. It is
my contention that this poem may be wrongly so headed, and
that we therefore have no extant poetry which is

unquestionably the work of 'An Aigeannach Nighean Domhnaill
Ghuirm'.62

O Baoill suggests that the mistaken ascription of this song is due to
confusion over where the title of the song was given on the
manuscript from which it was taken, adding:

It would seem...that we no longer have the poem to which the
title 'Oran do Lachlann Og Mac Fhionghain, leis an Aigeannaich
nighean Domhnaill Ghuirm belongs. As an outside possibility
we might consider the poem A Lachainn 6ig gun innsinn ort,
which has a chorus beginning Lachainn 6ig, gum faic mi thu.
This appears in Macdomhnull 1776 [Comh-chruinneachadh
Orannaigh Gaidhealach]:89 under the title 'ORAN do Lach'unn
mor Mac Gilledin triath Dhubhairt, le Eachunn bachdach ', and
most of it is copied in...[Sar~obair nam Bard Gaelach]:79.
Lachlann Moér Maclean of Duart died in 1598, and Eachann
Bacach's floruit is usually given as c. 1650. In the poem
itself, the chief of the Macleans seems, on the most obvious
interpretation, to be named as a witness to the good qualities
of the subject, so that a case could probably be made for
holding that the poem is in fact addressed to a Mackinnon,
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possibly Lachlan Mér (c. 1628 - ¢. 1690), who became head of
his family in 1649...If so, the.use of the word dg might
indicate that the poem was composed not long after 1649,
Furthermore, the chorus has the lines:
Do dheud gun stdir o 'm binn thig gloir,
O 'n faighin pog a's failte.
These may indicate that the author of the poem is likely to
have been a woman; but it is also possible that the chorus
belonged originally to a different poem.
The author of this poem, whoever it was, probably had
strong Mull connections (as had the Mackinnons), for the poem
includes many Mull placenames.63

In Bardachd Chloinn Ghill-Eathain, O Baoill goes into more
detail about the Mackinnons:

Sir Lachlann Moér's mother was Catherine, daughter of Lachlan

Maclean, 7th of Coll...and his own first wife was Mary,

daughter of Sir Lachlann of Duart...From 1642 till 1649

Lachlann Mor's tutor-dative, since he was a minor, was lain

Garbh, 8th Maclean of Coll...

All of this would help to explain the poem's emphasis on
its subject's potential allies in Mull, if the subject is, in fact,
Sir Lachlann Mér Mackinnon...Following this identification we
would have to date the poem, which calls its subject Lachiann
dg, to a time not long after 1649, or perhaps even before that
date. Such a date is, of course, consistent with composition by
Eachannn Bacach...

Accepting, nevertheless, that the poem may have been
composed either c¢. 1630 or c. 1650, we have in [O 'm faighinn
pog is failte] a piece of evidence against Eachann Bacach's
authorship. While the mention of a kiss there could be held to
represent an old literary convention...the simplest explanation
is that the poet was a woman...In SGS XIII p. 105, the
suggestion is made...that the proper heading for this poem
may be Oran do Lachlann 6g Mac Fhionghain, leis an
Aigeannaich Nighean Domhnaill Ghuirm...We must note,
however, that {O 'm faighinn pog is failte] with its strong hint
of female authorship, occurs in the chorus, and that choruses
can be moved from song to song. But in this case the chorus
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begins with the same address to Lachlann 6g which begins the

first stanza, so that this chorus is likely to have originated

with this poem.64
Using internal evidence, O Baoill draws us away from the idea of
Eachann Bacach as the author of this poem, as it "suggests that the
poet was not professionally employed by the subject, whereas it is
likely...that Eachann Bacach was maintained as a poet by Sir Lachlann
[16th of Duart).63

So, although we have "ho extant poetry which is
unquestionably the work of 'An Aigeannach Nighean Domhnaill
Ghuirm'", there is the possibility that she was the author of the poem
to Lachlann 0g which has been ascribed to Eachann Bacach. There
may also be another poem of hers which survives, although without
the ascription to 'An Aigeannach'.

The anonymous song, Biodh an deoch-s' air laimh mo riin 6,
is said to have been composed by a daughter of Domhnall Gorm of
Clanranald who was banished to Coll by her father, after giving birth
to an illegitimate child, fathered by one of Ddmhnall Gorm's
servants®’7, The possible interpretations of aigeannach as "a common
noun meaning 'une fille de joie'", or "a self-willed boisterous
female"68 would seem to fit a woman who had so defied the
conventional behaviour of a woman of her social status, and I would
suggest that this daughter of Clanranald may have been known as An
Aigeannach, although she is not the authoress of the songs to Bean
Chladh na Macraidh and to Domhnall Mac Eachainn Ruaidh of Coll.
The dating of Biodh an deoch-s' air laimh mo riin, (c. 1650) would
also fit in with the possible dating for the song to Lachlann og
Mackinnon, Additionally, having been banished to Coll, in Maclean
territory, she would probably have known Lachlann Maclean; and
there is a possibility that she was acquainted with Lachlann
Mackinnon. The poem to Lachlann 0g even contains a small clue to
the author having been a MacDonald, as Domhnall Gorm's daughter
would be, the tenth stanza beginning with the lines:

Bratach aig Clann Domhnaill
Nam biodh iad choir gum b' fhearrde.59

The ascription of at least one poem on the Battle of
Sheriffmuir to Sileas Ni Mhic Raghnaill, or Sileas na Ceapaich, is
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admitted to be dubious even by Colm O Baoill, who includes it in his
edition of her poems. The poem which begins Dh’ innsinn sgeula
dhuibh le reusan 70 "sounds like the work of a participant or an eye-
witness, and on this score we might be justified in deciding that Sileas
was not the author".71 Doubt has also been cast on the ascription of
the song opening with the line Mhic Choinnich bho 'n traigh 72 to
Sileas na Ceapaich, as O Baoill points out "the ascription to [her] is
notably late, as the text is...and is totally unsubstantiated".’3 One
only has to consider the work of Mairi Nighean Alasdair Ruaidh to
see that it is not inconceivable that a poetess should compose more
than one song on what is basically the same theme, but O Baoill
suggests that both these songs have been ascribed to Sileas "simply
because she is known to have composed other poems...relating to the
Battle of Sheriffmuir."74 These doubts must be borne in mind when
discussing the work of Sileas na Ceapaich, and one should not rely on
these two poems for definitive proof of any kind until the ascription
to her can be more clearly substantiated.
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3. THE SONG AND THE STORY

Several of the songs by women which have survived from early times
to the present day have a story attached to them, explaining the
circumstances under which they were composed. Some of these
stories are so dramatic, and so touching, that one has to wonder
whether it was the story which kept the associated song alive, or
vice-versa. ‘

The earliest example of this type of pairing of song and story
is found in Cumha Mhic an Toisich 1, which dates from the early
sixteenth century. The traditional story tells us:

...there was a prediction prevalent amongst his clansmen that

Mackintosh of the day was destined to die through the

instrumentality of his beautiful black steed...But whatever he

felt, the Chief resolved to show his people that he treated the
prediction lightly, and so he continued to ride his favourite
notwithstanding the entreaties of his friends to the contrary.

On the day of his marriage, the spirited Chief rode his spirited

black steed, which, on the way to the church, became more

than usually restive. The steed reared and plunged and
curvetted and altogether behaved so wildly that the rider,
losing control of himself and the horse, drew his pistol and
shot him dead. A gille mor, "man nearest to him," as the old
people say, handed his chief another horse and they proceeded
to church. After the marriage ceremony, the gay party set
out on their homeward journey. The bride and her maids,
upon white palfreys, preceded, and the bridegroom and his
friends followed. In passing, the Chief's roan horse shied at
the dead body of the black horse, and the rider was thrown to
the ground and killed on the spot. A turn on the road hid the
accident from those in front, and thus the bride, unconscious
of the scene of misery behind her, continued on her way
home, the happiest of happy brides!?

The lament which accompanies this sad tale was composed by the
young widow who, as she says, was a maiden, a wife and a widow, all

in the space of one hour:
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Bha mi 'm bhréidich, a' m' ghruagaich,
'S a' m' bhantraich san aon uair ud.3

The song contains a reference to the black steed, and the fact that it
was another horse which threw Eoghann and killed him:

Marcaich an eich leumnaich dhuibh,
Leag an t-each ban thu.4

The story is one which has been preserved in the oral
tradition, but which is difficult to verify as historical fact, due to the
lack of a Mackintosh chief named Edghan, the name given in the
lament. Also, the dating of the song, at around 1526, casts further
doubt on the subject of the song being the chief of Mackintosh, as
the chief at that time was William, the then infant son of Lachlan.3
The captaincy of Clan Chattan was given to Eachann, the natural son
of Farquhar, the 12th chief, who: ‘

was chosen by the clan as their captain, ~ probably only as
locum tenens of [William] during his minority, although it is
not unlikely that...he was chosen head of the clan without
regard to William.6
The idea that Edghan might have been substituted for Eachann
through oral transmission, and that this Eachann was the subject of
the lament, although tempting, does not solve the mystery, as
Eachann was killed some time after 1527 by a monk named Spens at
St. Andrews’. The account of the circumstances surrounding the
composition of the poem is also called into doubt:

Tradition associates the lament with a chief of the Clan called

Hugh or Evan, but the late Dr. Fraser-Mackintosh declares ~

'There was no chief of the Mackintoshes named either Hugh or

Evan, and no incident such as is related (in the usual

traditionary story) is known in any authentic Mackintosh

tradition. A History of the Mackintoshes, written in Latin in

1676 by Lachlan Mackintosh of Kinrara, uncle of the then

chief, refers to the lament as follows:~ "It was...William

(second of that name and thirteenth Laird of Mackintosh), that

in his expedition to Rannoch and Appin, took the bard

Macintyre, of whom the Macintyres of Badenoch are

descended, under his protection. This Macintyre was a notable



43

rhymer. It was he that composed that excellent Erse epitaph
called Cumha Mhic-an-Toisich, in joint commemoration of
Farquhar vic Conchie and William vic Lachlan Badenoch, Laird
of Mackintosh. Farquhar, fourth of that name, and twelfth of
Mackintosh, died at Inverness, 10th October, 1514, a year
after his release from his very lengthened imprisonment in the
castle of Dunbar. William, thirteenth Laird, was murdered at
Inverness by some lawless members of the Clan on the 20th,
or according to the Manuscript of Croy, on the 22nd May,
1515'.8

The case for the bard Macintyre being the composer of this
lament is not, however, watertight. If it was composed by a man,
how did the references to being a maiden, wife and widow in the same
day come to be included ? The lament certainly strikes one as being
the work of a woman, even if the person to whom it is addressed
remains in question. There are various references in the extant
versions of the song to the composer, such as Gur mise ‘bhean-
mhulaid and Is mi mhaighdean ro-dhubhach, which underline the fact
that the author was a woman, while other phrases make it clear that
she is the wife of the dead man. Macintyre may well have composed
a song named Cumha Mhic-an-Toisich, but this cannot be the same
one.

The problem remains that the traditional account of the
composition of this poem differs greatly from the historical records
concerning that time. One could look slightly further afield in the
search for a solution: instead of accepting that the name Edghan,
which is used in the poem, is incorrect for a chief of Mackintosh, we { can
investigate the possibility that the subject of the song is Edghan, but
that he was a prominent member of another clan in the Clan Chattan
confederacy. Shaw gives the name of the son of the contemporary
MacPherson of Cluny as Ewen Og, so one could ask if it is to this
Ewen that the song was composed, and that, somewhere along the
line, the original title was changed from that of a lesser member of
Clan Chattan to that of the leading clan of the alliance. Even this
tenuous suggestion, however, does not stand up, if Shaw is correct,
as he records that Ewen Og married a daughter of Donald Mackintosh
of Strone and by her had three sons, so he could not possibly have
been killed on his wedding day?.
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The MacLagan MS. version of this lament gives the title as
simply Bealach a' gharaidh,10 and there is no reference to Mackintosh
whatsoever. It could be that the song has no connection to either
Clan Chattan in general or Clan Mackintosh in particular, and that the
title which indicates such a link is a later addition. The story behind
the song may be based on fact, but it is quite possible that in the
centuries between its composition and it being recorded the name of
the clan to which the dead Edghan belonged has been confused with
another. There is a tradition in Ross-shire that the poem was
addressed to one of the Mackenzies of Gairloch (although there is no
historical evidence for this!l), and furthermore, the tune which is
known to pipers as Cumha Mhic an Toéisich does not fit the words of
the song as it is known.!2 This latter point would seem to indicate
that, if there was a song called Cumha Mhic an Téisich, it did not
have the same text as the one which has been preserved in the oral
tradition under that title, and that the song to Edghan Og was
probably originally composed to a member of another clan. If one
looks at the text of the song, one cannot fail to notice that not once
is Clan Mackintosh mentioned, and the only name given is that of
Eoghan Og. I would suggest that the most likely explanation for the
fact that the story which accompanies this poem bears little or no
resemblance to known Mackintosh history is this: either it was
composed to a member of the clan who was not the chief, although
the title would lead one to assume that he was, or else the poem was
addressed to a member of another clan altogether.

A song for which there is a historical record for the events
surrounding its composition is Cumha Ghriogair Mhic Ghriogair
Ghlinn Sreath 13, also known as Griogal Cridhe. It was composed by
a daughter of Campbell of Glenlyon, who had run away and married
Gregor of Glenstrae against her family's wishes, and later watched her
husband being put to death by her own father and uncle. The
MacGregor s were an outlawed clan, and in dispute with the Campbells
at the time, although some branches of the two families were related:

Details of the Glenstray family, from the Black Book of

Taymouth, Johne Makewin V'Allaster M“Gregour...

ravischet Helene Campbell, dochter to Sir Coline Campbell of

Glenurquhay, Knight. This Helene Campbell wes widow and

lady of Lochbuy, and scho wes ravischet. The foresaid Johne

wes not righteous air to the M¢Gregour, bot wes principall of
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the Clan Doulagnear.
This Johne MCEwin begat upon the foirsaid Helene, Allaster
Mc<Gregour of Glenstray, quha mariet ane dochter of the laird
of Ardkinglass, being widow to M®Nachtan of Dundaraw.
This Allaster McGregour of Glenstray begat upon the said
dochter of the laird of Ardkinglass, Johne M<Gregour of
Glenstray and Gregour Roy, his brother. The said Johne diet
of the hurt of an arrow going betwixt Glenlyoun and Rannoch.
Gregour Roy, his brother, succeidit to him. The said Gregour
Roy mariet the laird of Glenlyoun's dochter, and begat upon
her Allaster Roy M<Gregour and Johne Dow M¢®Gregour, his
brother. This foresaid Gregour Roy was execute be Colin
Campbell of Glenurchy.!4

Gregor Roy's crime seems to have been that he preferred his own

name to that of his feudal superiors:
Gregor Roy MacGregor of Glenstray...was never infeoffed in
this property although bearing the title of it. Archibald Earl
of Argyll sold the superiority of the twenty merkland of
Glenstray to Colin Campbell of Glenurquhay in 1556, and was
granted the ward and marriage of Gregor MacGregor, heir of
the late Allaster to him...
Possibly Sir Colin might have befriended him if he had been
willing to give up his own Clan, but Gregor evidently preferred
to cast in his lot with his persecuted brethren. His name is
found in several of the complaints against the MacGregors, and
...it must be supposed that there were some feuds, the history
of which has not been transmitted, or other causes to excite
the malignity of Glenurquhay...15

Perhaps the 'other cause' which led to Gregor's death was that he fell

in love with a Campbell woman whose father had already arranged a

more profitable match, from his point of view, for her:
Duncan Campbell of Glenlyon...had a daughter whom he
intended giving in marriage to the Baron of Dall, on the south
side of Loch Tay. The daughter was of a different opinion for
having met with young Gregor MacGregor of Glenstrae she
gave up to him her heart's warmest affections and which he
fully returned. In spite of all opposition, she left her father's
house, and married him. Duncan was bitterly vexed, so were
the then heads of the eastern Campbells, Sir Colin of
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Glenurchay and his son 'Black Duncan'. In consequence
Gregor and his wife were followed with the most unrelenting
enmity. They were often obliged to wander from place to
place, taking shelter in caves under rocks, and in thickets of
woods. On the night preceding the 7 of April 1570, they had
rested under a rock on a hillside above Loch Tay. Next
morning after taking such breakfast as in the circumstances
they could compass, the young wife sat herself on the ground,
and dandled her young babe in her arms whilst Gregor was
fondly playing with it. This endearing episode of pure love
and affection was ruthlessly broken in upon. In an instant
they were surrounded by a band of their foes, and carried off
to Balloch. Gregor was at once condemned to death, and
beheaded at Kenmore in presence of Sir Colin; his wife,
daughter of the Ruthven, who looked out of an upper window;
Black Duncan; Atholl the Lord Justice Clerk, and Duncan
Campbell of Glenlyon. Most pitiful of all, the unutterably
wretched wife was forced to watch her Husband's execution.
Immediately thereafter, with her babe in her arms, she was
driven forth by her kindred helpless and houseless. The
kindness however thus cruelly denied, was abundantly given by
others who sorely pitied her sad case. In her great anguish
she composed the song...and sung it as a lullaby to her
babe. 16
This account contains some basic oversights, if we accept the
records in the Black Book of Taymouth. According to the Black
Book, Gregor Roy had not one, but two sons, by the daughter of
Duncan Campbell of Glenlyon, indicating that they were fugitives for
quite some time before Gregor's capture, even if John, the second
child, was born posthumously. Also, the song gives the date of
Gregor's capture as La Lunasd’, Lammas morning, not the day
previous to Gregor's execution. On the latter point, however, Derick
Thomson suggests that the original version of the song may have
referred to La Thirnais, or Palm Sunday, which in 1570 fell on the
19th of March. Thomson points out that it is highly unlikely that
Gregor would have been held captive from August 1569 until April
the following year, whereas :
the interval between [19th March] and 7th April would have
allowed the 'great justiciar' time to invite the "Erle of Atholl,
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the justice clerk, and sundrie uther nobillmen" to Taymouth

Castle to witness so effective a demonstration of Campbell

authority in the former MacGregor territories.17

The song itself appears in two separate and distinct forms: a
short version and a long one, with a different chorus for each. The
short version summarizes the story given in the long one, for which
up to eighteen verses are given in some sources. This longer song is
in ballad form, telling the story of how Gregor was captured, of his
widow's love for him, of her grief over his death, and her hatred of
those who have caused her such anguish:

Mallachd aig maithibh is aig cairdean
Rinn mo chradh air an doigh,
Thainig gun fhios air mo ghradh-sa
Is a thug fo smachd e le foill.18

Naturally, the characteristic objectivity of the strict ballad form
is not found here, as the song is charged with emotion. It was
composed as a lullaby to Nighean Dhonnchaidh's child, the son of
Gregor, although it is actually a poignant lament for her husband.

There exists another song ascribed to Nighean Dhonnchaidh,
concerned with the same event, and addressed to Duncan Campbell of
Glenorchy, or Donnchadh Dubh a' Churraicl®. The author of this
song was evidently a Campbell who was married to a member of an
opposing clan, and whose father brought about the death of her
husband:

Gun logh an Righ sin do m' athair,
Gur caol a sgait e m' fhedil diom;

Thug e bh' uamsa m' fheara-tighe,
Gu 'm bu sgafanta roimh thoir .20

This would certainly support the claim that the authoress was the
wife of Gregor Roy of Glenstrae, and one cannot overlook the
possibility that the Ridire Donnchadh Caimbeul to whom the song is
addressed is, in fact, Duncan Campbell of Glenlyon rather than
Donnchadh Dubh of Glenorchy. If this is the case, the authoress
being both the wife of Gregor MacGregor and the daughter of the
man to whom this song was composed does tie in with historical
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records. (The MS from which this poem was taken names the
authoress as the daughter of Black Duncan).

From the following century, before 1645, we have another
song which has a story of love and tragedy connected with it. The
tale of Mairi Camshron, daughter of Cameron of Callard, is one of
shortlived happiness:

Mary Cameron...was celebrated for her personal charms of

beauty, and eminently charitable disposition. But having

unfortunately incurred her father's displeasure for too liberal a

distribution of charity to the poor, she was for a time

estranged from the other members of her family, and occupied

a garret-room under the paternal roof. Under these peculiar

circumstances it was that a vessel laden with merchandize from

the Mediterranean anchored in Lochleven, near the house of

[Callard]. From their traders on board the family provided

themselves with silks, & other articles of dress, but as...Mary

was not then in favour at home, she had no share in these
foreign decorations...But under folds of richest materials was
concealed the fatal seeds of disease, which...soon attacked &
carried away...every human inmate of the house of [Callard]
except Mary Cameron, whose isolated chamber in the attics
saved her from the reach of the relentless malady that raged
below.

All the neighbours naturally became alarmed on the
outbreak of this pestilence, and to prevent the further spread
of infection, a watch was placed at every place of approach...to
the death-smitten mansion, which was ordered to be burnt to
the ground...but as Mary, the beloved of all the neighbours,
was still alive, it was agreed that the house should not be thus
destroyed, so long as she might continue to reply to the voice
of a Warden; who, once each day, was to hail her at a
distance, asking if she was yet living.

[Mary] was under an undivulged promise of marriage to
Mac Dhonnachie Campbell of Inverawe, to whom, through the
agency of the warden, she was enabled, secretly, to convey a
message intimating her forlorn condition. For her sake, this
generous chief resolved to risk his own life. He at once
manned his barge on Lochetive, & came round to Lochleven
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under cover of night...By help of a ladder, Inverawe got to the

roof of [Callard] house, & opening a hole in it, he let one end

of his plaid drop down into his beloved Mary's apartment, &
wrapped in its folds, he drew her up into the open air, &
carried her away to his own estate in his boat. But not to
incur any unnecessary danger, he & the rescued lady remained
in voluntary quarantine...until it was deemed safe for them to
enter the family mansion of Inverawe, where they soon were
united in the bonds of marriage. While their happiness was
thus complete, her husband (who had been taken prisoner in

February 1645 at Inverlochay) died, leaving her

disconsolate. .. 2!

This account basically corresponds to that found in other
versions of the rescue of Mairi Cameron from her father's plague-
stricken house of Callard by Patrick Campbell of Inverawe. The
happy-ever-after ending which might have led to this story being
classed as a folk-tale or fairy-tale was denied with the death of
Patrick Campbell after Inverlochy. After Patrick's death, Mairi was
compelled by her father-in-law to marry the Prior of Ardchattan,
with which she complied, although her heart belonged only to her
dead husband, who lay buried in the churchyard of Ardchattan,
overlooked by the Priory. Mairi apparently spent her days looking
out over the grave of her first and only love and, before her own
premature death, she composed the beautiful lament, A Mhic
Dhonnchaidh Inbhir Atha 22, to him.

The supernatural, ranging from witchcraft to fairies to the
second-sight, is cited in several of the stories connected with songs
by women. The popular Crodh Chailein 23 is traditionally held not to
be about cattle at all, but about the deer, which were milked like
cattle by the fairy folk: "Colin was a fairy whose cattle were the deer.
His mortal sweetheart composed this song for their milking"24. There
also exists a less romantic tale concerning the circumstances in which
this song was composed:

The creach which originated this favourite song of Highland

dairymaids was carried away from the lands of Cashlie, near

the head of Glenlyon, by the Macdonells of Keppoch, sometime
between the close of the wars of Montrose and 1655, in which
year Campbell of Glenlyon...attained his majority.
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Colin was a younger brother of Captain Campbell, and at
the time of the Creach the two youths were under the
guardianship of their uncle John...afterwards laird of Duneaves,
and known as the Tutor on account of his having charge of the
education of the lads. A part of Cashlie was left in liferent to
Colin by his grandfather, Duncan Campbell...

Duncan...survived by several years his eldest son,
Archibald, the father of the two youths, and at his death
confided them to the care of his second son, Iain. There had
been a long-standing feud between the Macdonells and the
Glenlyon family since the time of "Cailein Gorach"...during
whose time those taking part in an attempted Creach met with
summary justice at the hands of that clever but very eccentric
chieftain. Colin's minority provided a favourable opportunity
for revenge to the Keppoch men, who came down with force
upon the defenceless shieling of Cashlie, and took away every
hoof of cattle from its green meadows, and even carried off
the two dairymaids who were in charge of the milch kine.
While on the march the eldest maid contrived somehow to
break the legs of one or two of the young calves, thus
delaying the progress of the raiders, and allowing time for
their pursuers to overtake them. Probably it was while resting
for a short time amid the rich pastures of Glenmeran, one of
the passes that lead off from the head of Glenlyon, that this
musical Highland maid first expressed her feelings in the
touching strains of the song; it is said that she was singing it
when the Glenlyon men came upon the scene. A desperate
struggle now took place between the warriors of Glenlyon and
Keppoch, in which the former were at last successful. In the
fight the young dairymaid, a girl named Macnee, was
unfortunately slain, but the authoress of the song, whose name
has not come down to us, accompanied the rescuing party back
to the neighbourhood of Meggernie Castle; a further stay at
Cashlie being deemed unsafe. At the spot where the young
girl was slain a carn was raised to her memory still known as
"Carn Nic Cridhe"...

In allusion to this sad incident, and the derelict calves, the
following verses occur:
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Ged a dh' itheadh na fithich
Nic Cridhe 's na laoigh,

Gu 'n tugadh crodh Chailein
Dhomh bain' air an raon.?25

Although this story may be true, one cannot overlook the
possibility that the verse referring to Nic Cridhe may have been added
to an older, original song, especially since there is no mention of the
creach or of being carried off forcibly in the other stanzas. The
dairymaid may have known the song, and added to it, rather that
composing the entire piece; but there is no means of proving the
truth of the matter.

Other songs connected with fairy lore are not so easily
explained rationally. The lullaby, Mo Chabhrachan 26, is a mother's
plaint for a child stolen by the fairies. She sings of finding all the
secret and inaccessible places of nature, but no trace of her lost
infant. This could be the composition of a distressed mother who has
lost her child through natural causes, but who cannot accept the fact;
who better to blame for the loss of her child than the fairy-folk ?
The song beginning A ghaol, leig dhachaigh gu m' mhathair mi 27 is
said to be a young girl's entreaty to a kelpie, or each-uisge, to
release her and allow her to return to her own people. The song
could just as easily be addressed to a mortal lover - maybe, given the
fear of, and belief in, the supernatural in those times, the each-uisge
was used as a convenient excuse by the girl for dallying longer than
she should have with her sweetheart. However, some versions of
these two songs seem to have been composed in more recent times as
'art' songs, rather than being true folk-songs; their origins lying in
the imagination of the composer, and not in any real event.

The death of lain Garbh Mac Gille Chaluim of Raasay is a
story for which there are both traditional and historical accounts. In
Fraser's Polichronicon for 1671, the following record is made:

This April the Earle of Seaforth duelling in the Lewes, a

dreedful accident happened. His lady being brought to bed

there, the Earle sent for John Garve M'kleud, Laird of Rarzay,
to witness the christening; and after the treat and solemnity of
the feast, Rarzay takes leave to goe home, and, after a rant of
drinking uppon the shoare, went aboord off his birling and

sailed away with a strong north gale off wind: and whither by
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giveing too much sail and no ballast, or the unskillfulness of
the seamen, or that they could not mannage the strong Dut[ch]
canvas saile, the boat whelmd, and all the men dround in view
of the cost. The Laird and 16 of his kinsmen, the prime,
perished; non of them ever found; a grewhound or two cast
ashoare dead; and pieces of the birling...This account I had
from Alexander his brother the year after.28

Fraser's record differs radically from the traditional version of events

which, although agreeing with both the time and the place of lain

Garbh's death, is much more definite as to the cause: witchcraft.

Opinions differ as to whether the witch in question was Iain Garbh's
own foster-mother29, or that of MacDonald of Sleat30, and as to the
precise methods used, but the storm which sank the birlinn is the

result of the practice of the Black Arts in every case. One version is

this:

Iain Garbh's foster-mother lived in Trondaidh, usually known
as Trondaidh a' Chuain, a small remote island lying north of
Trondairnis, Trotternish, Skye. It is not known, though the
matter is often spoken of, why his foster-mother was offended
with Iain Garbh.

Iain Garbh left Loch Sealg in Lewis on a day clear and calm,
with not a cloud in the sky. The 'muime' saw her
'dalta’...coming, and she put milk in a ‘miosair mhor'...and a
'miosair bheag'...floating in the milk. She herself was a
milkmaid in the island, and she placed the calf-herd...in the
door of the airigh...where he could see both Iain Garbh's
birlinn and the two vessels, large and small. She herself stood
by the fire with her foot in the 'slabhraidh’...reciting
incantations. Immediately after she began her incantations the
little vessel floating in the large vessel began to sway to and
fro like the pot-chain over the fire. The herd-boy called out
that the little boyne was going round ‘'deiseil’, sunwise, in the
big boyne, and then being violently agitated and going round
'tuathail’, widdershins, and shaking the side of the big boyne,
and then capsizing and floating bottom upwards. At this same
moment lain Garbh's boat disappeared and the boy saw no
more of it,3!
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MacDonald of Sleat is blamed in some accounts as being the
mastermind behind the sinking of Iain Garbh's birlinn, bribing the
witch to destroy his rival.32 After the death of lain Garbh, the
witch, whoever she was, is said to have been overcome with remorse
for her actions, and to have composed an elegaic lament to the Laird
of Raasay.

It has been suggested that the lament for Iain Garbh which
begins Mi am shuidh air an fhaoilinn 33 was composed by his own
foster-mother, using a little-known verse as evidence of her

authorship:

Tha do phiuthar gun bhrathair;
Tha do mhathar gun mhac aic';
Do leannan gun chéile,

'S mi féin, 's mi gun dalta.34

The story behind this lament is then given, attributing the loss of Iain

Garbh's birlinn to his own muime:
...His foster-mother, who was particularly attached to him,
fearing that owing to his reckless seamanship he would some
day be lost, resorted, having some occult powers, to a
harmless way of scaring him when at sea. In the act of
curdling milk in a large wooden dish...having the scalloped
shell with which she measured the rennet in the palm of her
hand, she placed this, face upwards, on the surface of the
milk. As she tilted this from side to side, Ian Garbh's boat,
or birlinn, was supposed to do likewise. Alas ! She
unwittingly allowed her hand with the shell to get submerged,
and at that moment Ian Garbh with his boat and friends got
submerged also. Hence the pathos of her lament.35

Whatever caused the loss of Iain Garbh's birlinn, it gave rise
to several beautiful laments, most of which were the compositions of
his grieving sister, Nic Gille Chaluim. He had two sisters, Janet, who
married Duncan Macrae of Inverinate, and Giles (Sileas), who died
unmarried36. Sileas was known to be a poetess3’, and she is
probably the author of these laments, although the MacDonald
Collection names Janet as the composer38. That Sileas was the author
would certainly tie in with the information given in one of her poems,
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beginning Moch 's 2 mhaduinn Di~domhnaich 3%, that she was
abandoned by her lover, mac tighearn' an Duine in favour of the
daughter of Mackintosh. This song is as much a complaint about
being jilted as a lament for her brother, with the poetess stating that
her lover would not have dared to act in such a way if Iain Garbh
was still alive:

Mur bhiodh bristeadh a' bhata

Agus esan a bhathadh

Gu 'm bu dana dhuit m' fhagail 's mi tiom.40

5

None of the four extant laments for lain Garbh ascribed to Nic
Gille Chaluim so much as hint at witchcraft, not even Mi am shuidh
air an fhaodhlainn , which An Gaidheal claims as the composition of
Iain Garbh's foster-mother, who is traditionally held to have been the
author of the shipwreck in which he was drowned4l. From this, one
can conclude that the version of events preserved in the oral tradition
was invented as a means of explaining how such a calamity could have
befallen the laird of Raasay; perhaps because it was easier for people
to accept the idea of supernatural foul play than it was to believe that
their chief had been lost due to a combination of drunkenness and bad
weather.

The next song for consideration is very firmly attached to a
historical event: the battle of Cairinis, in North Uist:

...Around 1601 hostilities had broken out between the

MacLeods of Dunvegan (or Harris) and the MacDonalds of

Sleat, in consequence of Donald Gorm MacDonald of Sleat...

having repudiated his wife, who was the sister of Sir Rory

MacLeod of Dunvegan. A raid by the MacLeods on

MacDonald lands in Skye was followed by a retaliatory raid by

the MacDonalds on the MacLeod land of Harris; whereon the

MacLeods, forty men under the command of Domhnall Glas, a

cousin of Sir Rory, raided North Uist, which then belonged to

the MacDonalds of Sleat, and captured the goods and cattle

which the MacDonalds had put into the sanctuary of the old

church building called Teampull na Trianaid, and installed

themselves there for the night.

Word of this raid quickly got to Donald MacDonald, 'Domhnall

Mac Iain 'ic Sheumais', then tenant of the island of Eriskay,
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who was grandson of James MacDonald of Castle Camus and
second cousin of his chief, Donald Gorm of Sleat. Donald
travelled rapidly north with twelve retainers, picking up three
more recruits on the way, and afived at Carinish in North Uist
after crossing both the south and north fords, while the forty
MacLeod raiders were breakfasting...on a cattle beast they had
captured and slaughtered. The MacDonalds were outnumbered
by more than two to one, but they had the advantage in
leadership, bowmanship, and surprise. In the words of the
Revd. John MacDonald:

"The McLeods had hitherto encountered no opposition,
and had no idea that danger could be so near. Reasons were
too obvious to the enemy why he should not fall upon them in
the 'temple’, and being well acquainted with every inch of the
ground, he made the following disposition of his few men.
Dividing them into three parties, he concealed the first,
consisting of seven, behind the south of the brook...called -
'Feithe na Fala'...the next division, four in number, he
stationed behind a knoll about half way between the position of
the first division and the 'temple'; and the last, consisting of
the remaining four, were appointed to give the alarm to the
Mc¢Leods that "MClain had arrived". The men had been duly
harangued, and each had received his instructions in the most
definite terms; their leader then took an elevated position on
the height a little to the north of where the preaching-house
now stands, from whence he had soon the satisfaction of
seeing his orders carried out to the very letter. The alarm
given, out rushed the McLeods all in confusion, and before
they were aware of what the danger really was, four of their
number were brought down by the cool aim of their enemies.
The latter, after carrying out their orders so far, fell back
with all speed upon the second party, and with them waited the
approach of the foe. These, fancying they had only a handful
to deal with, rushed on in the same confusion till they were
checked by a second shower of arrows, which made eight of
them reel back and bite the dust. The M°Donalds now
precipitated themselves upon the main body, and waited as
before until the enemy was within range, when all suddenly
springing up and letting fly a third discharge of arrows with

An
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the same well-regulated aim, and with the same galling effect,
rushed across the hollow through which the road now passes,
and took their position for the brunt of the day, a little below
the place where their leader stood.

"The upshot of these tactics was that the fight was
reduced to one on level terms, in which the MDonalds were
victorious. Only five or six of the MCLeods escaped; Domhnall
Glas was killed on a strand of Baleshare Island, which has ever
since been called after him; his skull, distinguished by a sword
gash, remained in a window of Teampull na Trianaid for many
years. Towards the end of the fight, Domhnall Mac lain 'ic
Sheumais getting to close quarters with the enemy, had
"received an arrow ann am beula chuarain”, i.e. at the mouth
of his cuaran or shoe, which threw him on his length in
'Feithe na Fala'...

"He was conveyed to a house in Carinish with the arrow
sticking in his flesh...The arrow was extracted, but not without
great difficulty and pain. The song sung by "Nic Coshem",
Mclain's foster-mother, to drown his cries, is now for the
most part lost. She sang it extempore, at the head of a band
of young women arranged around a "waulking board".

Knowing how passionately fond he was of a good song, she set
up this demonstration to divert his attention while undergoing
the operation..."42

Another account suggests that Nic Coiseam learned of the

danger that her dalta was in through the gift of second-sight, and

that this is why she travelled to North Uist, composing her song on

the journey, and teaching the refrain to the women who accompanied

her on the way.43

The song itself is one of praise for the wounded hero, listing

his personal and physical attributes, and the battles in which his

presence either did make, or would have made, a difference to the

outcome. Nic Coiseam also refers to the wounds received by Mac Iain

'ic Sheumais during battle, and of her own efforts to staunch the
flow of blood:

Bha fuil do chuirp uasail
Air vachdar an fhearainn.
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Bha fuil do chuirp churaidh
A' driughadh troimh 'n anart.
Bha mi féin 'g a siighadh

Gus 'n a thich air m' anail. 44

This motif, of sucking or drinking the blood of a loved one, is not
uncommon in Gaelic poetry of this period, although it usually refers
to the blood of a dead person, not of a living one. In this case, Nic
Coiseam's actions may have been as much for medicinal reasons as
they would have been a demonstration of her love for her dalta.
Another waulking song which is accompanied by a story is the
one beginning Cha téid Mor a Bharraigh bhronaich 45, a flyting
between Nic a' Mhanaich, Clanranald's bardess, and Nic Iain Fhinn,
the bardess of MacNeil of Barra:
...MacNeil of Barra had a bardess called Nic Iain Fhinn...who
was a famous poetess in her day. MacNeil was married to a
daughter of MacLeod of Harris, and her sister was married to
Clanranald, and they were living at Ormaclete Castle.
Clanranald was a wealthy, powerful man. But although
MacNeil only owned a little rock, he was proud and arrogant
and very vain of his worldly possessions. The two ladies were
very jealous of each other.
Clanranald too had a bardess, called Nic a' Mhanaich...Many a
time MacNeil was casting it up to Clanranald that she...could
not come anywhere near to Nic Iain Fhinn in composing
poetry. Clanranald, who was better off than MacNeil in every
worldly respect, was vexed that it was being said that the
Barra bardess would win poetic honours from Nic a' Mhanaich.
Eventually they each made a wager that his bardess was...
better, and they decided that there should be a waulking at
Ormaclete Castle, and that Nic Iain Fhinn should go to the
waulking, and that Nic a' Mhanaich should be in her party, and
that the two of them should then have the chance to prove
themselves.
So it fell out. A boat with a crew went from Eoligarry to
Uist with Nic Iain Fhinn. Tide and wind were against them,
and it was rather late before Nic lain Fhinn reached her
destination. But she went up to the castle, where she saw a
band of women gathered together. When she came near to
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them, she heard one of them abusing her...Nic Iain Fhinn did
not listen to any more, but jumped in amongst the Uist
women, yelling at the top of her voice 'You come out and let
me in, so I can make the flyting with the stumpy, catty,
lumpy, greedy, thick-ankled hussy'. And she sat down at the
waulking board opposite Nic a' Mhanaich.46

The flyting contest then got under way in earnest, Nic a' Mhanaich
beginning with a dispraise of Barra, claiming that none of Clanranald's
daughters, Mor. Catriona and Anna, would ever go there of their own
free will; and Nic Iain Fhinn replying with praise of her own island,
whilst satirizing both Uist and Nic a' Mhanaich:
And then what happened but when she stopped satirizing her,
the Uist woman fell dead at the waulking-board opposite her.
'Take that old hag out of the house and put another one in her
place' said Nic Iain Fhinn 'I'm not half finished'. Then the
Uist people went to catch hold of her, and she made off with
the Barra crew. When they reached their boat, they jumped
aboard, cut the rope, sailed off, and reached Barra. Nic lain
Fhinn had won the wager ! 47

Such is the vehemence of the insults thrown by the rival bardesses in

this song that:
[it] was forbidden to be sung at social gatherings or ceilidhs in

Cape Breton, where the descendants of emigrants from Barra
and South Uist live side by side around Christmas Island and
Beaver Cove on the eastern shores of the Bras d'Or lake; the

song could start a fight.48

An indication as to the accuracy of the story connected with
this song is to be found in the opening stanza, composed by Nic a’
Mhanaich:

Cha déid Mor a Bharraigh bhronaich,
Cha déid Catriana 'ga dedin ann,
No Anna bheag, ma 's i as dige 49

John MacDonald, 10th of Clanranald, had three daughters, named
Moir, Catherine and Anne, by his wife, the daughter of Sir Ruairi
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Mor MacLeod, and Catherine actually married MacNeill of Barras°.
Further proof is given by:
the entry in the Book of Clanranald, 'Anno Domini 1670 an
bhliadhna do theasda Eoin Muideordach an éirisgdigh an uibhisd
agus do cuiredh a chorp an Thogh mér ar figbail aon mic .i.
Domnall agus triur inghen, Mor bainntigerna Chola, Catriona
bainntigerna Bharraigh, agus Anna bainntigerna Benni-mhaold 5!

_ Nic Iain Fhinn herself is said to have received her gift for

song-making from the sidhe :
She had a fairy lover, did Nic Iain Fhinn, She had a
stepmother, her father had married a second time. Though
she was her stepmother, she was very good to her. Her
stepmother knew she was going with a fairy lover, and she
didn't want her to be going with him at all. Nic Iain Fhinn
would not get into the fairy mound if she were to eat anything
before she went out; unless she went fasting, she wouldn't get
into the fairy mound at all.

No matter how quietly she got up, her stepmother would
hear her, and would make her eat something, before she left.
But this day, anyway, Nic Iain Fhinn was just about to close
the door, going to meet her fairy lover, when her stepmother
awoke. She didn't know what she should do about her; she
picked up the cogie and threw it after her. A drop of what
was in the cogie struck her. When she agived, her fairy lover
said to her:

"Oh, it's no use for you to try to come, you'll not get to
come at all, they have taken the enchantments off you today.
But since we're parting, I'll give you the power of composing
poetry. If you put your tongue in my mouth, you'll compose
the airs for them [as well]."

Well,. she was afraid to put her tongue in his mouth, for
fear he was going to bite it off. She got the power of
composing poetry excellently, but she could never make airs
for her poems.52

That Nic Iain Fhinn was an excellent satirist is to be seen in Cha téid
Mor a Bharraigh Bhronaich and An Spaidearachd Bharrach 53, if she
was indeed MacNeil's representative in the latter flyting. Latha
dhomh ‘s mi 'm Beinn a' Cheathaich 54, which is also attributed to
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her, is a solo composition, but we do not know whether or not Nic
Tain Fhinn did actually rely on someone else to make the tunes for
her songs. The story of a woman gifted in poetry, but unable to put
tunes to her own songs, also occurs in connection with Mairi nighean
Alasdair Ruaidh, but there are no traditions attributing her skill as a
bardess to a gift from the sidhe. However, both Mairi nighean
Alasdair Ruaidh and Mairearad nighean Lachlainn are said to be buried
in a manner which, in Norse times, was reserved for those believed to
have been witches. Why they should have been treated this way,
when the only traditions which have come down to us about them
concern their song-making, is a mystery. Perhaps they were
considered to have infringed on the domain of the bards, especially by
daring, as women, to compose panegyric verse. The hereditary bards
are thought to have been the descendants of the druidic order55, and
certain types of verse were credited with having magical powers; so
the idea that these two bardesses had some kind of supernatural
influence may have arisen from their composing the same kind of -
poetry as that produced by the bards. They may have been
condemned for having meddled in a type of poetry which was
considered to be a male preserve, or there could be another reason,
more closely linked to the women themselves:
Mairi never married; nor, according to some traditions, did
Maighread. This in itself is at least eccentric in that kind of
society. Both of them, it is said, went around accompanied by
a woman who seems to have acted as an assistant, one of
whose functions was to make up choruses of vocables, or to
set her mistress' song to a melody. Both women, it is said...
were buried face-downwards...
There is...[a] tradition which may have a bearing on the
matter. Long ago in the Islands, it is said, if a boat went
missing, a wise woman was consulted. She was of mature
years, unmarried, strong-minded, and she, too, had an
assistant. The woman went to sleep, and while she slept, her
spirit went out to search for the missing boat. But, if the
wind changed while she was asleep, she lost her reason.
Now this seems to be a fairly straightforward description
of a Shamanistic trance and the recovery of hidden knowledge.
May it be that some vestige of the poet-seer's practices
lingered on in Scotland into the eighteenth century ?
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...Maighread Ni Lachainn...simply could not compose out
of doors...at the proper moment, she saw her poems running
along the green turves that formed the intersection of wall and
roof. The phrase used by the seanchaidh was: A’ feitheamh
na bardachd a' ruith air na glasfhadan. 5%

This last piece of information is interesting, as it seems than
Mairearad had a ritual which she followed before composing poetry,
and which, if generally known, might have been seen as a vaguely
occult practice - especially with the description of 'seeing' her poetry.

Mairi nighean Alasdair Ruaidh certainly met the criteria
required for a bean-fiosaich' as described above, and so would
Mairearad nighean Lachlainn if she was indeed not married. Maybe
both these respected poetesses were given the burial of a witch in
order to prevent their spirits from walking after they died. However,
if it was due to such a superstition that they were buried face-
downwards, it is surprising that this is not related in the oral
tradition, especially since thay were both prolific and popular
bardesses. We can only speculate as to the truth of the tradition
regarding the way in which they were buried, and the reasons for
which it may have been done, while it is a matter for regret that,
although the works of both these women are well-known, there is
comparitively very little information regarding their lives. Their
songs survive without the benefit of their stories, but that is not to
say that the stories might have been equally, if not more, interesting.

The lament of Ni Mhic Raghnaill for her brothers, Alasdair and
Raghnall, which begins Dh’ éirich mise moch Di-domhnaich 57 has a
story of treachery and murder as the reason for its composition. The
eighteen~year-old chief of Keppoch and his sixteen-year-old brother
were murdered in their own home by two of their cousins, and some
of the MacDonalds of Inverlair, with whom Keppoch was in dispute:

The conception of the plot is ascribed by [Rev. James]

Fraser to Archibald (Allan ?), son of Alasdair Buidhe, former
Tutor of Keppoch. According to this source he conspired with
Alexander Roy...in Inverlair, and encouraged him to kill the
two boys, his motive being that he himself should take
possession of the lands of Keppoch, while Alexander Roy
should have Inverlair. He then withdrew from the scene and
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left MacDonald of Inverlair together with six accomplices to
perpetrate the murder. The aspiration of Alasdair Buidhe's son
might well have afforded a pretext for the murder, and this
was an excellent opportunity for enlisting the help of the
MacDonalds of Inverlair, who were on none too cordial terms
with the Chief at this time...

The facts of the murder are clearly set forth by lain
Lom.58 He states that the boys were brutally put to death in
their own home by two of the sons of Alasdair Buidhe, and
seven of the MacDonalds of Inverlair. Fraser...says that they
were out on the field harvesting when MacDonald and his
accomplices arrived, but as the poet was at the scene shortly
after the event, and was also present at their funeral, his
evidence is obviously to be preferred.

With regard to the motive which prompted the murder he
is also very specific, and states explicitly that it was committed
solely on account of the attempt made by the young Chief to
curb the unruly habits of his assailants...It seems clear that an
attempt was made to raise the general standard of conduct
within the clan, and although it is not possible to ascertain the
nature of the rules in question, it is probable that they were
resented by the MacDonalds of Keppoch, who were a predatory
clan by tradition and economic necessity. This would help to
explain their general apathy after the event. The Chief and his
brother were murdered in cold blood, yet there was no
reaction whatsoever on their part to avenge their death. The
callous attitude thus displayed appalled the poet, who was
horrified not only by the murder, but by the indifference of
his kinsmen. He set forth clearly his plea for revenge, but
realising that no help was to be obtained within the clan, he
addressed his muse to Chieftains outwith it, notably Glengarry
and Sir James MacDonald of Sleat, whom he knew were in a
position to exert their influence and power upon the
perpetrators of the murder. His determined efforts to secure
retribution eventually bore the desired results. On 29th July
1665 a commission of fire and sword was granted by the Privy
Council to Sir James MacDonald of Sleat égainst [two of the
sons of Alasdair Buidhe and five of the MacDonalds of
Inverlair.] There is a tradition that the murderers anticipated
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retribution from Glengarry, and maintained a constant
vigilance, but as there was no sign of any activity in that
direction they relaxed their vigilance, with the result that they
were taken by surprise. Fraser's account is somewhat
different from the above, but similar to that given by [lain
Lom]. He states that MacDonald of Inverlair sought refuge in
a stronghold which he built near a linn not far from his home,
and which he considered impregnable. After a prolonged siege
he was eventually smoked out with six of his accomplices.
Their heads were then cut off, and sent to Edinburgh to be set
up on poles on the Gallows Hill of Leith...

At a meeting of the Privy Council on 7th December 1665
it was ordained that the heads of the following be set up on
the Gallows Hill between Edinburgh and Leith:

Alexander MacDougall in Inverlair;

John Roy MacDougall, brother to the said
Alexander;

Donald Orie McCoull in Inverlair;

Dugall McCoull in Tallie;

Patrick Dunbar there.

Although only five names appear in the Register of the
Privy Council the decapitation of seven of the defenders of the
stronghold of Inverlair is a fact that has been established
beyond all reasonable doubt. About the middle of last century
Dr. Smith of Fort William...decided to excavate the mound
where the decapitated bodies of the murderers were said to
have been buried. To his surprise he came across seven skull-
less skeletons, one of which he was able to identify as
MacDonald of Inverlair, who, according to tradition, was lame
on account of a fractured thigh-bone which had been badly set
in his youth...

A comparison between the names of those whose heads
reached Edinburgh and the list of names contained in the Privy
Council's Commission of fire and sword shows that Donald and
Allan, the sons of Alasdair Buidhe...were not among the
number of the decapitated...Alasdair Buidhe, whatever suspicion
may have attached to him, became Chief of the Clan in 1665

v
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without any apparent opposition, and continued in that position
until 1669.59

That, then, is the story of the Keppoch murder and its aftermath.
The sister of Alexander and Ranald is not once mentioned, although
she is the author of a lament to them. That the murdered man had a
sister is confirmed by Clan Donald,®® but she is not named, and is
said to have died unmarried. We do not know if she assisted lain
Lom in his quest for justice, but from her poem we can see that her
version of events - where the bodies were found, and what state they
were in ~ tallies with that given by lain Lom, who describes the scene
as follows:

Mi os cionn nan corp geala,
Call am fala fo 'm brot;

Bha mo lamhan-sa craobhach
'N déis bhith taosgadh ur lot...

Tha do sheomartaigh diinte

Gun aon smiuid ann no ceo,

Far an d' fhuair thu 'n garbh dhisgadh
Thaobh do chiiil is do bheoil 61

Their sister also mentions the blood flowing round their bodies, as
they lay murdered in their own home:

Chunna mi taigh m' athar gun chdmhla,
Gun smuid, gun deathaich, gun ched dheth,
Dh' fhosgail mi dorus ur sedomair,

Thainig ur fuil thar mo bhrdgan. 62

Both of these poets were eye-witnesses very soon, and in Iain
Lom's case almost immediately, after the event, so a greater reliance
can be placed on their accounts than on those of others. They are
both clear about the scene of the murder, and both call for revenge
on those who have perpetrated such a deed, although only Iain Lom
names them as Siol Dughaill 63 (Dughall being MacDonald of
Inverlair). The main facts of the murder are a matter of historical
record, while the laments for Keppoch and his brother clarify some
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points which have been a matter of dispute. Ni Mhic Raghnaill's song
is a cry from the heart, not only for the fact that she has lost her
brothers and is now left alone, but also for the treacherous way in
which they were taken from her. She seems to have been away from
Keppoch at the time of the murders, as the song tells of how she
reached 'Cepach na doruin'64 on the Sunday morning. According to
The MacDonald Bards : "she was sent over the river Spean to Insch
on some pretext, so that she was not in the castle when the deed was
actually done. It is also said she received such a shock on beholding
her brothers' dead bodies that she lost her reason, a thing not at all
unlikely"65, The same source is, however, unable to give us any
more information about the poetess herself, although A. Maclean

Sinclair claims that she was one of two sisters of Alexander and
Ranald of Keppoch:

Bha da phiuthir aig na gillen a chaidh a mhort. Bha té dhiu
posta aig Fer na Tulich. Bha 'n té eile a' cumail taighe dha
braithren. So an té€ a rinn an cumha. Bha i an Taigh na
Tulich an oidhche roimh 'n mhort. Nuair a bha i 'tighin
dachidh thachair na mortairen oirre.6

The connection to Tulloch, although not recorded in Clan Donald,
might nonetheless be correct, as the aforementioned volume is not
always accurate. However, it might arise out of Maclean Sinclair's
interpretation of the reference in some versions of the song (although
not in the one which he includes in his collection) to an tulaich
bhoidhich.57 From the context it seems clear that the bardess is
referring to a grassy knoll, as she says she sat on it. She may well
have encountered the murderers on her journey homewards, as she
talks of meeting Prasgan fherabh le falbh modhar,58 who did not
answer her when she spoke to them; modhar perhaps indicating
furtiveness as well as quietness here. If they were, indeed, the
murderers, she would undoubtedly have recognized them, which may

have added vehemence to her calls for revenge - especially since some

of them were her own relatives. Perhaps she was sent away so that

she would not be a witness to what happened to her brothers, and
therefore unable to identify their killers, although why the murderers
should have taken such care to get her out of the way is unclear.
Maybe one of the sons of Alasdair Buidhe thought to strengthen his
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claim to Keppoch by taking her as his wife, something which would
certainly have been impossible if she knew that he had been a party to
the murder of her brothers, although this is but speculation.

Another song which was composed in response to a murder,
is that addressed to Uisdean Mac Ghilleasbuig Chléirich9, probably
Hugh MacDonald, grandson of Donald Gruamach of Sleat (d. 1534),
and nephew of Donald Gorm (d. 1539)70. MacDonald was as much
hated by his own clan as he was by others, due to his attempts to
usurp his cousin's son, Donald Gorm Mor, as head of the MacDonalds
of Sleat. His grievance against the family of Sleat seems to have
arisen from the loss of the power gained by his father, Archibald the
Clerk, as Tutor of Sleat’!. The reasons for his slaughter of the
MacVicar brothers in North Uist are as follows:

The impact of the Reformation (1560) did not reach the
Western Isles for many years, and when it did it met with
some opposition...In the Island of North Uist the opposition
came from the MacVicars and their associates, who were
custodians of the old faith and the old customs...

The reforming authorities...arrived at the conclusion that as
long as the MacVicars were in power there was no chance of
the Reformation making headway among the people of the
Isles. So a plot was hatched to break their power and get rid
of them.

A tool was ready in the person of Hugh MacDonald...a
villian of the first order. He was bribed by promises of
money and lands by his uncle Donald Gorm of Sleat and by the
head of Clan Campbell...to murder the MacVicars. Donald,
Am Piocair Mor, was invited to a conference in Edinburgh in
the Autumn of the year 1581. His wife...tried to persuade
him not to go, saying she had a presentiment that something
ominous might happen. Donald said it was difficult to make
up his mind whether to go or not, but in the end he decided
to go. Before he left he told his son Donald who lived with
his wife and three children...at Carinish, to collect all the
documents and papers pertaining to the Lords of the Isles and
the church at Carinish and hide them on Craonaval.

When [Am] Piocair Mor was away, Hugh of Sleat seized his
opportunity. He landed at Lochmaddy with a large force and
before proceeding to Dun an sticir, in the North of the Island,
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made for Carinish and murdered Donald, He also set fire to
all his houses and burned the valuable documents and papers.
Then, by deceit and treachery and...under the pretence of
friendship he lured the other brothers, Angus, Hector, and
John to his Headquarters at Dun an sticir. There, at a
banquet, he put them to death in cold blood.

When the father arrived home.. he found his four sons dead
and their lands taken over by the MacDonalds...72

In one version of the song composed after this murder, the
brothers are named as: Uisdean, Lachlann, Eachann, Tearlach, Iain,
Raghnall, Raghall and Alasdair.73 The song as it survives seems to be
a joint composition by the mother and sister of the dead brothers,
with the mother interrupting the sister' lament to add her own keen.

In some versions it is not quite clear which voice we are
hearing, as either the mother's intervention is missing, or the verses
which are attributed to her in one version are ascribed to the
daughter in others. In any case, the grief of the women at the
violent loss of the men of the household is apparent, and they clearly
name the perpetrator of the dreadful act, while cursing him for what
he has done:

Uisdein ‘ic 'TII' Easbaig Chléirich

Far an laigh thu slan na éirich.

Do bhiodag gu dian do reubadh

'S do mhionach bhith an lub do 1éineadh.
Sgiala do bhais go mnathan Shiéite,

'S mo chuid dabailt ugam fhéin dhi.74

Little else is known about the murder of the MacVicar
brothers, apart from the fact that Uisdean Mac Ghilleasbuig Chléirich
seems to have had a holding of some kind in Uist, which may have
been the land so ruthlessly gained from the MacVicars. Eventually he
met an end which his violent life merited:

While in Uist he wrote two letters - one to William Martin, a
tenant of Donald Gorme's, at Eastside of Troternish, in which
he solicited Martin's assistance in his nefarious scheme [to
overthrow the Chief] - the other to the Chief of Sleat,
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containing warm professions of affection and fidelity. By a
strange oversight the letters were wrongly addressed, the
Chief's letter going to Martin, and Martin's finding its way
into the hands of Donald Gorme. The Chief at once decided to
take effective measures, and sent a strong party to apprehend
him...Hugh, who knew that such emissaries were on his track,
took refuge in an ancient fortress...in the Sand district of
North Uist, communicating by stepping-stones with the shore.
There Hugh, who was a man of immense physical strength,
was, with some difficulty, seized, and carried prisoner to Skye,
where he was incarcerated in the dungeon at Duntulm,
and...allowed to die in an agony of thirst.75

The 'agony of thirst' is said to have been caused by Hugh
being fed salt beef and denied water.76

The song by the daughter of the Laird of Grant?? to Domhnull
Donn MacDonald of Bohuntin tells of her love for him. although her
father refused to let her marry him. Their romance was to have a
tragic outcome:
Donald MacDonald, poet and politician, commonly called
"Donald Donn", was...the second son of John MacDonald,
fourth of Bohuntin, and uncle to Gilleasbuig of Keppoch
...Donald was not on friendly terms with his chief, Coll of
Keppoch...Like many of his countrymen he was a
"creachadair", or raider, his exploits in which direction history
fails to record. There is, in fact, not very much known about
him. It seems that he was in love with a daughter of the chief
of the Grants, whose seat was at Glenurquhart, but the Grants
would not hear of the match on account of his poverty, though
of high lineage. The poet and his lady-love having planned an
elopement, Donald to be at hand hid himself in a cave on the
north side of Loch-ness...Here he was to remain until Miss
Grant was able to join him, but Donald's secret and retreat
were betrayed to the brother of his love, and he was decoyed
into a house in the neighbourhood of the castle, by a
pretended message from Miss Grant. Donald, thrown off his
guard by the kindness and hospitality of the lady's pretended
confidant, was prevailed upon, not only to drink freely, but
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also to sleep in the barn. No sooner was he asleep than his
sword and target were removed by his treacherous host,
hence, when his foes came upon him in the morning, he had
no weapon but his gun, which missed fire, so that he was
literally unarmed...Donald expected that his clan would
interfere and pay his éirig fine, but the bad terms he was on
with his chief...prevented that. The night before his execution
while in prison, he composed the beautiful song:~

‘S truagh a Righ ! Mo nighean Donn,

Nach robh mi thall 'am Muile leat...

...His allusion to Mull...was probably on account of his

having planned his elopement for that locality; he would be
safer on an island than on the mainland.”8

Domhnall Donn was in prison for some time before being
beheaded; apparently this method of execution was his own request, in
order to deny satisfaction to a man who had declared that he would
see him hang.79

The song to Domhnall Donn composed by the Laird of Grant's
daughter evidently dates from before his capture; there is no trace of
concern for his safety, or fear of him coming to harm, only a
heartfelt wish for them to be reunited:

Tha mo rin air a ghille,
'S mor mo dhuil ri thu thilleadh.80

Somewhat unusually for such a song, the poetess not only names the
object of her affections, but also names herself in the opening stanza:

Tha thu 'd mhac do dh~fhear Bhoth-~Fhionntainn
'S mise nighean tighearna Ghrannda.8!

The song contains references to leaving her home to be with Donald,
in defiance of the wishes of her family, so it was probably composed
after the elopement was planned, while she waited for her sweetheart

to come for her:

'S rachainn leat a null do 'n Fhraing
Ged bhiodh mo chairdean gruamach...



70

Shiubhlainn leat thar cuan do dh-Eirinn,
Rachainn leat air chuairt do 'n Eipheit.82

She complains about her father's refusal to allow her to marry
Domhnall Donn, stating that lack of wealth would not be so important
to others in considering him as a husband. The rest of the song is
full of praise for DOmhnall Donn's appearance, his bravery, and his
reputation as a redoubtable fighter, but there is no hint of his
imprisonment or imminent execution, so it must have been composed
while he was still a free man.

His abandoned wife's song to MacNaughton of Dunderawe83
also has a story of familial treachery behind it, only this time the
blame lies with a sister of the poetess. However, in this case, one's
sympathy for the poetess is diminished by the knowledge that, in
some ways, it was her own original deceit which led to her situation:

MacNaughton...had been engaged in marriage to the second
daughter of Maciain Riabhaich Campbell of Ardkinglass...

In those days it was customary that the bride and
bridesmaids should wear a veil over their face at a marriage,
and...that marriages should take place in the evening, when
dancing began, in which the young couple took part until
midnight, when the bridesmaids took away the bride and put
her to bed, after which the bridesmen took away the
bridegroom and put him to bed, and carried away the candle.
Now, at the marriage, the eldest sister had personated her
younger sister, and having been put to bed as described,
MacNaughton did not notice the deception until morning. On
coming to breakfast he remarked that there had been a mistake
made last night. Ardkinglass, however, excused himself by
saying that it was customary for the eldest daughter to get
married first, and that she would make as good a wife as her
sister. MacNaughton brought home his wife, and when near
her confinement the sister came to attend to her. In due time
Mrs. MacNaughton presented her husband with a son and heir.
Some time after, it began to be whispered about the place that
the young lady [the second sister] was in an interesting...way
to MacNaughton, and eventually he was apprehended and
lodged in prison in the old tower of Inverary. The young lady
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visited him, bringing ropes under her mantle to enable him to

escape over the prison walls, and, according to agreement, she

and a lad named MacLean, a native of Dunderave, with a

fisherman, came into the bay below the old tower of Inverary,

In MacNaughton's barge at night. Then...MacNaughton

escaped. On a Monday they set sail never to return, and

landed at Port Rush, where they got married.84
The marriage of John MacNaughton to Jane, eldest daughter of
Campbell of Ardkinglass, must have taken place before 1720, when
the third of Campbell's eight daughters was married. That he eloped
with his sister-in-law is borne out by his first wife's song, although
their destination seems to have been Anstruther, where John
MacNaughton was a customs officer, rather than Port Rush.83

The song begins with Jane, or Janet's complaint that she
cannot sleep for thinking about her husband, and when she does sleep
her dreams of being with reunited with him turn to disappointment on
waking and finding that he is gone. Despite her complicity in her
father's plot to trick MacNaughton into marrying her, she seems
genuinely to have been in love with the man, and her distress over
his absence is very real.

She has nothing but praise for her husband, his skill with

weapons, and his personal appearance, being mentioned before she
turns to her own feelings for him:

Leam bu mhillse do phdg
Na mil 0g o 'n bheachunn,
Na ubhlan nan craobh
Leam bu chabhraidh t-anail.86

She claims that she has lost her reason through love of her runaway
husband, and claims that he would return if he knew how she was
suffering without him. Her attention then turns to the sister who
took her husband away, cursing her for what she has done; hoping
that her children will not live long enough to be baptised, and that
her life will be full of trials and tribulations. But she adds that it is
only because of her sister's actions that she wishes her harm:

Mur a bhith do dhroch bheus
B' oil leam féin sud a thachairt;
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Oir, ged 's cruaidh e ri radh,
'S i 'n aon mhathair a bh' againn.37

As the story makes clear, Seonaid was not entirely the
innocent party in all this, and to some extent she brought the
situation on herself; but one cannot doubt the pain which she feels at
the loss of her husband, and her sense of betrayal by her sister.

Beasa Nighean Edghain Mhic Fhearchair, or Elizabeth
MacPherson, was a native of Skye, who was married to Murdoch
Macaulay of Valtos in Lewis. By him she had John, known as lain
Ruadh Mac Dhiighaill (the patronymic name of the family), Zachary,
and other children88. The story behind her only extant song39 is
this:

Early one morning Jlain Ruadh, accompanied by his
brother Sgaire (Zachary), started for the chase. On reaching
the margin of Loch Langabhat, they observed a large stag
grazing on the Eilean Dubh, in the middle of the loch. They
immediately stripped, and, fixing their guns behind their necks,
swam to the island; but after searching it from end to end, no
living creature could be seen. Chagrined by their
disappointment, they again returned to the mainland, but no
sooner did they arrive there than they saw the stag on Eilean
Dubh as before, The second time they swam to the island, but
on again reaching it nothing could be seen. Disappointed and
vexed they returned to the mainland; but, strange to say, no
sooner had they reached the shore than they saw the stag for
the third time in the same place. Determined not to be foiled
thus, they made for the island the third time, every inch of
which they carefully examined, but failed to find any trace of
the stag, or of any other living creature. Looking at each
other with a bewildered and silent gaze, they left the islet the
third and last time. In their repeated journeys already made to
and from the island, Jain Ruadh took the lead, and the last was
commenced in the same manner - lain Ruadh was foremost;
but when about mid-channel he called out to Sgaire, "I am
awfully sick - I can go no further." Scarcely were the words
uttered, when the comely form of the brave lain Ruadh Mac
Dhughaill sank to rise no more...Although only a few strokes
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behind him when he sank, Sgdire could render no assistance,
so rapidly did his brother sink. The gillies, too, stood on the
shore helplessly looking on - they could give no help. It was
with a sad and heavy heart that Sgdire went home that day;
and the sorest trial he ever endured...was when he beheld the
bitter anguish of his mother, who, on hearing the melancholy
death of her son, cried long and vehemently...and tore the jet
black hair from her head.

Tain Ruadh was drowned on a Wednesday; and all the
inhabitants of Valtos turned out that evening to search for the
body, which they soon recovered. In the spot where his body
was laid down...after it was taken out of the water, a large
stone has been placed on end. It is still called " Clach Bheis,"
after fain Ruadh 's mother...His mother, on every succeeding
Wednesday while she lived, composed, at the side of " Clach
Bheis ", either a song in praise of her son's beauty, or a
lament for his death.90

His mother's lament for lain Ruadh begins with her grief over the
loss of her son for the sake of hunting the deer:

'S daor a cheannaich mi 'm fiadhach
A rinn lain Diciaduin,
Rinn an t-Eilean Dubh riabhach mo ledn.91

She then describes the search for the body, the appearance of the
corpse when it was brought in, and her own reaction on seeing it.
She names Domhnull Mac Iain, presumably one of the gillies, or one
of the neighbours who assisted in the search, and not Sgaire, as the
one who brought her the news of lain Ruadh's death. The reaction of
Iain Ruadh's sisters, tearing their hair in grief, is mentioned; and in
the MacLagan MS version?2, Beasa also names Domhnall, Dughall and
Aonghas, probably brothers of the dead man, as well as his foster-
mother, who is said to have been air a cuaradh na feoil 93 at the
news. The mention of his father, if the relevant stanza does indeed
belong in this poem, disproves A. Maclean Sinclair's assertion that
lain Ruadh's father died when he was in his fifteenth year.%94

Tain Ruadh's personal qualities are listed and praised: his skill
as a hunter on land, and on sea, and the esteem in which he was held
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by all who knew him. The distress of his mother at the tragedy is
evident throughout her lament, as is the deep love which she had for
him:

Mo chruit chitil mo chroinn mheal [thju

Chaigh air ghiiilan nan geal-lamh

Is nach diisg [th]u ri caithrim a bhroin.95

If it is true that Beasa Nighean Eoghain Mhic Fhearchair
composed a song to her son every Wednesday from the day of his
death, then it is surely a great loss that this is the only one which
has survived to the present day, at least the only one which still has
the ascription to her.

A story with a happier ending is connected to the version of
the song Biodh an deoch-s' air liimh mo riin 96, which was
composed by a daughter of Clanranald on being reunited with her
brother after years of separation:

A daughter of MacDonald of Moidart had a child by one of her

father's servants. The child was placed in charge of a woman

in Uist...The girl went to Coll, and spent several years there
as a tablemaid in the castle. On a certain day Maclean of Coll
expected a visit from the son and heir of Clanranald. As he

did not come when expected, the laird of Coll happened to say,

"Cha tig am balach an diugh". Young Clanranald was greatly

charmed with the tablemaid, chiefly because she resembled his

erring sister. When he was ready to leave Coll she sang the
song to him. He was glad to find her, and took her with him
to Uist.97

The song begins with the refrain:

Biodh an deoch so 'n laimh mo riin,
Slainte le fear an tuir;
Biodh an deoch so 'n laimh mo ruin.%8

which is repeated after every couplet of the song. The poetess
describes the approach of Clanranald's galley, bearing the symbol of
the Red Hand, and praises the young chief, while chastising Maclean
for his off-hand reference to Clanranald:
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Bu dana leam thu radh am balach
Ri Mac-Mhic-Ailein nan tar.99

She claims that Clanranald is the son of a better father than Maclean:

Mac an athar b' fhearr na t' athair-s’,
An gniomh, an tapadh, 's an clig.190

Some versions have this stanza addressed to Clanranald, saying that
he is a better man than his father, which would be understandable, as
it was their father who banished the poetess from her native district.
She talks of returning to Uist and seeing 'muime nam macaibh', which
could be a reference to the woman to whom her illegitimate child was
sent, although in Songs of the Hebrides it is evidently Clanranald's
foster-mother who is meant.101 In all the versions there is a stanza
which affirms that the composer of the poem was the sister of
Clanranald, although it is not clear whether or not this fact was
unknown to him:

'S mur a b' e gur tu mo bhrathair
'S mi nach aicheadh idir thu.102

The song to Clanranald also mentions King James, which does not
quite fit in with the dating of this poem at around 1650:

Dh' olainn deoch-slainte Righ Seumas,
Bhi 'ga eigheach air a' chriun.103

This reference would make more sense if we accept that it could
originally have been to 'Righ Seurlas', Charles II, who was at the time
in exile, and waiting for the chance to return and claim his throne. It
is not unlikely that over the years the reference was changed, perhaps
as a means of updating the song to suit a Jacobite context. The song
certainly seems to have been adapted at one stage to fit a new set of
circumstances, as there is a later version addressed to James, son of
Domhnall Gorm of Sleat104, The version addressed to James
preserves some of the original stanzas, but without the references to
King James and to Clanranald. The person to whom the poem is
addressed is in little doubt, as he is named as 'oighre dhligheach
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Dhuntuilm' and 'Sheumais Oig 'ic Dhémh'll Ghuirm'.105 Donald Gorm
Og, first Baronet of Sleat, was succeeded by his son James in 1643.
The Sleat version of the poem, however, must date from around 1660
at the earliest, even though James was at that time the Chief of Sleat,
rather than the heir. The song mentions James' marriage to 'Nighean
Mhic Ledid nam bratach'106, and he married Mary, daughter of John
MacLeod of Dunvegan in 1661.107 1t is highly unlikely that the poem
is much earlier in date than this, as Mary MacLeod was the second
wife of Sir James; the first having been Margaret, daughter of Sir
John Mackenzie of Tarbat, by whom he had eleven children.108 The
author of this version also gives a small clue as to his or her own
identity:

'S ogha mise do 'n aosdana,
Bheannaich an long bhan air tas.109

This confirms that this song is related to the earlier version only in
the tune and the refrain, which have been used as a starting point for
the new composition. The author of the first version identifies
herself as the sister of Clanranald, while the author of the Sleat
version is much less precise, although we can assume that if there
was any blood relationship to the Chief of Sleat it would have been
mentioned. The story behind the song clearly belongs to the version
addressed to Clanranald, and has no connection to the later poem for
Sir James Mor of Sleat.

The next song which has a story behind it was composed by
an old woman of the Clan MacLennan,1!9 mocking the failed attempt
of the factors of the forfeited estates to uplift rents from the tenants
of the exiled chiefs:

After the suppression of the Rising of The Fifteen, the estates
of the Earl of Seaforth, The Chisholm, and Grant of
Glenmoriston were forfeited, and placed by Government under
the management of a body of gentlemen who were known as
the Forfeited Estates Commissioners, and who were expected
to collect the rents on behalf of the Crown. These gentlemen
did not find their task an easy one. Donald Murchison,
Seaforth's chamberlain, ignored the forfeiture, and continued to
uplift the rents and send them to the Earl, who was in exile on
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the Continent. In the same way The Chisholm and the Laird
of Glenmoriston continued to enjoy their old patrimonies. It is
said that tenants sometimes paid their rents twice over - first
to the old proprietors or their representatives, and again to
the Government officials. That, however, could not have
happened often, for as a matter of fact the said officials did
not often venture within the territories which they were
supposed to rule...The lairds and tenants were encouraged in
their resistance by rumours of a Spanish invasion in the
interests of the Chevalier. The invasion took place in 1719,
when a few Spaniards landed at Kintail; but it was soon
stopped by General Wightman, who...met and defeated the
strangers at the battle of Glenshiel. Still, however, no rents
came to the Commissioners, and what they hoped to be
effectual measures were resolved on. They appointed two
Ross~shire Whigs - William Ross of Easter Fearn...and his
brother, Robert Ross...factors on the estates, and, placing
them under the escort of Lieutenant John Allardyce and a
company of the Royal Regiment of North British Fusiliers,
ordered them to do their duty. They started from Inverness
on 13th September, 1721...reached Invermoriston "after some
adventures", and there held a court on the 21st, to which they
summoned the tenants and wadsetters. Some attended, but
paid no rents; and after the factors went through the formality
of giving judgement against the defaulters, they proceeded to
Strathglass, where they held another sitting with very much
the same result, and then prepared to make their way to
Kintail by Glen-Affric.

Among those who watched their proceedings at
Invermoriston was Patrick Grant, Glenmoriston's second son, a
lad of eighteen who resolved to do what he could to cut
short their factorial career. As soon as they left his father's
estate, he, with a few kindred spirits, took the short route to
the West Coast by the Braes of Glenmoriston, and informed
Donald Murchison of their intention to visit Kintail. Donald,
who had some military experience as an officer in the Jacobite
army in The Fifteen, determined that they should not enter his
bounds, and with about three hundred men, including Patrick
Grant and his Glenmoriston followers, crossed the hills in the
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direction of Strathglass. He met themselves and their escort
on Monday, 2nd October, at Ath-nam-Muileach, in Glen-
Affric, where, after an exchange of fire, he and Easter Fearn
had an interview between the lines, with the result that the
factors retraced their steps, leaving their commission in
Donald's hands. In the skirmish Easter Fearn and his

son, Walter, and several others were wounded. Walter's
injuries proved fatal, and his body was carried by the Fusiliers
to Beauly, and buried in the old Priory.111

The song connected with this event is one which throws scorn on
Easter Fearn and his attempt to collect the rents, while praising

Donald Murchison and the outcome of the skirmish. The first stanza
makes this plain:

'S a Dhomhnaill chridhe thapaidh
chuireadh feum air feachd fo 'n éideadh,
gun guidhinn ceum gu tapaidh dhuit,
bho 'n b' ait leam fhin mar dh' éirich:
gun deach Fear Fearna mhaslachdainn
's gun deach a mhac a reubadh,
's chaidh luchd nan cota daithte bh' ann
dh' an casaid do Dhiin Eideann.!12

The route which Easter Fearn's party took on their way to Kintail is
then recounted, as is the encounter with Donald Murchison and his
men, and the poetess almost gleefully records the effect which the
death of Walter Ross had on the government troops and their leader:

Dol sios troimh mhonadh Afaraic
a leag sibh Bhaltair gaolach...
'nuair chunnaic na fir chasluath sin
gun ghabh iad sgapadh, sgaoil iad...113

The authoress of this poem was evidently a fiercely partisan
supporter of Seaforth, or at least of the old order of things, and her
delight in the humiliation of Easter Fearn may also have been
heightened by the knowledge that one of her own clan, Donald Dearg
MacLennan from Morvich,114 was said to have fired the shot which
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killed Walter Ross. Although he is described as 'Bhaltair gaolach’,
there is no shred of pity for the young man who was killed; rather,
the phrase is used to further mock Easter Fearn and his loss. In the
same way, a typical panegyric construction, which would not look out
of place in a genuine elegy, is used as a taunt in the refrain of this
song:

dar shaoil leibh dhol a Shasainn
théid a thasgaidh anns a' Mhanchainn.115

The story behind the final song which I will look at in this
chapter, A’ Bhean Eudach,116 is one which has an equivalent in the
folk-tale tradition of several other European countries. The theme is
that of a jealous sister who causes the death of her love-rival in
order to take her place, and occurs in several languages. Although
some versions of the story behind the Gaelic song give definite names
and places for the events and the people concerned, the stories all
follow the same basic pattern:

One woman was secretly in love with the husband of another,
and lured her rival to the shore on the pretext of gathering dulse.
On a tidal rock, she lulled the married woman to sleep, and left her
there as the tide returned. Waking, surrounded by the incoming tide,
and unable to escape, the wife sang the song, pleading with the
jealous woman to come to her aid. The jealous woman left her to
drown, and, in due time, married the husband of her victim. Her
crime was discovered when she was overheard singing the song as a
lullaby to the dead woman's child.

Some versions of the tale state that the women were two
sisters; that the jealous woman entwined the sleeping woman's hair in
the seaweed so that she could not escape the tide, and that the
drowned woman left three young children. In almost all the versions,
the unfortunate wife is drowned when it is within the power of her
rival to save her, and the jealous woman is found out when she is
heard singing the dying woman's song

The song itself confirms that there was another woman
present, and the authoress appeals to "a' bhean ud thall", or "a'
phiuthar ud thall” to come to her rescue:
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Sin do chas bhuat,
Thoir do lamh dhomh
Feuch an dean mi
Buille shnamhadh 1117

The uncaring attitude of the jealous woman is recorded, with
her refusal to take pity on the drowning woman who desperately calls
for help:

An truagh leat bean 6g 's i ga bathadh ?
Cha truagh, cha truagh, 's beag do chas dhith118

The doomed woman then thinks of her children, and how they
will cry uselessly for her that night; of her husband coming in the
morning to find her body, along with her father and brothers, and of
the scene which will greet them:

'S gheobh iad mise 'n déidh mo bhathadh,
Mo chdta gorm an uachdar saile,

'S mo bhroids airgid air cloich laimh rium;
'S mo phaidirean 'n lag mo bhraghadl19

In some versions, she also asks for the news of her death to be kept
from her mother. She boasts of all the sheep and cattle, and all the
wealth of produce which the woman who takes her place will inherit,
along with a good husband:

'S buidhe dh' an té
Theid nam aite
Gheibh i modh ann,
Ciall, 'us naire.
Gheibh i gobhair
Bhios air ard-bheinn.
Gheibh i caoraich
Mhaola bhana.

'S crodh-laogh a
Ruith mu 'n airidh, 120
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This song is unusual, in that we find a woman keening her
own death, and not that of another. Her references to her children
and her husband may have been attempts to arouse some kind of pity
in the heart of her rival, but in the end she seems resigned to the
fact that she is going to die. The description of her own corpse is
vivid and emotional, as the horror of death approaches, yet she
manages to think of protecting her mother from the shock of finding
out that her daughter is dead. The song thus manages to tell the
story, from the visit to the shore, to the drowning, to what happened
afterwards, all of which is narrated by the central character herself.
The similarity to the ballad form of song is evident, but this is not a
true ballad, as it:

lacks the...constant of telling the story -'objectively with little

comment or intrusion of personal bias'. [The] plot may be

recognisable as a classical ballad plot, but it is told not by a

detached observer but by a participant.121

As mentioned above, the theme of the story accompanying this
song is not unusual in folk-literature, but the fact that the song itself
tells the story is relatively uncommon in the Gaelic tradition. It is
worth noting that two of the best-known Gaelic songs which come
closest to the ballad form, Griogal Cridhe and A’ Bhean Eudach, were
the compositions of women. Both of these songs are laments which
tell the story behind their grief, as well as expressing that grief,
rather than concentrating, as most laments do, almost solely on praise
of the departed loved one, and expressions of sorrow at their loss.

From the examples given in this chapter, it can be seen that,
just as the songs themselves vary in form and content, so do the
stories attached to them. Some of these tales can be verified as being
based on historical fact, others rely on the supernatural to explain
events, and still more have been passed down as facts, while there is
no extant evidence to prove or disprove their veracity. With most of
them, however, the question remains: which was the more popular,
and therefore contributed to the survival of the other, the story, or
the song ?
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4. CONFLICT AND UPHEAVAL

The major conflicts in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
involving the Highlands and Islands were the Montrose Wars and the
rebellions of 1689, 1715 and 1745. Not surprisingly, there are a
number of songs by women which date from these times of
upheaval, and although most of these are composed from a royalist
point of view in the seventeenth century and from a Jacobite one in
the eighteenth, there are a sufficient number from the opposing sides
to give us a contrasting outlook on the situation.

In support of the Montrose cause in the mid-seventeenth
century, we have songs such as Alasdair Mhic Cholla Ghasda ! and
Diorbhail Nic a' Bhruthainn's Alasdair a Laoigh mo chéille 2 in praise
of Alasdair MacDonald, Montrose's general:

Alasdair Macdonald was of the ancient stock of Dunyveg in

Islay, the son of Macdonald of Colonsay, commonly called Coll

Keitach...The name, corrupted into Colkitto, was transferred

by the Lowlanders...from the father to the son. Sorley Boy

Macdonald, the father of the first Earl of Antrim, had been his

father's great-uncle. The Macdonnells of Antrim were near

blood-relations of Alasdair's own people of Islay and Kintyre,
and the Campbell oppression of the latter clan had left bitter

memories on both sides of the North Channel. Alasdair was a

man of herculean strength and proven courage; self-induigent

and somewhat inclined to drunkenness; obtuse and incapable of

framing or understanding any complex strategy...But he was a

born leader of men, and so impressed Leven in Ireland that he

did his best to reconcile him to Argyll, and sent him to

Scotland for the purpose. But the chief of the Campbells

treated the Irish commander with contempt, and Alasdair

returned to Ulster with all his hereditary grievances inflamed,
and burning for revenge.3
Despite all his faults, the arrival of Alasdair and the 1600 recruits
raised by the Earl of Antrim was a welcome boost to Montrose's
cause, which at that time, in August 1644, stood on shaky ground:

Huntly had failed ruinously in the north, and the Gordons were

leaderless and divided, while the influence of their uncle,
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Argyll, was driving Huntly's sons to the Covenant camp.
Some of the Graham and Drummond kinsmen even, with the
alternative of prison and fines before them, were in arms for
the Estates. There were rumours of Covenant levies in
Aberdeenshire, and in the west Argyll had his clan in arms.4

Little wonder, then, that a supporter of the royalist cause, and
no lover of the Campbells, such as Diorbhail Nic a' Bhruthainn should
sing to Alasdair mac Colla, 'S e thogadh m’ inntinn thu thighinn.>
The song, Alasdair a laoigh mo chéille, is the only composition by
this poetess which is still extant with the attribution to her, although
we know that she composed many more. She begins with glowing
praise for the subject of her song:

Alasdair a laoigh mo chéille,

Co chunnaic no dh' fhag thu 'n Eirinn,
Dh' fhag thu na miltean 's na ceudan

'S cha d' fhag thu t' aon leithid féin ann,
Calpa cruinn an t-siubha[i]l eutruim,

Cas chruinneachadh 'n t-sluaigh ri chéile,
Cha deanar cogadh as t-éugais,

'S cha deanar sith gun do réite,

'S ged nach bi na Duimhnich réidh riut,
Gu 'n robh an righ m[ajr tha mi féin dut.6

The anti-Campbell sentiments in this song are every bit as
strong as, if not stronger than, the royalist or anti~Covenant views
expressed. The song is fundamentally one of praise of the Macdonald
hero, listing all his personal and physical attributes, but Diorbhail's
awareness of political events is illustrated by the lines:

'S truagh nach eil mi mar a b' ait leam,
Ceann Mhic-Cailein ann am achlais,
Cailean liath 'n deidh a chasgairt,

'S an Crlnair an deidh a ghlacadh...”

The song mentions seeing Alasdair's ship passing by, and this
would probably date the song at late 1643 or early 1644, when
Alasdair and his brother Ranald '‘embarked on a long raid through the
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Western Isles'®. The purpose of this raid would seem to have been
the recruitment of more men, as he is said to have joined Montrose
with a following of 1600, whereas 'the committee of war of Argyll
had reported that Alasdair and 300 armed and rebellious Irish, all
papists, had landed in the Isles accompanied by two priests'S.

Mackenzie tells us in his note to Diorbhail Nic a' Bhruthainn's
song that "the air to which this piece is sung is rather a kind of
irregular chant than a tune"10, This would doubtlessly lead to an
incantatory effect in performance, and perhaps it was thought to have
some power of enchantment, bearing in mind the link between poetry
and magic in pagan times.11

There is another song in praise of Alasdair mac Colla by a
female authorl2 which was composed at the time of his voyage to the
Hebrides. The composer is said to have been the daughter of
Murdoch the Harper, who was in Griminish at the time of Alasdair
mac Colla's visit. The song is a very simple one, and the tune to
which it is sung was used as a dance reel in Griminish.13 The song
praises Alasdair and the poetess expresses her admiration for the man
and for his fighting skills:

'S e Alasdair loinneil, mo roghainn 's mo rin,
Ruidhlinn gu sigeant le gille mo riin

'S e Alasdair loinneil, mo roghainn 's mo rin,
'S e loineadh na bodaich air Machair nan Gall.14

A fragment of a third song to Alasdair mac Colla survives in a
manuscript.13 Although it is not certain whether the author was male
or female, it deserves mention for the evidence it gives supporting
Buchan's assertion that Alasdair was "somewhat inclined to
drunkenness"!6. The poem begins:

Alasdair chridhe mhic Cholla mhic Dhémhnaill,
B' aithne dhomh fhéin an gniomh bu mhor leat
Ag 0l gach tredoradh fo t' iomadh trath

'S do bhrataich ri crannaibh ga sedladh.17

This, then, is the man who joined Montrose's army before the battle
of Tippermuir, and whose experience in battle was to prove so
important to the royalist victories.
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The death of Campbell of Auchinbreck, the leader of the
Covenanting forces, at the battle of Inverlochy is credited to the hand
of Alasdair mac Colla in the song Alasdair Mhic Cholla Gasda, which
contains the line: "Mharbhadh Tighearn' Ach nam Breac leat". This
cannot, however be taken as definite proof of fact, as the song also
refers to the burning of Glasgow, which did not happen, although the
sack of Aberdeen which is also exulted over in these verses did take
place. After the Royalists gained Aberdeen in September 1644,
Alasdair and his men were allowed by Montrose to sack the city,
contrary to his usual behaviour. This was partly due to his anger
over the murder of his friend, Kilpont, partly to his outrage over the
killing of a drummer-boy sent to the city under a flag of truce.18
The treatment of the town of Glasgow in August 1645 was altogether
different:

After waiting two days at Kilsyth, during which he sent a

message of assurance to the city of Glasgow, the victorious

general entered the capital of the west...A deputation from the
town council met the king's lieutenant outside the walls,
offering the value of £500 in English money as a largesse to
the soldiers, and praying that the city might be left
unmolested. To this request Montrose readily agreed. He
issued stringent orders against theft and violence, and his
entry was welcomed with a popular enthusiasm hardly to be
lIooked for in the Lowlands...Unfortunately the sight of the
well-stocked booths and prosperous dwellings of the Saltmarket
and the Gallowgate was too much for some of his followers,
who had not believed that so much wealth existed in the world,
and could not readily forget their Highland creed that spoil
should follow victory. Looting began, and Montrose, true to
his word, promptly hanged several of the malefactors. But he
saw that Glasgow would prove too severe a trial to his army,
so two days after his arrival, about the 20th of August, he
marched six miles up the river to Bothwell,1?

So much for the city of Glasgow being set alight by the royalist

army.

The Battle of Inverlochy, probably the most famous victory for
the Royalists, followed an epic march march from Kilcumin by
Montrose and his army to reach the Covenant forces, but they did
not quite manage to take Argyll by surprise:
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During the night Argyll withdrew to his galley An Dubh
Luidneach, which lay in Loch Linnhe...Auchinbreck commanded
his clansmen in the centre with a reserve behind. A
detachment of Campbells was placed on both wings, the six
companies of Leven's regiment being equally distributed
between them. Forty or fifty men were placed in Inverlochy
Castle and a field piece was placed on the vantage point just
north of the modern hotel...To the south-east Glen Nevis is
guarded by Beinn Neamh-bhathais...The Royalists approached
from the direction of Leanachan woods to the north-east...
employing a long line extending across the valley.

Montrose commanded about fifteen hundred men but
some...had returned home with booty. Catholic prayers were
offered before battle commenced. O' Cahan was sent against
Auchinbreck’'s right with orders to withold fire until he could
shoot lead into the breasts of the enemy. He went one better
and held off until he 'fired their beards’. The Campbells could
no more stand their ground than could the veterans of
Marston Moor. Alasdair assaulted the left wing which also
broke. The van, led by Montrose himself, advanced against
Auchinbreck's centre, firing at close quarters and charging 'in
a close bodie with such strength and furie as they ware forced
to give backe upon there reire', which instead of either opening
to receive them or standing to present covering fire, turned
and ran. Some tried to escape the merciless claymores and
Lochaber axes by making for the castle but Sir Thomas Ogilvie
headed them off...

[Montrose] claimed that he would have prevented the
ensuing slaughter had it been within his power to do so.
Fifteen hundred of the enemy reputedly lost their lives. Many
died where the waters of Nevis enter the loch. Some tried to
escape into Glen Nevis where their graves are still pointed out.
Others fled to what is now Fort William to be cut down at the
foot of the Cow Hill. Alasdair pursued the defeated along the
upper Auchintore road which skirts the Mamores on its way to
Loch Leven...Near Loch Lundaura he gave up the chase.
There, according to tradition, he erected a cairn 'Clach [nan]
Caimbeulach’'; ‘every Campbell or sympathiser with Argyll
throws down the topmost stone, every MacDonald or admirer
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of Montrose with equal duty replaces it. Ewen of Treshnish
was wounded when he intervened to prevent an Atholl sword
despatching Campbell of Skipness, one of his late comrades—~in~
arms in Ireland. Few of Sliochd Diarmaid were so fortunate.
Auchinbreck was given the choice of death by the rope or the
sword. His reply became proverbial, 'dha dhiu gun aon
roghainn'...Alasdair understood that kind of language.
Tradition says in any case that Auchinbreck died by his own
hand...

This victory 'much diminished Argyll's credit among his
own followers, to whom this day was very fatal,' wrote
Menteith, 'because it broke the band wherewith he kept those
poor Highlanders attached to his interest." When the fortunate
Campbell of Skipness was brought before Montrose he
condemned the cowardice of his chief. According to Montrose
himself the prisoners laid 'all the blame on their chief.’20

The victory at Inverlochy, and the flight of Argyll, gave rise
to many exultant poems by the bards of the royalist party, the best
known of these being that composed by lain Lom, who shows no
mercy to the grieving Campbell widows:

Sgrios orm mas truagh leam bhur caramh,
'G €isdeachd anshocair bhur paisdean,
Caoidh a' phannail bh' anns an araich,
Donnalaich bhan Earr-Ghaidheal.2!

Not surprisingly, the women's songs composed after the battle
of Inverlochy which have survived are the laments of these Campbell
women so cruelly mocked by Iain Lom. One of these?? lists the
terrible loss suffered by one woman, the widow of Campbell of Glen
Faochain, in which she blames "nan Eirionnach doite", and the
strength they added to the royalist cause, for her pitiful state:

Mharbh iad m' athair is m' fhear-posda,

'S mo thritir mhacanan grinn oga,

'S mo cheathrar bhraithrean ga 'n stroiceadh,
'S mo naoidhnear cho-dhaltan boidheach.
Loisg iad mo chuid coirc' is edrna.
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Mharbh iad mo chrodh mér gu feodlach,
'S mo chaoirich gheala ga 'n rdosdadh.?3

The last three lines given here undoubtedly refer to the raid on
the countryside of Argyll carried out by Alasdair mac Colla and his
followers in the winter of 1644-45, during which:

The Clan Campbell as a whole was successfully challenged for

the first time in generations, and its reputation was shattered.

Through this, and through his own failings in resisting the

invasion, the marquis of Argyll was partially discredited...But

the ravaging of Argylishire was aimed at more than simply
inflicting humiliating military defeat on the Campbells. It was,
as far as Alasdair MacColla and his allies were concerned, the
first major success in a campaign to destroy the Clan Campbell
completely, reviving MacDonald power in its place. But
military victory in itself would not free land for restoration to
its rightful owners, the Clan Donald and other clans who had
suffered at Campbell hands; therefore it was a brutal logic as
well as lust for revenge that dictated that all Campbell men
who were captured should be killed...Argyllshire was left 'lyke
ane deserte’. With their menfolk fled or dead, their houses
destroyed, their food, goods, and cattle carried off, the

Campbell women and children must have suffered horribly in
the winter months that followed.24

The loss of the poetess' father, husband, four brothers and nine

foster-brothers might seem exaggerated, but, as Stevenson points out:
in an age when Highlanders still tended to fight in kin-based
groups rather than in artificial military units it was quite

possible for the killing of a group of enemies who had been
surrounded to wipe out an entire family.25

The poem continues to describe the woman's grief at the loss of her
husband, and how this grief is shared by the people of his district:

Tha gach fear 's an tir s' ga d' chaoineadh
Thall 'sa bhos mu Inbhir-Aora,
Mnathan 'sa bhasraich 's am falt sgaoilte. 26
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Like Campbell of Skipness and the prisoners taken by
Montrose after the battle, Glenfaochain's widow lays the blame for the
defeat at Inverlochy on the shoulders of Argyll, condemning his flight

from the battle and the way in which he left his clansmen to their fate
at the hands of the royalists:

Thug Mac Cailein Mor an linn' air,
'S leig e 'n sgriob ud air a chinneadh.27

It is unusual in Gaelic poetry to find such open criticism of a
clan chief, although Roderick Morison's Oran Do Mhac Ledid Dhin
Bheagain 28 is a later example. One can easily understand the sense
of betrayal which must have been felt by the Campbells on being
abandoned, as they saw it, by the head of their clan before such an
important battle. The excuses made on Argyll's behalf, that:

Auchinbreck, not he, was in command; he was not by physique

a useful fighting man, and he was still suffering from a

damaged shoulder; he was the chief pillar of the Covenant in

Scotland, and the head of a great clan; for him to risk his life,

sword in hand, against desperate men was against every

counsel of prudence and common sense2?
must have seemed very feeble to a woman who had lost eighteen of
her menfolk fighting for his cause. Little wonder then, that she
blames Argyll for having sailed away down the loch when his clan
were in most need of his leadership and encouragement.

The lament of Mary Cameron of Callard30, the widow of
Patrick Campbell of Inverawe, is doubly poignant, considering that she
had previously lost her own family to a plague of some kind and was
now totally alone.

Tradition states that the lament was composed after she had
been compelled by her father-in-law to marry as her second husband
the Prior of Ardchattan, but one version3! seems to be much more
immediate than one composed some time after the event could be.
The lament does not mention Argyll or Inverlochy, but is a song of

praise to her dead husband, and an expression of her own profound
grief over his loss:

Nuair a théid mi mach bithidh mo shil riut,
A's n'ar thig mi staigh bithidh mo dhiil riut,
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'S tric mo dhedir a' ruith o m’ shiilean
Is dealbh Mhic Dhonnchaidh air mo ghluin sibh,32

Despite 'dealbh Mhic Dhonnchaidh', which could be interpreted
literally as a portrait of Patrick Campbell, or metaphorically as a
reference to his son, who resembles his father, Mary Cameron finds
no solace now that her beloved husband is dead:

Tha féidh air innseag na h-iubhraich,

'S bric ann an linne na liba;

'S ged a tha, ciod dhomhsa is fiu iad,

'S mo Pharaig gaolach, 's € anns a' chruiste.33

This song strikes one as being the composition of a woman
who was not much interested in the political situation which took her
husband away from her: we find no expressions of support for the
Covenant; no condemnation of the Royalists; no mention, even, of the
protagonists in the battle of Inverlochy. Although the conflict was
the cause of her husband's death, it is the fact of his death which
concerns her, and which gives rise to her lament.

Stevenson suggests that Mary may have had divided loyalties,
as the Cameron s fought with Montrose34, but I would argue that her
only loyalty lay with her husband, and that her sole concern was for
his safety rather than any political cause. Although she was a
Cameron by birth, she had no close relatives marching with the
Royalists, as her father and brothers were already dead from the
plague which had struck the house of Callard.3S

There is, however, one lament composed after Inverlochy
which is the work of a woman torn apart by the conflict36,

Fionnghal Caimbeul was the wife of Iain Garbh Maclean of Coll who,
along with their son, Hector Roy, fought for Montrose; she was also
the sister of Campbell of Auchinbreck, commander of the Covenant
forces, who lost his life at Inverlochy. Fionnghal seems to have been
treated badly by the Macleans, and opens her song by lamenting the
fact that she ever went to Coll, describing how her husband's clan
behaved towards her:

Rinn iad mo leab' aig an dorus,
Comaidh ri fearaibh 's ri conaibh;
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'S thug iad am braisd as mo bhroilleach,
'S m' usgraichean 's mo chneapan corrach...37

Her bitterness against the Macleans knows no bounds, as she curses

Hector Roy, her own son, thus:

Eachainn Ruadh de 'n fhine dhona,
'S coma leam ged théid thu dholaidh,
'S ged a bhiodh do shliochd gun toradh.38

Fionnghal feels totally alone in Ccll, as there is nobody to
share her grief for her brother, and she expresses her wish to be in
Inverary, where there would be tearing of hair and beating of hands
over the death of Auchinbreck. The strongest expression of her
emotions, and her loyalties, is reserved for the final stanza. This is
full of venom against the Macleans and Clan Donald, whom she holds
responsible for the death of her brother; traditional accounts, indeed,
attribute the death of Auchinbreck to Alasdair Mac Cholla:

Nan robh mis' an Inbhir-Lochaidh...
Dheanainn fuil ann, dheanainn strdiceadh,
Air na Leathanaich 's Clann Domhnall;
Bhiodh na h-Eireannaich gun ded annt',
Is na Duibhnich bheirinn bed as.3?

Stevenson relates that "soon after Inverlochy [Fionnghal] went
mad”, and adds, "whether or not this is true, the poem starkly
portrays a woman in the first wild paroxysms of grief, torn between
the conflicting claims to her loyalty of Campbells and MacLeans."40
From actual text of the song, however, it seems that Fionnghal's grief
stems not so much from conflicting loyalties, but from the fact that
her loyalty lay with one side, while she was the mother and wife of
members of the opposing side, and living in the lands of a clan which
was fighting against her own. One can only try to imagine the agony
of her position, and, if she did lose her mind, it is understandable in
such circumstances.

The extant songs by women relating to the Covenanting wars
thus give us both sides of the story: the joy of the victors and the
sorrow of the vanquished. The women shared the same language and
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heritage, differing only in the political stance taken by their respective
clan chiefs, and the effects which this had on them.

Scotland was again in a state of turmoil and conflict less than
half a century after the final defeat of Montrose, when the Highland
clans rallied behind Graham of Claverhouse in rebellion against the
Revolution Settlement of 1689. James VII and II had earned the
resentment of many with his attempts to catholicise Britain, but the
final straw was the birth of a son, in 1688, to James and his second,
and Catholic, wife. This:

fused numerous interests, two of which were paramount. The

King's Protestant opponents in Britain envisaged the possibility

of an endless Roman Catholic dynasty; to William of Orange it

meant the end of his wife's right of succession to the British
throne, and of vital British support for the Dutch in future
years against France.4!

As a result of this, James was forced to follow his wife and newborn

son into exile, and William of Orange arrived in Britain to take up the

throne offered to him by Parliament. This move was not universally

popular, and armies were raised by those still loyal to King James in
an attempt to restore him to his throne. The Scottish army was led
by Graham of Claverhouse, Viscount Dundee.

Although there are many songs connected with this campaign
composed by men, there is only one by a woman author which
survives. The song4? is a lament for Domhnall Gorm, younger son
of Glengarry, who was Kkilled at the battle of Killiecrankie. The
lament is ascribed to his wife, who is named as Ni Mhic Raghnaill,
although it seems unlikely that this is the same poetess who composed
the lament for the murdered chief of Keppoch and his brother in
1663, as, according to Clan Donald, she died unmarried.43

Clan Donald is not, however, a completely reliable source. In
vol. II, the Donald Gorm who was slain at Killiecrankie, having "killed
18 of the enemy with his own hand", is said to be the son of Alasdair
Dubh, heir to Glengarry, although "a brother of Alasdair Dubh is also
said to have fallen."44 In the genealogies of the families of Clan
Donald in vol. III, compiled by the same authors, there is no son of
Alasdair Dubh named Donald, although Donald Gorm is given as the
son of Ranald, 9th of Glengarry, and thus the brother of Alasdair
Dubh.45 The genealogies as given in Clan Donald cast doubt on the
naming of Donald Gorm's wife as Ni Mhic Raghnaill, as none of the
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sisters or daughters of the contemporary chiefs of Keppoch are said
to have married Donald Gorm. Furthermore, the poetess is said to
have lost her father and brothers at Killiecrankie4¢, and, although the
chief of Keppoch, Colla nam Bd, was at Killiecrankie, neither he nor
his brothers or sons died there. The inconsistencies in Clan Donald
add to the confusion: A daughter of Alasdair nan Cleas, 10th of
Keppoch, is said to have married Donald Mac Angus of Glengarry47;
but, although three wives are listed for this Donald, grandfather of
Donald Gorm, none of them are from the family of Keppoch; a
daughter of Archibald, 15th of Keppoch, and thus sister to both Colla
nam Bo and Sileas na Ceapaich, is said to have been the wife of
Alexander MacDonald, 12th of Glencoe*®, but the list of Keppoch's
children4? includes no daughters married to Glencoe.

If we put the inconsistencies to one side and accept the
information regarding the daughters of the Keppoch family to be
correct, we must then ask who the wife of Donald Gorm was, and
how she came to be known as Ni Mhic Raghnaill. One possibility is
that she was not Ni Mhic Raghnaill, which implies a member of the
Keppoch family, but simply Nighean Raghnaill, and that oral
transmission of the tradition surrounding the song is to blame for the
alteration in the ascription. Another reason might be that, if Donald
Gorm was known as Mac Raghnaill, his father being Ranald, 9th of
Glengarry, our poetess could have been named Ni Mhic Raghnaill in
the same way that Iseabail Ni Mheic Cailéin was the wife, rather than
the daughter, of Mac Cailean. The former theory seems the more
plausible, but one must bear in mind the inaccuracies in the Clan
Donald genealogies, and the possibility that the poetess was a
daughter of Keppoch who was overlooked by the compilers of that
work.

The song itself is a cry from the heart, although containing
elements of classical bardic elegy: Domhnall Gorm is praised for his
looks, his strength, his handling of weapons, and his prowess as a
hunter, alongside striking images of genuine grief, such as:

Tha mo chridh' air a dhochnadh
Mar gun goirticheadh sgian e3¢

The only mention of the poetess' family backs up the note in the
MacLagan manuscript, while weakening the Keppoch connection:
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Bean gun bhrathair gun athair
Gun fhear~tighe gun chéile.5!

MacLagan may have been mistaken in his belief that it was at
Killiecrankie that she lost the rest of her family, but, even if this
happened earlier, we still cannot find a link to Keppoch. MacLagan
was certainly mistaken in giving Domhnall Gorm the title of tdnaistear
of Glengarry32, indicating the heir to the chiefship, when we know
that Alasdair Dubh held that title as the eldest son. Whoever
Domhnall Gorm's wife really was, it is clear that the death of her
husband is the hardest to bear of all her losses, and that it is the
main cause of her grief:

Chan eil air an t-saoghal,

Do dhaoinibh no dh' airneis,
No dh' uachdaran finnidh,
No chinneach no chairdibh,
Aon ni 'tha mi 'g acain;

Ge b' ait leam nan slaint’ iad,
Ach am fear ud a phos mi
Glé 0g is mi 'm phaistein.53

Despite the confusion surrounding the identity of the composer
of this lament, there is no doubt as to the love and tenderness
displayed by the poetess for her husband, and her profound and
sincere grief at his loss. It is a fine example of the mixture of
heartfelt lament with the more classical elements of bardic elegy to
produce a work which is at once full of praise, pride, love and
SOrrow.

Although the battle of Killiecrankie was a victory for the
forces led by Viscount Dundee, the loss of Claverhouse himself in the
battle effectively ended any hopes of success for his cause, and an
uneasy peace settled on the Highlands and Islands for a quarter of a
century, until the Jacobite rebellion of 1715.

The reign of William and Mary had been followed by the reign
of Mary's younger sister, Anne, whose children all predeceased her.
Although it has been suggested that Anne wished her half-brother,
James VIII and III, to be her successor, this was precluded by the
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1701 Act of Settlement, passed by the English Parliament, which
stated that she was to be succeeded by her nearest Protestant relative,
The Electress Sophia of Hanover, or her heirs. This would not have
prevented the Scottish Parliament from choosing James as their
monarch, had the Union of the Parliaments not occurred seven years
before the death of Anne. The Act of Settlement notwithstanding
"many people have said ever since that had James come straight over
from France the moment Anne died, and declared himself King, he
would probably have been accepted even though remaining a
Catholic".54 Instead, George, Elector of Hanover and son of Sophia,
was proclaimed King, and arrived in England on the 18th of
September 1714.

The first poem by a woman which is concerned with this
period of turmoil is a song to King James by Sileas na Ceapaich, an
ardent Jacobite. Do Righ Seumas 35 has been dated by to late 1714
or early 1715, probably after James' declaration of his intention to
resist the succession of the Elector of Hanover by force.56

Sileas' song contains the refrain Mo Mhéili bheag O, and it is
unclear whether this is because she is singing it to a child (possibly
her daughter or a grand-daughter) or whether it is some sort of
code-name for King James. The latter explanation is quite possible,
as the pseudonym Modrag was used for Prince Charles Edward Stuart
during the rising of 1745. The song is vigorous and joyful, inspired
by a (false) report that James was on his way immediately, and with a
large fleet, although Sileas is aware of the unreliability of such
rumours, and in fact seems to doubt the truth of what she has heard,
with the words, Nam b' fhior na bheil mi cluinntinn.

Having begun her song by expressing her joy at the news
which she has received, of the imminent arrival of James, and the
surrender of his opponents, Sileas launches an attack on the house of
Hanover and the English government, using the image of a pig which
was so often used by poets such as Mac Mhaighstir Alasdair in the

1745 campaign:

Tha do chathair aig Handver
Mo Mhaiili bheag O,

Do chrin 's do chathair corach,
Mo nighean riin O ;

Tha 'n sean-fhacal cho cinnteach
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'S gur barail leam gur fior e,
Nach marcach muc an diollaid,
Mo Mhaili bheag 0.57

Sileas was evidently against the Union of the Parliaments,
which took place in 1707, thereby removing the right of the Scottish
parliament to choose their own monarch, and ensuring that the Act of
Settlement passed by the English parliament in 1701 would apply to
Scotland also. She feels that Scotland has been sold to England, and

evidently sees it as a rapacious invader rather than a partner, urging
Scotland to fight against it:

Ach Alba éiribh comhla,
Mo Mhaili bheag O,
Mun gearr Sasunnaich ur sgdrnan,
Mo nighean riin O ;
Nuair thug iad airson 0ir uaibh
Ur creideas is ur storas...58

The Union is described as winnein puinnsein, a poisoned onion served
up to the Scots, making a pun on ‘'union' and 'uinnean'. Sileas then
goes on to invoke Divine power to ensure that James gains the
throne, trusting that God is on his side.

The next poem composed by Sileas on this subject is one
entitled Do Dh' Fheachd Mhorair Mar 5%, composed “between
September (when the Highland leaders set out to collect their men)
and 13th November 1715 (when the Battle of Sheriffmuir took
place)."60 Sileas begins this poem with an expression of her anxiety

over the men who have left to join Mar, knowing that some of them
will not return:

...chaidh iad air astar
Gun chinnt mu 'n teachd dhachaidgh 61

Her mood then lifts slightly, as she wishes them success in
their struggle, and hopes that James will be crowned in England as a
result of their efforts. She names individuals who have risen with
Mar, beginning with "Domhnall o 'n Dun", or Domhnall a' Chogaidh,
the fourth Baronet of Sleat:
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From the beginning of the eighteenth century to the eve of the
Rebellion, Sir Donald had lived mostly in Glasgow and had
little communication with the isles; but, released from prison,
where he had been detained on suspicion of Jacobite tendencies

[He fought with Dundee at Killiecrankie] in 1714-15, he

repaired to Skye to raise there his following of seven hundred

to nine hundred men62,
Sir Donald was unable to take part in Mar's rising himself, as he was
taken ill on his way south, so his brothers, James of Orinsay and
William, also mentioned by Sileas, took on his role as leaders of the
MacDonalds of Sleat in Mar's army.

The next leader named by Sileas is Alasdair Dubh of
Glengarry, who had also fought at Killiecrankie. He had been at Mar’s
meeting at Braemar, after which "the lairds and chiefs
dispersed to their own territories to raise their men. Of those who
had come from the west of Scotland, only Glengarry honoured his
word and immediately set about calling out his clan..."%3 His prowess
in battle is praised thus:

'Nuair a théid thu gu buillean,
'S do naimhdean a dh' fhuireach,
Gu cinnteach bidh fuil air am bian.64

Although Grant of Glenmoriston came out with Glengarry,
Sileas does not mention him here, preferring for the moment to
concentrate on her own clan, Clan Donald. The next member
mentioned is Ailean Muideartach, leader of Clanranald, and yet another
veteran of Killiecrankie, after which he fled to France with his brother
and joined the French guard:
The Proclamation issued by the government, offering protection
in their persons and property to all who had been in arms, if
they would surrender and take the oath of alliegance, before
the 1st of January, 1692, was spurned by Clanranald, who
proceeded with his brother Ranald, to France, where he
completed his education, under the eye of James VII., and
became one of the most accomplished gentlemen of his age.65

Sileas alludes to an injury which has made it impossible for Ailean to
have children:
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'S e ro-mheud do ghaisge
Chum gun oighr' air do phearsa 66

I know of no other reference to such a wound in the historical works
connected with Clanranald, or the rising of 1715, but Sileas may well
be correct. Although he was married by the time he returned to
Uist, around 1704, Ailean died childless, and was succeeded by his
brother, Ranald. He was one of the first to rise in support of King
James:
It is generally believed that he was in correspondence with the
Court of St. Germains before the rising of 1715, for no
sooner had the Earl of Mar raised his standard at Braemar
than Clanranald sailed from Uist with his followers, and

summoned his vassals of Moydart, Arasaig, and the small
isles.67

After Clanranald, Sileas praises her own branch of Clan
Donald, the MacDonalds of Keppoch, led by her brother, Colla nam
Bo. This praise is somewhat premature, as Coll did not take part in
this rising, although he had fought with distinction at Killiecrankie.
He was not alone in his reluctance to lead his men into battle once
again in the Stuart cause, and for good reason:

One of the reasons given by some of the chiefs for their

reluctance to join Gordon and Glengarry was fear of raids into

their territories by the Government troops at Fort William.

This was put forward by Coll Macdonnell of Keppoch in a

letter of 3 October 1715. He promised to come as soon as he

could, but referred to 'the Country People being terrified by

the Garrison of Fort William, who threatens to destroy all the
Country how soon ever we leave it.'68

Having dealt with the main branches of Clan Donald involved,
Sileas moves on to mention the other clans which took part: the
MacKenzies of Seaforth, Frasers of Fraserdale, MacLeods,
MacKinnons and Chisholms. She uses a long metaphor on cock-
fighting to describe the support of the Duke of Gordon, the Cock of
the North, for the Stuart cause, even though he was in captivity, with
his son acting as his representative in Mar's army.

Robertson of Struan, another returned from exile in France

—

see B2
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after Killiecrankie, and the Forbeses, who were tenants of the Earl of
Mar are praised, although Sileas expresses her regret that the
Forbeses are not as numerous as they might have been, due to being

led by a Whig:

Tha mo ghruaim ris a' bhuidhinn ud thall,
A luaithead 's a mhith iad an t-sreang;
Tha mi cinnteach am aigne
Gum bu mhiann leo bhith againn
Mur biodh Chuigse bhith aca mar cheann.69

MacPherson of Cluny is the last clan leader to be praised,
although Sileas seems unsure as to whether or not he will actually join
the rising. Sileas had good reason to doubt Cluny's willingness to
fight:

Duncan MacPherson of Cluny succeeded his brother in 1666 as

16th chief of his family, and he appears to have spent much of

his career in trying to avoid taking sides in battles...In 1689,

250 of his men fought for James VII at Killiecrankie, but

Duncan was not committed...He was an old man in 1715 (he

died in 1722), and, once again, though some of his men were

present at Sheriffmuir...he did not come out himself.70

Sileas concludes the poem by looking forward to the day that
Mar's army reaches London and takes power, although we know now
that this was not destined to happen.

The Battle of Sheriffmuir which, though indecisive, effectively
put paid to the Jacobite cause, is the subject of the next poem
connected with the rising which has been ascribed to Sileas. Sgeul a
thainig an drasda orm 7! opens with Sileas lamenting devastating news
which she has received about the battle: that Huntly deserted his men
and that the clans all suffered terrible losses. The truth was that the
Jacobite right wing defeated Argyll's left, the survivors of which
"kept running all the way back to Stirling, where they reported a
complete defeat"’2, while the Jacobite left wing was defeated by
Argyll's right. Of Huntly's role in all this, there are conflicting
reports:

Some accounts...indicate that the whole of the Jacobite horse

which should have supported this left wing had been moved by -
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error across to the right. On the other hand, there are
certain authorities who indicate that the Marquess of Huntly's
horse was involved in the fighting in the withdrawal to the
Allan Water. Indeed, many of the very uncharitable things

that were said about Huntly are concerned with his flight from
the dragoons' attack.”3

This seems to be what Sileas refers to when she says:

Thug Morair Hunntainn as a chasan,
'S beagan each nach b' fhiach 74

The news that her own son was among the casualties, "mo
mhac-sa air dol dhiom", gives Sileas a further cause for grief, but
although she condemns what she has heard of Huntly's actions, she
decides that the reports cannot be true, bracketing the Gordons with
Clan Donald in terms of loyalty and bravery: '

Gar am biodh ann ach Gordanaich 's Clann Domhnaill
Thachairt comhladh anns a' bhlar,

Cha toir an saoghal orm a shaoilsinn
Nach tug iad aodainn daibh.75

We are then given a vivid description of the battle, and the
valorous part played by Clan Donald, although we must remember
that Sileas' perception of events is coloured by her strongly partisan
feelings. There is a rebuke for Huntly and those who fled with him:

Ceud mallachd aig a' phairtidh
A dh' fhag sibh ann am feum,

Bha 'n ciirt an righ 's Mhorair Hunntainn,
Luchd plunndrainn nan ceud’6

Her feelings about Huntly seem to be justified:
Huntly was aggrieved that he was not chosen to lead the
Rising...which many of the Highlanders also expected him to
do...He contacted Argyll about surrender terms even before
the battle, and was among the first to submit to the
Government afterwards.””
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Sileas, however, makes no mention of the cowardly behaviour of
Seaforth, who, instead of leading his clan into battle, stood back from
the fight and watched his clansmen fall at the hands of Argyll's right
wing.78

This poem seems to have been composed over a period of
time, rather than truly ex tempore, for by the end it is clear that
Sileas has received a more accurate account of what happened at
Sheriffmuir. She laments the loss of the Captain of Clanranald, and
of the Earl of Strathmore, who was only twenty-five years old when
he died. His youth is referred to by Sileas, using the image of a
tree: s

Am planntas deas daicheil

Nach d' fhas ach 'n a ghéig7?

The identity of the two lain Grants whom she also laments is
unclear, although the Grants of Glenmoriston were certainly in Mar's
army, having joined at the same time as the MacDonalds of
Glengarry:

The most distinguished Iain Grant present at Sheriffmuir was

Iain a' Chragain (1657-1736), 6th chief of Glenmoriston, who

with his men followed Glengarry and joined General Gordon's

force about 20th September 1715...But unless Sileas is
misinformed he cannot be one of the lain Grants mentioned
here, for he survived the battle.80
At the same time, the two Iain Grants "must almost certainly have
been Glenmoriston Grants, since the other main branch of the family,
the Grants of Grant, were Whigs."81

Sileas finishes by lamenting all the young men who have died

in the Jacobite cause, praising their devotion and their bravery:

'S e meud an durachd anns a' chuis ud
Chuir air luths an lann,

'Gan spadadh le luaidh ghlas 's le fudar,
'S b' € mo dhidbhail bh' ann.82

The second poem on the battle of Sheriffmuir which has been
ascribed to Sileas®3 is much more spirited, vehemently attacking those
clan leaders whom she considers to have been less than enthusiastic in
the fight. She first turns her vitriol on Seaforth, chastising him for
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his failure to take part in the battle, and for his subsequent flight,
although there is "no evidence for the distance he ran from the battle,
or that he ran at all".84 Sileas has evidently heard that he did just
that, and attacks his cowardice:

Nuair a chunnaic thu 'm blar
'S ann a thair thu 'n t-eagal;
Rinn thu céig mile deug

Gun t' each sréin a chasadh 85

She then turns her attention, somewhat unfairly judging by
historical evidence, on the Camerons of Locheil:

Fire faire, Lochiall !

Sud mar thriall do ghaisgich:
'Nan ruith leis an t-sliabh,
Lan fiamh is gealtachd®6

The Camerons of Locheil were on the Jacobite left wing, which was
decimated by Argyll's dragoons, where they "bore the brunt of
Argyll's attack and were defeated and driven back in spite of having
rallied six times"87 After the destruction of the left wing, the
survivors fled in the direction of the Allan Water, where many of
them were drowned, "but very few actually cut down by the
dragoons...Argyll's Scots officers were more anxious to drive off than
kill the enemy, many of whom were their friends, and even
relatives” .88

The next clan at the receiving end of Sileas' sharp tongue are
the Gordons, the very clan she had praised in the previous poem,
saying now that they ran away le luaths an casan. This condemnation
of the Gordons might lead one to suspect that Sileas was not, in fact,
the author of this poem, as she was married to a Gordon and her
son, whom we know from the previous poem to have taken part in
the battle, would presumably have been amongst those very Gordons
accused of cowardice. However, one has only to take the evidence of
the poem by Fionnghal Caimbeul on the battle of Inverlochy to show
that ties by blood can be stronger than ties by marriage, and one's
alliegance to one's own clan stronger than that to any other. Sileas
is, first and foremost, a MacDonald poetess, and this could have
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allowed her to make such a statement, so we cannot assume that she
could not have composed this poem simply because it is less than
flattering towards her husband's clan.

Although Sileas is fiercely partisan in the Stuart cause, she is
not impressed by the conduct of the Stewart clan at Sheriffmuir,
saying that they are Lan spid is maslaidh, and she is similarly

contemptuous of the MacKinnons, whom she accuses of fleeing before
the enemy:

Theich buidheann nam faochag
Gun aodach dhachaidh.8?

The explanation for this last line is that "The Highlanders threw off
their plaids on going into battle...and those who were defeated were
unable to return for them."90 The MacKinnons were on the left wing
of Mar's army, and thus defeated, so they could not reclaim their
plaids after the battle. '

The men of Atholl and Badenoch are the next on Sileas' list of
cowards and traitors, as she describes how:

Theich iad bho 'n bhlar
Gun sta, gun fhuireach t

The Duke of Atholl was on the government side, but his son, William
Murray, Marquis of Tullibardine, was in Mar's army leading the
Atholl Highlanders. They were in the defeated second line at
Sheriffmuir, but only Sileas seems to view their actions as
treacherous. The men of Badenoch referred to are the MacPhersons,
some of whom joined the Jacobite army despite the neutral stance
adopted by their leader, MacPherson of Cluny.%?
Many of them joined the MacGregors under Rob Roy...who
kept his followers aloof from the Sheriffmuir action; they were
met several miles from the battlefield by the fleeing men of
Mar's left wing...But John Cameron tells us that some of the
MacPhersons, like the MacKinnons, joined up with the
Camerons at the battle, and these are probably the "fir
Bhaideanaich" here referred to.93
So it would seem that criticism of at least some of the MacPhersons
is justified, but not of them all, and that the blame for the inaction of
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those who stayed out of the battle should be laid at the door of Rob
Roy MacGregor, and not at that of the MacPhersons who, after all,
were under no obligation to have been in Mar's army, when their

chief had refused to join.
Robert Stewart of Appin, "Raibeart nam bo" is the next leader

criticised, again somewhat unfairly. He "brought 250 men to join
General Gordon's contingent for Mar's army"94, so Sileas' accusation
that:

...cha b' fhiach am biadh,

An t-aon chiad a bh' agad.%5

is inaccurate. As O Baoill points out, the designation "Raibeart nam
bé" could apply to Rob Roy MacGregor, but the rest of the stanza
makes it clear that the subject is someone who had dealings with
Queen Anne, gaining money from her, and all this fits in with Robert
Stewart of Appin, who was Commissioner of supply for Argylishire
under the government of Queen Anne.%6 '

Sileas finishes this poem, as one might expect, with words of
praise for Clan Donald, and the actions of Alasdair of Glengarry after

Clanranald had fallen:

Chaidh e sios an rathad
Gu cruadalach dian
'Nuair bha 'n triath laighe97

The men of Clan Donald are the only ones to escape Sileas' wrath in
this poem, as they are the only ones mentioned for their good
conduct, and their response to Alasdair Dubh's call, rather than for
cowardice. The song is rounded off with a refrain lamenting the loss

of Clanranald:

Air chalmain duinn, O!
Gun d' fhalbh ar Caiptinn;
Call it ri 0,

Cha tainig e dhachaidh.93

This final reference, to ar Caiptinn rather than an Caiptean, might lead
one to suspect that the author was a member of the Clanranald branch
of Clan Donald, rather than the Keppoch branch, as Sileas was. O
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Baoill admits that "the ascription to Sileas is notably late, as the text
is (1894), and is totally unsubstantiated".9?

The ascription of the third poem on the battle of Sheriffmuir,
which is included in O Baoill's collection, to Sileas is very doubtful
indeed:

much of this poem sounds like the work of a participant or an

eye-witness, and on this score we might be justified in

deciding that Sileas was not the author.100

For this reason, given that certainly a participant in, and
probably an eye-witness of, the battle of Sheriffmuir would have been
male rather than female, I have chosen not to discuss the poem,

Dh' innsinn sgeula dhuibh le reusan 10! here.

There is, however, another poem by Sileas concerning the
Rising of 1715102 which is addressed to King James' army. It would
seem to have been composed in the time between the battle of
Sheriffmuir and the arrival of James on 22nd December 1715.103

Sileas begins by lamenting the state in which the Highlanders
have found themselves after Sheriffmuir, with many women left
widowed and grieving for the men they have lost:

A' sior chaoidh nan uaislean
A fhuair iad ri phosadh,104

She laments the dispersal of those who have survived the battle, who
have been living as fugitives, but claims that they will gather and
fight again when the need arises, with the arrival of King James:

Ged a tha sibh 's an am

Air feadh ghleann agus munaidhean,
Gu nochd sibh ur ceann

An am teanntachd mar churaidhnean;
'Nuair thig Seumas a nall

'S i ur lann bhios fuileachdach 105

She invokes divine power to protect the army from danger and
suffering, hoping that they will be spared:
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O bhuillibh de 'n tuaigh
Tha na h-uaislean a' fuileachdainn106

This may be a reference to the leaders captured at the battle of
Preston, and held prisoner awaiting trial, but although some of them
were subsequently executed, no executions had taken place at this
time!07. Of course, Sileas would have known that many of them were
liable to be executed for their part in the rebellion, so this reference
is not out of place.

Her attention then turns from the Jacobite army to the enemy,
namely King George, whom she accuses of being gun trocair gun
bhaidh, and of butchering the Jacobites. She is also only too aware
of the power of bribery, which she claims George, an sean-mhadadh-
allaidh, and the Whigs are using in order to persuade the Highlanders
to lay down their arms, and to buy the alliegance of those who have
sided with James. Although this did not, in fact happen, Sileas
declares in any case that this will have no effect, and that:

...Juchd togail nan arm
Bidh iad searbh dhaibh ri chunntadh108

In this, Sileas' expectations matched those of Argyll, but they
were both mistaken:

Argyll estimated in November 1715 that James could quickly

assemble 20,000 men on his arrival in Scotland, but when

James eventually reached the army at Perth there were barely
5000.109

The final stanza uses the parable of the dog who dropped his
meat into the water while looking at his own reflection to illustrate
the submission of some of the Jacobite leaders to the government
after Sheriffmuir:

suggesting that in submitting they are throwing away the

benefits of a victory which is still within their grasp, in a vain

hope of getting other benefits from the Government. Such
leaders would include Seaforth, who eventually submitted at

Inverness...and Huntly, who had been seeking surrender terms

from Argyll even before the battle.110
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From these poems we can see that, although occasionally unfair
in her criticism of other clans, Sileas was a fervent Jacobite, and
fiercely partisan in her support for both King James and Clan Donald.

The next bardess moved to song by the events of 1715 and
their aftermath is Mairearad Nighean Lachlainn, who was based in
Mull, on Maclean lands, although which clan she actually belonged to
is disputed!1l, The song beginning Dh' fhalbh mo chadal a’
smaointinn 112 was composed by her around the year 1715, and is
addressed to Sir Iain Maclean, who died in February 1716 at Gordon
Castle, and was buried at Elgin, according to a letter sent by
Clanranald to the Duke of Mar in 1716,113

At the time of the composition of this song, Sir lain was
evidently still alive, but away from Mull. Sir Iain returned to Britain
from France, where he had lived since about 1692, in 1703...after
which "he resided in London and occasionally in the highlands."114
This must be what Mairearad is referring to with:

Sir Iain cha d' fhuirich

Cha do dh' fhaodadh a chumail

Air bhord ann an Lunnainn,

No a' feitheamh air furan righ Dedrsa.115

The poetess seems to be lamenting the loss to the clan of
having a leader close at hand, and living in his lands. Sir lain could
not do this because of actions taken against him by Argyll after
Killiecrankie:

Sir John {lain] returned home and retained possession of his

estates till Argyle represented him to King William as an

enemy to his cause, and procured a commission from him to
bring the Macleans to obedience; which he began to do by fire
and sword. He came to Mull with 2,500 men, but Sir John
being unprepared for resistance in consequence of the desertion
from his cause of Glengarry and Locheil who had faithfully
promised to assist him, he did not deem it prudent to offer
opposition, all friends, save his own clan, having forsaken him;
and knowing, though he should get the better of Argyle, yet
being in arms against the existing government and his wily
enemy being in favour, his ultimate ruin was inevitable. He
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therefore advised his friends to take protections from Argyle,
while he himself, with a number of his armed followers, went
to the garrisoned island of Kernburg, [Cairnburgh] where he
captured several ships belonging to King William, one of which
was laden with necessaries for the army in Ireland.116

Maclean stayed on this island until 1692, when he left to go
first to London, and then to France, where he stayed in the court of
King James at St. Germains until his return in early 1704. Mairearad
looks forward to the return of her chief, who is sadly missed by all
his clansmen and clanswomen:

'S iomadh bean agus nighean

A thogadh e 'n cridhe

Na 'n deanadh tu tighinn

Mar a b' ait leinn a rithist le solas. 117

Her song is a mixture of praise for the absent chief: listing his
noble ancestry; his personal appearance and his armoury; combined
with expressions of grief at his not being amongst his own people.
The poetess uses striking imagery to convey this:

'S ann a tha do luchd~muinntir'
Mar ghaoir sheillean 'gad ionndrainnl18

The people of Mull had good cause to grieve the absence of
their chief, and his adherence to his principles, rather than political
ends:

He had many opportunities of making his peace with

Kilig William, as well as with his successor Queen Anne, and

thereby to save his estates from the fangs of those who for

generations industriously laboured to make his hereditary
rights their prey. They at length unhappily succeeded, and the
forfeited property of the chief of Maclean enabled Archibald

Campbell, first Duke of Argyle, to add to his other insidiously

acquired honours the title of "Lord of Mull, Morvern, and

Tyrie".119
The death of Sir Iain, as well as the situation in which his devotion to
the Stuart cause had left his clan, gave rise to what is probably
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Mairearad's most famous poem, Gaoir nam ban Muileach 120 which
was composed in 1716. In this poem, she laments the loss of Sir
lain, and the fact that his absence from Mull this time is permanent:

...gun Sir Iain ann an Lunnainn,
No 'san Fhraing air cheann turaisi21

Sir lain did have the opportunity to escape to France with
King James after the failure of the 1715 rising, but was unable to
accept it due to ill health.122 The illness which caused him to remain
in Scotland is referred to by Mairearad:

'S e mo chreach gun do dhraidh ort
Meud an eallaich a bhruchd ort,
'S nach robh l€éigh ann a dhitichradh am bas bhuait.123

She goes on to describe the misfortunes of the Macleans of
Duart at the hands of the Campbells, although claiming that her main
cause for grief is the loss of Sir Iain himself: "'s e lom sgriob an
earraich so 'chraidh mi."124 Later on she exclaims:

Oirnne thainig an diobhail !

Tha Sir Iain a dhith oirnn,

'S Clann-Ghilleoin air an diobradh...
Iad am measg an luchd mioruin

Is a fulang gach mi-mhodh 125

The personal qualities of Sir Iain are again listed in this poem:
his bravery in battle; his generosity; his allies and his linecage. The
Clan Maclean in general are praised, and the loss of so many of them
at Killiecrankie is lamented:

Fhrois gach abhall a h~ubhlan,
Dh' fhalbh gach blath agus Gr-ros,
'S tha ar coill' air a rusgadh de 'h-ailleachd. 126

The clan was further weakened by the fact that Sir Iain's only
son, Hector, was but a child at the time of his father's death, gun an
t-oighre 'na ghliocas, but Mairearad expresses her hope that he will
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enjoy more of his hereditary lands than Sir Iain did.

The final cause which Mairearad gives for her sorrow is that
Sir Iain's body was not brought home to be buried amongst his own
people, Mar ri t' athair 's ri d' sheanair.

The final stanza of this poem is full of sorrow at the loss of
the chief, but more importantly for the repressed and leaderless state
of the Clan Maclean. It contains some very effective imagery, and is
worth quoting in full:

'S mairg a gheibheadh gach buille

A fhuair sinne bho 'n uiridh;

Thainig tonn air muin tuinne

A dh' fhag lom sinn 's an cunnart,

Chaidh ar creuchdadh gu guineach,

Dh' fhalbh ar n-eibhneas gu buileach;
Bhrist ar claidheabh 'na dhuille

Nuair a shaoil sinn gun cumamaid slan e.127

The next poem is one which is more directly concerned with
the Rising of 1715 than those composed by Mairearad Nighean
Lachlainn. The song to William Mackintosh of Borlum128 was
composed by his foster-mother in 1716, when William was still
imprisoned and awaiting trial after the battle of Preston.

William of Borlum, known as the Brigadier, joined Mar's army
at Perth on the 5th of October 1715, and his clan regiment "was
generally considered to be the best in the Jacobite army"129, With
him was his nephew, the chief of Mackintosh, who was acting as his
Lieutenant-Colonel. Borlum was the commander of the Jacobite force
which crossed the Firth of Forth on the night of Wednesday, 12th
October, 1715. From there, with about fifteen hundred men, he
marched first on Edinburgh, and seeing no opposition to them there,
to Leith, which they took and:

barricaded up the old fort, which was largely intact, and

mounted cannon on the ramparts. The gates and entry points

they blocked with beams, carts filled with stones, earth, and

other debris, 130

This enabled the Jacobites to defy Argyll's orders to surrender
when he arrived from Stirling, although it did not serve them to any
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other purpose, as they could not make a successful attack on
Edinburgh, now that it was reinforced by three hundred dragoons and
two hundred foot soldiers sent by Argyll. Realizing this, Borlum left
the Old Citadel on the 15th October and marched to Seaton House,
which belonged to the Earl of Wintoun, and which the Jacobites set
about fortifying. From there Borlum's force headed for the Borders,
where he finally met up with the Northumbrian Jacobites and the
Scottish Border group on the 22nd of October. 131

One would have expected such exploits to have been exulted
over in a poem addressed to William of Borlum, but this is not so.
The poetess, Nic Ghille Sheathanaich, is too concerned over his
present plight to dwell on his past escapades, although she praises his
courage and his worth as a leader:

Am fear misneachail morlaoch,
A lean a choir air a cil,
Beinn Sheoin thu nach diobair,
Cridhe dileas gun lab132

The battle of Preston, which led to the imprisonment of
William of Borlum, began on 12th November 1715. The Jacobite
force was in control of the town, and repulsed the attack of the
government troops on the opening day. The government army was,
however, reinforced by up to two thousand five hundred men on the
following day, and succeeded in blocking all exits from the town.
Although the Highlanders wished to carry on fighting, Forster, the
leader of the Northumbrian Jacobites, was discussing surrender terms
by midday. There was much to-ing and fro-ing in the course of that
day, with the Jacobite leaders attempting to get the best possible
surrender terms for their men, but all this ended when:

At 7 a.m. on Monday 14 November the Jacobites sent out

their final answer, which was to accept [General] Wills's terms

of capitulation and surrender at discretion, as rebels taken in
the act of rebellion.133

After this, the prisoners were divided up:
...as a start the lords, officers and gentlemen were split up.
The important ones were sent off to Wigan on 21 November
en route for London and trial...The less important were
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distributed in gaols locally - Chester, Lancaster and Liverpool
~ to await trial in Lancashire. 134

William of Borlum was amongst those sent to London for trial,
which is where he must have been when this poem was composed,
some time between the 21st of November 1715 and the 4th of May
1716, when Borlum and thirteen others broke out from Newgate
Prison:

The break-out had a definitely 'Borlum’ character: no slipping

out in disguise, but a sudden rushing of the guards in the

exercise-yard and a wild dash out into the streets...Borlum
himself, his son... and one or two others managed to get clean

away. 135

All this, of course, had yet to take place when Nic Ghille
Sheathanaich composed her song, and her mood is one of sadness and
anxiety. She opens by exclaiming that she has no cause for laughter
since the Rising began:

'S tearc an diugh mo chiiis gaire
Bho 'n chaidh Albainn gu stri 136

She shows herself to be fervently pro-Jacobite, and anti-Whig,
lamenting the nobles who have been lost in the struggle against the
government:

Tha na h-urrachan priseil

A dol sios mar am moll,

Aig fir-Chuigse na rioghachd,
'Cur nan disnean a fonn.137

Nic Gille Sheathanaich sees the power of the Whigs as ungodly,
and accuses them of acting against God's will in depriving James of
his throne:

'S daoin' iad 'loisgeadh am Biobull,
'Chur na firinn a bonn 138
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Her awareness of the political situation is illustrated by her
reference to the swift actions of the government after the death of
Queen Anne in replacing her almost immediately with the Elector of
Hanover, not giving King James a chance to reclaim his throne:

Rinn sibh Anna a chéaradh

Gun a bas a thoirt suas 139

The poetess then turns her attention to the Marquis of Huntly,
and his distinct lack of enthusiasm in supporting King James, although
he, and not the Earl of Mar, was the one who most of the
Highlanders had expected to be their leader. Huntly's half-hearted
support for the rising can be explained on two counts: firstly, that he
was related by marriage to prominent Whigs, and secondly, that he
took offence at not being asked to lead the Rising.

...Huntly had been brought up in the [Roman Catholic]

religion, and that, doubtless, was one amongst the many

reasons why he was not, as he no doubt wished to be, made
head of the movement. Since the Rising had started in the

North-east corner of Scotland, where the inhabitants had

always been so loyal, the obvious leader would seem to have

been the descendant of Queen Mary's "Cock of the North", or,
in this case, his son and representative, and a contemporary

chronicler says, "It is certain all the clans at their first coming
had no other notion but that of being commanded by Huntly."

Many people thought he would be "unwilling to serve under

any subject's command," as indeed he was, and delayed for

some time in raising his men, though...preparations had

already been made at Gordon Castle. 140

Nic Gille Sheathanaich complains that the Gordons have not
given the support which the promised to King James, although her
reference to the Duke being "na fhuidse” might seem unfair,
considering that he was imprisoned in Edinburgh Castle during the
Rising. However, her reference to "an coileach", although the Duke
of Gordon was known as the Cock o' the North, is probably aimed at
his son, the Marquis of Huntly. She states that his behaviour is a
result of things not going as he expected, namely that he was not
chosen as the leader of the Rising, and that the half-hearted way in
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Bhrist thu 'n cridhe le smuairnean,

An aobhar buairidh no dha,

'S tha cach ag eughach mu 'n cuairt duit
Gun deach do chruadal mu lar.141

The poetess' attention then turns to the members of the Clan
Mackintosh who had fought in the Rising. She first mentions "Sir
Lachluinn nan tur", the 20th chief of Mackintosh, and a Colonel in
Mar's army, who was taken prisoner after the battle of Preston. He
remained in prison until August 1716, when he was released "upon
the intercession of his Lady and others of his friends who made it
plain that he was trepann'd into the Rebellion by the craft of the
Brigadier 142

She laments the loss of the gentlemen of the clan from the
chief's home at Moy, saying that it is now left desolate without their
presence and that of Lachlann himself:

M' aobhar clisgidh a dhuisg mi,

Shil mo shuilean gu trom,

A feitheamh Caisteal na Moidhe,

Am bu tric tathaich nan sonn,

'S ¢ 'n diugh na fhasach gun uaislean,
No gun tuath bhi mu bhonn.143

She mentions the chief's lady, Anne, daughter of Alexander
Duff of Drummuir,144 describing her as being distraught by her
husband's enforced absence:

Tha do bhaintighearna ghasda,
An deigh pasgadh a citil,

'S tric a dedir oirre 'bras-ruith,
Mu Shir Lachluinn nan tur,

O 'n chaidh priosan an Sasuinn
Air sar ghaisgeach nach lib.145

The chief is praised for his honour and bravery in the cause of
King James:
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Thu bhi 'n tdir air a' cheartas,
'S e chuir air aiseag thu null;
Ghabh thu toiseach a ghitair,
Ged a sharaicheadh thu.146

We then come to William of Borlum himself, who, although
commonly known as Old Borlum during the Rising of 1715, was
properly younger of Borlum, as his father was still alive at this time.
William was about fifty-two years of age at the time of the Risingl47,
so it is quite possible that his nurse or foster-mother was still alive
at that time, and that the traditional account, that this was Nic Gille
Sheathanaich, is correct.

Although the song is said to be addressed to him, only one
stanza, is dedicated to William of Borlum. The poetess seems to be
concerned as much for the situation of the country, and of the
Mackintosh clan, as for the individual members, although the lack of
the chief and of William of Borlum is obviously a grave loss to her.
She invokes God's help to bring home all those who have gone to
battle and not returned:

Thoir gach diithchasach dhachaidh,
Dh' fhalbh air seacharan bhuainn,
Mac-~an Toisich nam bratach,

A's Clann Chatain nam buadh,

A ghabh fogradh o 'n aitreibh,

'S cha b' ann le masladh no ruaig.148

We are told by Shaw that:
Among the rank and file who were sent to Liverpool for
transportation or who were executed or died in jail at
Lancaster were sixty bearing Clan Chattan names, including 13
Mackintoshes and 16 Macgillivrays.149

It would seem to be these ordinary clansmen whose fate is
being lamented in these lines as much as that of the chief.

Nic Gille Sheathanaich concludes her poem by attacking Huntly
once again for his eagerness to surrender to Argyll, declaring that he
will live to regret his actions:
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'N coileach dona gun fhirinn,
Ghibht e chirean 's a ghras,

Cha 'n eil feum ann gu sgriobadh,
Is cha direadh e 'n sparr,

Ma gheibh Mac Cailean na lin thu,
Bheir e cis dhiot gu dan,

'S daor a phaidheas tu 'n tim s'
Air son na firinn a bha.150

This in some ways echoes Sileas na Ceapaich's feelings about
the failure of the Rising: that it could have been a success had the
leaders not been so eager to surrender in order to protect their own
positions and property.

The final stanza turns to King George, mocking his right of
succession, and hoping for the downfall of the Whigs, and of the
House of Hanover. The poetess laments what has befallen Scotland in
the Stuart cause, and curses the House of Hanover, hoping that it will
collapse, and be without heirs:

Ghlac thu 'n t-urram air or-bheinn,
'S bu daor an cOmhrag sin duinn;-
Sgrios a thigh'nn air a' gharadh
Mu 'n cinn barr air ni 's mg.15!

It is evident that the composer of this poem is strongly
religious, as it is full of invocations to divine power to change the
fortunes of the House of Stuart, and to deprive the Whigs of their
power. She begins her entreaties to God to come to the aid of the
Jacobites in the very first stanza:

'Righ na fag sinn air dith.

Tog féin do chrois-tara,

Thoirt nan cairdean gu tir;

Ann am purgadair tha sinn,

Mur gabh thu Phéarrais ra 'r sith.152

She calls on God to look after them at this time, and urges
those in favour of the Jacobite cause to pray for the safety of the
King who has been forced overseas:
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Bi'bh ag urnuigh le dichioll
Dia 'chur dion air an luing!53

and asks Him to change the situation in which they now find
themselves:

'S a righ dhiilaich na feartan,
Tionndaidh 'n reachd so mu 'n cuairt154

The Whigs and pro-Hanoverians are represented as opposing
the will and word of God; describing them in terms such as, 'Chuigse
tha botadh na binne and 'S daoin' iad 'loisgeadh am Biobull .
Obviously the religious element in the Jacobite cause is one of Nic
Gille Sheathanaich's main considerations. She seems to be well
informed as to the events leading up to the Rising, and the reasons
for its failure, and, although the poem is framed as a type of lament
for the chief and for William of Borlum, the political element in this
song makes it much more interesting. It is not simply a song of
sorrow and anxiety, it is a song of anger, filled with a feeling of
betrayal by the Marquis of Huntly in particular, and the rulers of the
country in general.

In contrast to this is the song Mo Ghaol am Fleasgach 155,
which was also composed around the year 1715. Ascribed to Ciorslan
nighean Dhonnchaidh Alasdair, it makes no mention of the political
situation, apart from the second stanza:

'S liom as aithreach
gun bhith mar riut,
thu bhith fo smachd nan Gallbhodach.156

The rest of the poem consists of expressions of love for the
youth who has left, and traditional elements of praise poetry, such as
his skill as a hunter, and his fitness to bear arms, such as firearms
and:

Lann gheur thana
air dhreach na glaine,
sgiath nam ball meanbhbhreaca 157
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A suggestion has been made that Ciorslan may have been the
daughter of Duncan Macrae, or Donnchadh Mér mac Alasdair, who
was Captain of the Earl of Seaforth's watch for protecting the
marches of his estates. He is said to have been a poet, and was killed
at Sheriffmuir.158 Apparently "it has been found impossible so far to
recover any more than the merest fragments of his productions"159 ;
but it is possible that he was the father of Ciorslan, as Donnchadh
Moér mac Alasdair was married and had issue, although we have no
further information on them.

The next song arising from the events of 1715 is also one
which is more concerned with the person who has left to join the
Jacobite cause than with the cause itself. The song addressed to
Ailean Miiideartach, Captain of Clanranald!60, seems to have been
composed before Sheriffmuir, as the tone is one of praise and
longing, rather than lament. The deer in the distance remind our
poetess that her lover, who would hunt them, is gone, and she begins
her song : '

Chi mi, chi mi, chi mi thall ud
Chi mi na féidh air a bhealach
'S gun an giomanach aig bailel61

She goes on to praise his prowess as a hunter, drinker, and sailor:

Sealgair roin thu, gedidh is eala

'N dobhrain duinn 's a' bhric bhallaich;
Poiteir an fhion 's an taigh leanna,
Stitiireadair air luing nan crannag. 162

Ailean Muideartach's blood ties, 'S cdirdeach thu 'Mhac Leoid
na h-Earradh, are noted in the final extant line of this song. In fact,
he was very closely related to the MacLeods of Harris, not only
through his mother, who was a daughter of John MacLeod, the
fourteenth chief, but also through his paternal grandmother, who was
a daughter of Sir Ruairidh Mor MacLeod.163 [t is interesting to note
that, despite Clanranald's strong Jacobite ties, and his eagerness to
join the Jacobite army, no mention is made of this. This poem could,
of course, have been composed some time before the actual Rising in
1715, but certainly not after the battle of Sheriffmuir.
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An anonymous poem composed by a woman to a lover who
has gone to fight in the Jacobite army, Chunnaic Mise mo Leannan 164
exists in several slightly differing versions. The song begins with 3
description of how the girl saw her lover leaving to join the Rising,
and that he did not take any notice of her:

Chunna mise mo leannan,
'S cha d' dh' aithnich e 'n dé mi.

Cha d' fhiosraich, cha d' fharraid,
Cha do ghabh e mo sgeula.165

In some versions this blow is softened:

Cha b' ann aige bha chaire,
Ach nach d' fhuirich mi fhéin ris 166

while in others the poetess takes offence:

Nuair a chunna mi e 'n uair sin,

Bha mi suarach m' a dhéidhinn_ 167

or else is indifferent:
Cha robh mis' an trom-~déidh air.168

The attention of the poetess then turns to the Jacobite army,
and especially Clan Donald, leading one to suspect that this is the clan
to which she herself belongs: '

Righ ! gun cuidich an comhlan
Le Clann Domhnaill nan geurlann.

Luchd nan calpannan troma,
Cuil donna, ceum eutrom,169

She goes on to praise the warlike qualities of the men of Clan
Donald, their skill with firearms, at archery, and with the claymore.

There is a reference in several of the versions of this song to the
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Highlanders taking an oath not to sheathe their swords until King

James had been victorious:

Thug iad mionnan air a' Bhiobull
Aig sruth iseal Allt Eireann

Nach rachadh claidheamh an truaill jgq
Gun a bhuaidh aig Righ Seumas, 170

and:

Thug sibh mionnan a Phiobail
An srath isiol Allt Eirinn

Nach d're' claidheamh an duille’,
Gus an criinte Righ Sheumas.171

Other versions contain the same idea, but elaborate on it further:

Cha déid claimheamh a chimhnadh,
Gus an crunar Righ Seumas.

No gun cuir iad Righ Seoras
Air forlach do 'n Eipheit.172

There is some doubt as to the dating of this poem; the
reference to Auldearn would lead one to believe that it was concerned
with the Montrose campaign, whereas the naming of King James links
it to either 1715 or 1745. Some versions of the song have Seurius
instead of Seumas, but:

King Charles was already a crowned king when it [the battle of

Auldearn] was fought, and the couplet could only make sense if

the word criinte(adh) were translated 'restored’. The allusion

could be to something that had happened in the past.173
The references to sending King George away, however, point to either
1715 or 1745. As the couplet in question occurs in the run of praise
of Clan Donald, it is quite possible that the poem was composed at
the time of the 1715 Rising, but that the reference to Auldearn is
used as an illustration of the valour and fighting spirit of the clan.
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The reference to Auldearn may also be inspired by a very similar
passage in a poem composed in praise of Clan Donald during the

Montrose warsl74:

Thug sibh mionnan a Bhiobuill,
An srath josal Allt-Eirinn.

Nach rachadh claidheamh an truaill,
Gu 'm biodh a bhuaidh le Righ Seurlas, 175

Chunnaic mise mo leannan is evidently the composition of a
Jacobite, and probably a MacDonald, but the Rising is not the only
thing to occupy her thoughts or her verse. Some, but not all, of the
versions of this song, refer to the girl being abandoned by her lover,
and the shame which she has endured because of the relationship
which she had with him. Of course, as with all waulking songs, one
has to take into account the possibility of later accretions to the
original song, and it seems probable that the verses connected with
the motif of the abandoned lover are not originally part of the song
in praise of Clan Donald and the Jacobite cause. The verses are
viewed as such by the reciters from whom the songs were
collected!76, and they seem ill at ease with the tone of the opening
stanzas. As often happens in Gaelic poetry, it would seem that both
the refrain and opening line of the original song were used as a
springboard to the composition of another which, through oral
transmission, has in some versions been added on to the original. It
certainly seems strange that a song which begins with praise for a
lover should end with a complaint against him, and so it would seem
that only the verses in praise of Clan Donald and the girl's lover are
related to the Rising of 1715, while the complaint is a later addition.

A song which, from internal evidence, is addressed to
MacDonald of Sleatt?7 is another of those composed around 1715,
although it is unclear as to whether or not it is connected with the
Rising. Certainly the chief is absent from his homeland at the time of
composition, and the poet awaits his safe return. This could apply to
either the period leading up to the Rising, or to the actual campaign
itself, as Sir Donald had lived mainly in Glasgow until then.

The listing of the allies who would rise with MacDonald found
in some versions cannot be taken as proof that the poem refers to the
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Rising of 1715, as it is a common bardic device. However, the
reference to King James seems to link the song to that campaign:

Dh' éireadh leat-sa, Dhomhnaill,
Nan rachadh toir air Seumas.

Dh' éireadh Mac 'ic Alasdair,
'S Gleann Garadh linn le chéile.178

The death of the Captain of Clanranald is lamented in Moch ‘s
a’' mhaduinn 's mi 'm dhuisg 179, again, by an anonymous author.
The poem refers to the battle of Sheriffmuir, and its disastrous
aftermath for the Jacobites, although the poet is most concerned with
those members of Clan Donald who took part. The poem begins with
an expression of grief over what has happened, and that all the news
regarding Sheriffmuir seems to be bad from a Clan Donald point of
view. The fate of Sir Donald MacDonald of Sleat is lamented in the
lines:

Fath mo mhulaid 's mo bheud,
Sir Domhnull 4 Siéibht',
'Bhi gun fhearann, 's e sgeul a's craitich' leam 180

Sir Donald himself did not take part in the battle of
Sheriffmuir, having been taken ill at Perth shortly after joining Mar's
army, but the men of Sleat fought under his brothers, James and
William, in the right wing of Mar's army. As Sir Donald did not
surrender to the government in person after Sheriffmuir, he was
found guilty of high treason, and his estates were duly forfeited.

The fate of those members of Clan Donald who took part in
'Latha Shiorraimh' is lamented, and the effect which the death of
Clanranald had on the whole clan is recorded:

Air ur tilleadh a nios,
Bha fath ur n-ionndraichinn shios,
Mac-Mhic~Ailein, 's bu diobhail chairdean e 181

The next few stanzas are ones of praise of Clanranald, his
skills as a warrior, the honour which he won because of them, and
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the sorrow which his clansmen feel at his loss. The Earl of Seaforth
is then mentioned, with his actions being given as one of the reasons
for the losses suffered by the Highland army at Sheriffmuir:

Bha Mac-Coinnich ‘s a neart,
Mus 'n do tharruing iad ceart,
Gu 'n d' fhuair maoim nan each glasa baireadh oirnn.182

Of course, there was no love lost between the Clan Donald and
the Clan MacKenzie, the reason for Seaforth's delay in joining the
Rising being that the MacDonald presence in Mar's army was so
strong, but his inaction at Sheriffmuir is deserving of the
chastisement given by the MacDonald poets of the time. The
composer of this poem also seems to be a less than enthusiastic
supporter of the Jacobite cause, seeing it as having brought about the
suffering and difficulties in which the Clan Donald is now placed:

'S e Righ Seumas an t-Ochd a shéaraich sinn.183

The poet then turns to what 1 take to be two MacDonald
leaders. The first is referred to as Seumas Mor ‘an robh 'chiall, and
the second simply as am fear ruadh. The stanza about am fear ruadh
would certainly fit the accounts of the actions of Glengarry:

Bu mhaith gu brosnachadh sluaigh,
'S cha bu chladhaire 'n uvair a chramhain e.184

However, Alasdair of Glengarry was known as Alasdair Dubh, so
someone else is evidently being referred to here. One possibility is
that both Seumas Mor and am fear ruadh are the two brothers of Sir
Donald of Sleat, who led the clan into battle when their brother and
chief was taken ill; namely James of Orinsay, and William, progenitor
of the Vallay family of MacDonalds.185 This theory is strengthened
by the lines found in the Irvine M.S. version of this song:

A Sheumais Mhoir an robh 'n ciall
Bh' air ur ceann...186
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The order of the stanzas in this version changes the emphasis
of the poem from Allan of Clanranald to Sir Donald of Sleat, and the
assumption that Seumas and am fear ruadh are his brothers certainly
fits in with this context, especially if we take it that the poem was
composed by one of the MacDonalds of Sleat rather than a member of
the Clanranald branch. It certainly seems strange that what is given
in in one versionl87 as a lament for Clanranald should devote so much
attention to the Sleat family, whereas any poem by a MacDonald after
the battle of Sheriffmuir would be expected to mention the loss of
Ailean of Clanranald.

The poem ends with the poet putting his or her trust in God
to assure the safety of the clan:

An Ti dhe 'n goirear an t-Uan, 's E shabhalas...
'N diugh tha 'ghairdean cho cruaidh 's a b' abhaist dha.188

Apart from the attempted rising of 1719, the Jacobite clans
had to wait for almost thirty years before they once again had a
chance to rally in the cause of King James, with the arrival of Prince
Charles Edward Stuart in Scotland, landing in Eriskay on the 23rd of
July, 1745.
The song Co sheinneadh an fhideag airgid 189 was composed by
a woman who supported the Jacobite cause, and the popular tradition
is that it refers to the arrival of Charles Edward Stuart in 1745, but:
...the song cannot be taken as a unity, and all that can be said
is that a part of some versions of it...are on a Jacobite theme.
Otherwise the fact is that the poem is expressed in
seventeenth-century language and contains a number of
formulaic passages on subjects which are well-known in other
waulking songs.190

Although the song may have existed in an earlier form, it
would seem from lines such as:

Nuair a thig mo Righ gu f(h)earann,
Crunar am Prionnsa le caithream 191

that parts of it, at least, have been adapted at a later date in order to
relate to the expected arrival of Prince Charles. The reference to
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'‘Edghainn Camshron' again confuses things, as the Ewen Cameron of
Locheil who is probably being referred to died in 1719.192 The
composer of the song awaits the return of her King to Scotland,
praising him and the welcome which he will receive from Clan Donald,
listing the MacDonald leaders who will greet him: Clanranald,
Glengarry and Keppoch, as well as the Cameron, 'Mac Dombhnaill
Duibh Loch Abair'.193 One version of the poem mentions sending
King George back to Hanover, but as the Hanoverian kings of 1715
and 1745 were both named George, this is not conclusive one way or
the other. My own theory is that this song was originally composed
at the time of the 1715 Rising, or even, earlier, and that it was
adapted in 1745 to celebrate the imminent arrival of Prince Charlie.
The earliest extant song by a female poet which can definitely
be dated to the Rising of 1745 is So an tim tha cuir as domh. 194
According to Turneri93, the poetess was a ‘Ban-Stiibhartach
mhuinntir Strath-Speidh', and in The Poetry of Badenoch 196 she is
said to have been 'a kinswoman of Colonel John Roy Stewart'. That
the poetess was a Stewart is clear from internal evidence in the poem,
as is her strong support for the Jacobite cause. The poem seems to
have been composed before, or at the very beginning of the Rising, as
the bardess lists all those who would rise with Prince Charles, and
looks forward to seeing him take London. She begins her song on a
rather banal personal note, complaining about the weather, and that it
has left her suffering from the cold. She declares that this is not
what she needs, but to be able to strongly support 'Righ dligheach
nan Gaidheal' in his campaign to reclaim his throne. Praise of Prince
Charles, and his mission to dethrone 'mearlach Righ Shasunn’, is
followed by a promise that her own clan, the Stewarts, will support

him in numbers:

'S ioma ledbmhann deas statail,
Dhe mo chinne mor laidir,
Bhios fo d' bhrataichean bana ag &irigh.197

The Stewarts who would come out for the Prince are then
named: the Earl of Bute, the men of Appin, the Colonel of
Kincardine, and ‘am Maidsear'. The Stewarts of Appin were led by
Charles Stewart of Ardsheal, Tutor of Appin, who brought around
300 men to Prince Charles' army. The Colonel of Kincardine was
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John Roy Stewart, himself a poet, who survived Culloden, while ‘am
Maidsear' was his cousin, Gillies Macbean, or 'Gillios Mér Mac
Bheathain, Fear Chinne-Choille’.198 Praise of Gillies Macbean is
followed by naming the other clans who could be looked upon to join
the Jacobite cause, beginning with the Earl of Antrim (who did not, in
fact, join), and then going on to Clan Donald as a whole, with a vivid
description of how they would treat King George:

‘Na 'm biodh amhach Righ Deorsa,
Ann an lamhan Chlann Domhnuill,
Gheibheadh i tobha math corcach no stéinne.199

The Clan Donald septs which would join the campaign are then
mentioned: Sir Alasdair Mor of Sleat, Clanranald, Glengarry and
Keppoch; along with Robertson of Struan, the MacPhersons of Cluny,
known as Clann Mhuirich, and Clan Cameron; followed by anticipation
of the effect they would have on the government forces:

'S ma 's a bed mi coig bliadhna,
Chi mi fhathasd droch dhiol
Air luchd-sgathaidh nam bian bharr na spréidhe.

Air luchd chasagan dearga,
'S Mailisi Earraghaidheal,
Chi sibh fhathasd droch aird air na béisdean.200

Sir Alasdair MacDonald, seventh Baronet of Sleat did not join
the 1745 Rising:
[He] had indeed promised to provide both men and money for
the struggle if the Prince could secure the assistance of France;
but without that aid he foresaw that the attempt of the young
Stuart was doomed to failure, and that for the head of the
Macdonalds to espouse a cause so hopeless would be but to
involve in ultimate ruin all faithful clansmen who followed
where their Chief led. Accordingly, whatever his secret
predilection for the cause of the Stuarts, the Chief of Sleat
announced his adherence to King George...20!

Ranald MacDonald, fifteenth of Clanranald, likewise refused to take
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any part in the Rising, although he allowed his son, Ranald, to join
the Prince at the head of 500 men.202 The MacDonalds of Glengarry
were led in the Jacobite army by Aonghas Og, Glengarry's second
son, while the men of Keppoch were led by their chief, Alasdair, who
fell at Culloden along with his brother, Donald. Ewen, eldest son of
MacPherson of Cluny, joined the Prince's army, although he might
just as easily have been fighting against it:
Just before the commencement of the Rising he [Ewen] had
obtained a commission in Lord Loudon's regiment, but in
August 1745 he was captured by the Jacobites, and as his
sentiments were apparently in favour of the Stuarts he had no
great difficulty in transferring his alliegance. He joined the
Prince with about 120 of his name...203

Alexander Robertson of Struan was a Major-General in the
Atholl Brigade, where many of his clan followed him. The Jacobite
Duke of Atholl, William, was looked upon by the Athollmen as their
rightful leader, and not his younger brother James, the Hanoverian
Duke, so most of the Athollmen followed William and Prince Charles.
Cameron of Locheil also joined the Rising, although he had the same
misgivings about its prospects for success as those of MacDonald of
Sleat and of Clanranald:
Locheil sent his brother...to dissuade Charles, then came
himself to advise him that as he had come over without the
expected French aid there was no prospect of a successful
rising and he had better return to France...Charles refused to
take his advice. 'In a few days,' he is said to have replied,
'with the few friends that I have, I will erect the royal
standard, and proclaim to the people of Britain, that Charles
Stuart is come over to claim the crown of his ancestors, to
win it, or to perish in the attempt: Locheil, who, my father
has often told me, was our firmest friend, may stay at home,
and learn from the newspapers the fate of his prince." This
was too much for Locheil, who declared: 'No, I'll share the
fate of my prince; and so shall every man over whom nature
or furtune [sic] hath given me any power.'...Locheil's support
was particularly important: he was an influential Highland chief,
and knowledge that he would bring out his clan in support of
the Prince had considerdble effect throughout the Highlands.204
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That all the chiefs listed here as supporting the Stuart cause
did not in fact do so indicates that the poem was composed before the
Prince's arrival in Scotland, as Clanranald was the first chief he met,
and the first to refuse to come to his aid. The poem certainly
reflects the mood of optimism of the Jacobites at this time,
anticipating the arrival of Charles and the restoration of the House of
Stuart. However, the reference to an fhir ruaidh who gained honour
in blar Chop points to a slightly later dating, possibly after the
Jacobite victory over Cope's army at Prestonpans. It is possible that
the bardess believed that the reluctant Jacobite chiefs would yet join
the Rising, or perhaps she uses their patronymics not to mean the
chiefs themselves, but as a means of identifying the clans who joined
Prince Charles, even though the men of Clanranald and Glengarry
were led by the sons of their chiefs, and not by Mac Mhic Ailean and
Mac Mhic Alasdair themselves. The praise of an fhir ruaidh is
probably addressed to Charles Edward Stuart himself, especially as he
is compared to Graham of Claverhouse, the leader of the Royalist
forces against the Revolution Settlement. Viscount Dundee was the
figurehead behind which the clans rallied in 1689, and one would
expect a comparison such as this one to refer to the figurehead of the
Rising of 1745, namely Prince Charles.

The poetess goes on to express the hope that God will protect
the Jacobites, and that they will be able to overturn the power of the
Hanoverian government and of the Clan Campbeli:

Gar 'm faic mis' e le m' shuilean,
Gu 'm bi Dia leibh 's mo dhiirachd,
'S cha dean luaidhe no fudar bonn beud duibh.

Gar am faic mis' a chaoidh e,
Ma thionndas a' chuibhle,
Bidh Sasunnaich 's Guimhnich 'n an éiginn, 205

The poetess then returns to her own circumstances: she is
away from her kinsfolk, with only the sound of the deer for
company. She decides to go home to dithaich an fhasgaidh 's nan
geuga, and uses this as a way of returning to her praise of the people
who live there: her own clan, the Stewarts. The declaration that the
Stewarts were a clan nach diditadh an crun do Righ Seurlus seems
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rather confusing. It could simply be a mistake, if we assume that the
original reference was to Righ Seumas, or the poetess may have been
anticipating the crowning of Prince Charles as king. The latter
explanation, although plausible, is undermined by the fact that,
throughout this poem, Prince Charles is referred to as Tearlach, and
not Seurlas, so that one could assume that the name of the king to be
crowned was Seumas, and that this has been altered through the oral
transmission of the song. Yet, the poetess talks in the very next
stanza of seeing Charles crowned, although he is named in this
instance as Tedrlach. Perhaps she was not sure if Charles Edward
was aiming to gain the throne for himself or for his father.

The song ends with praise of two more men who have thrown
in their lot with the Jacobites, Seumas o6g and Uilleam 6g Ghart. The
second of these was William Stewart of Garth, but there are no
further clues as to the identity of Seumas og, although he was
probably a Stewart as well. Both are described as being outstanding
soldiers and leaders, and the poetess sends her blessings to them.
Despite its title, this song is one of hope and optimism rather than
despondency. The ordinary clansfolk did not share the reservations
of many of their leaders about the outcome of the Rising, believing
instead that, with the Jacobite clans behind him, Prince Charles could
not fail to bring down the House of Hanover.

The next poem composed as a result of the Rising is a lament
for Angus Og of Glengarry206, who was accidentally shot two days
after the battle of Falkirk, which took place on the 17th of January,
1746. Angus, second son of John, son and successor of Alasdair
Dubh, was in command of the Glengarry Regiment, and his death had
a dispiriting effect on the MacDonalds in Prince Charles' army:

Colonel Aeneas MacDonald...[was] 'shot by the accident of a

Highlandman's cleaning his piece,’ as Alexander Macdonald put

it. 'This poor gentleman satisfyed of the unhappy fellows

innocence, beggd with his dying breath that he might not
suffer; but nothing could restrain the grief and fury of his
people, and good luck it was that he was a MDonald (tho not
of his own tribe but of Keppochs) and after all thay began to
desert daily upon this accident, which had a bad effect upon
others also and lessend our numbers considerably,...'207
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The composer of the lament for Aonghas Og is named as Bean
Achadh Uaine208, but her actual name is not known. It is probable
that she was a Glengarry MacDonald, although there is no evidence in
the poem to suggest that she had any closer connection than that to
Aonghas Og, for example that she was his foster-mother or a
relative.

The song begins with a lament for the loss of Aonghas Og,
describing the way his blood flowed after his fatal wound:

'S mairg a chitheadh t-fhuil bhoidheach,
A bhi taosgadh mu d' bhrogan, |
‘S i bhi taomadh gun ordugh air causair.209

Then we have praise of the dead man's virtues, and his value
to Prince Charles' campaign:

Gus 'n do chuir iad san uaigh thu
Gun robh Tearlach an uachdar;

Bha do bhuillean cho cruaidh leis

'S nach robh tilleadh da uair ac' 210

Although the credit could not be laid at the feet of any individual, it
was true that, although retreating, the Jacobite army was undefeated
at this point. The praise continues with a basically formulaic
description of Aonghas Og's skill with weapons, how worthy he was
to bear arms, and his qualities as a leader of men. The effect of his
death on his clansmen, already mentioned above, is also referred to
by the poetess:

Ciis 'bu mhath le Righ Deorsa

O 'n 1a 'dh' inntrig thu 'n tos leo,

Thu bhi 'dhith air do shedrsa.-

Dh' fhalbh iad uile mar ched uait,

O 'n 1a 'chuir iad fo 'n fhoid thu,

Cha d' fhan dithist dhiu 'n ordagh;-

Och, mo chreach, nach bu bhed gus an drasd thu.211

The lament seems to have been composed after the battle of
Culloden had taken place, as the poetess appears to be referring to
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the atrocities committed afterwards by the army of the Duke of
Cumberland, when she says that, if Aonghas Og were still alive:

Cha bhitheadh Ditc Uilleam
Cho trom oirnn 's cha b' urrinn 212

She claims that the death of Aonghas Og is the reason for the failure
of the Rising, and that if he had survived, the outcome would have
been different:

Nan do dh~fhuirich an gunna |
Gun do bhualadh o 'n uinneig'

Gun robh Tearlach an Lunn[a]inn roimh 'n am so.213

The personal appearance of Aonghas Og is praised, and the
suffering of his father and his clan at his loss is described. Iain,
father of Aonghas Og, and son of Alasdair Dubh, is addressed, with
the assurance that despite King George and the Duke of Cumberland:

Thig t' oighre dhach[a]idh le solas o bheallt[a]inn.214

This is a reference to the imprisonment in the Tower of
London of Alasdair Ruadh, eldest son of lain, who was captured on
his way from France in 1745, and kept in prison until after the battle
of Culloden.215 The poetess declares that only the return of Alasdair
will lift the spirits of the clansfolk in their difficulties:

Ma thig Alasd[a]ir dhach[a]idh

As a phriosan 'tha 'n Sasu[i]nn,

O 'n Tor-uain' as na glasa]ibh,

"Thoirt d' ar cridheachan aitis,

On tha 'n saoghal so cleachdadh na h-ainneart.216

The lament for Aonghas Og is a tender combination of
formulaic elegaic description and heartfelt emotion, with the loss to
the clan of such a courageous leader being set alongside the personal
losses of his father and his wife. Aonghas Og was married to Mary,
daughter of Colonel Duncan Robertson?!7, and her grief at the death
of her husband is described by the poetess:
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Tha do chéil' air a sgaradh,
O 'n la chuir iad thu 's talamh;
O 'n 14 dh' fhag thu i b' ainneamh a gaire 218

The sorrow of lain of Glengarry at the loss of his second son
is also mentioned:

Beirt 'bu chruaidhe le t' ath{a]ir
Thu bhi uaithe gun fhaighinn 219

It is a pity that there is no more, information as to who Bean
Achadh Uaine was, but it is certain from this poem that she was in
some way connected with the Glengarry family, and that she held
Aonghas Og in high regard.

The next and final battle fought by the Jacobites after Falkirk
was the battle of Culloden, which had such terrible consequences for
the clans and for the Highlands as a whole. The Highland army was
in retreat, despite the victory at Falkirk, and a letter was sent to
Prince Charles by the leading men in his army, advising him:

that there is no way to extricate your Royal Highness and

those who remain with you out of the most imminent danger,

but by retiring immediately to the Highlands, where we can be
usefully employed the remainder of the winter, by taking and
mastering the forts of the north; and we are morally sure we
can keep as many men together as will answer that end, and
hinder the enemy from following us in the mountains at this
season of the year; and in spring, we doubt not but an army
of 10,000 effective Highlanders can be brought together, and
follow your Royal Highness wherever you think proper,220

The decision was taken to head for Inverness, with the Prince
taking the mountain route accompanied by the clans and artillery,
while Lord George Murray led the rest of the army by the coast
road:

Most of the army spent two days at Crieff and on 4 February

they set off in two divisions by their separate routes to the

north. That day Cumberland's army left Stirling in pursuit of
the Jacobites. One by one the alternatives left open to Charles
were falling away, and his squabbling officers gave notice by
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their ill-temper of their sense that they were no longer

masters of their own strategy but were an army on the
run.221

Through February and March the Jacobite army moved north,
getting involved in a few skirmishes and diversions along the way,
with Prince Charles himself reaching the outskirts of Inverness on the
16th of February. In March news was received that a ship, Le Prince
Charles, sent from France with treasure to finance the Jacobite Rising
had been captured, and the desperately needed money was lost. This
meant that the Jacobite leaders had to resort to paying their men in
meal, and the army was in desperate straits, especially when the
Prince was told not to expect any aid from France, as the expeditions
planned to send men to support him had been given up.222
Everything seemed to be stacked against the Jacobites, and things
were destined to get worse:

It was known that the Duke of Cumberland was now advancing

from Aberdeen, and an attempt was made to re-unite the

scattered Jacobite forces. The Earl of Cromarty was in

Sutherland with a force of Mackenzies, Macgregors and

Macdonalds to try and raise men and money; they took

Dunrobin Castle, seat of the Earl of Sutherland who escaped

them, but his wife remained and professed zeal for the Jacobite

cause: however, while Cromarty and some of his officers were
taking their leave of her to thank her for her kindness to
them, a force of Lord Sutherland's and Lord Reay's men
surrounded the castle and took them prisoners. The

Macdonalds...arrived too late for the coming battle. Others in

the Highland army had returned temporarily to their crofts for

the spring sowing; these included the Macphersons, who also

got back too late...Charles's army was about 2,000 under
strength.223

The choice of Culloden Moor for the forthcoming battle was
made by Colonel William O’ Sullivan, who had fought in the French
army, and Charles agreed with him, but those who knew more about
Highland warfare than these two were less than happy with the
decision, and justifiably so:
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Lord George Murray, who does not seem to have been
consulted at all before the choice was made, strongly
disapproved. 'I did not like the ground’, he later wrote: 'It
was certainly not proper for Highlanders. I proposed that
Colonel Ker and Brigadier Stapleton should view the ground on
the other side of the water of Nairn, which they did. It was
found to be hilly and boggy; so that the enemy's cannon and
horse could be of no use to them there.' This stretch of open
moorland...was calculated to be of maximum assistance to the
enemy, he believed.224

k]

Although Lord George Murray can be exonerated of any blame
regarding the poor choice of battle-ground, he was behind the failed
attempt to attack Cumberland's army at night at their camp in Nairn
which left the Highland army so weary when they faced the enemy on
Culloden Moor. Nairn was about twelve miles away from the Jacobite
camp, and progress towards Cumberland's camp by the weary and
hungry Highlanders was slow. When they were within a few miles of
Nairn, it was realized that there was no hope of gaining the advantage
over Cumberland's army, as it would be daylight before they reached
his camp. The decision was taken to turn back and regroup at
Culloden, thus sealing the fate of the Highland army and the Jacobite
cause. Lacking in sleep, food, and numbers, they prepared to face
the enemy.

The result of the battle of Culloden is well enough known not
to go into any great detail about it, and the losses suffered by the
Highland clans were huge. It was the end of the power of the clans,
and with it the end of the dream of restoring the House of Stewart to
the throne. The laments composed by women for their slain menfolk
after this battle are not numerous, but at least one of those which
have survived is a veritable work of art, filled with pride, grief, and
love for the poetess' dead husband. Mo Rin Geal Og 225, composed
by Christina Ferguson, is probably the best known song connected
with Culloden, and deservedly so.

The poetess was the daughter of a blacksmith from Contin in
Ross-shire, and was married to William Chisholm of Strathglass.226
She begins with an address to Charles Edward Stuart:
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Och! a Thearlaich 6ig Stilibhairt,
'Se do chuis rinn mo léireadh,
Thug thu bhuam gach ni bh' agam,
Ann an cogadh na t-aobhar:
Cha chrodh is cha chaoirich,
Tha mi caoidh ach mo chéile,
Ge do dh' fhagte mi m' aonar,
Gun sian 's an t-saoghal ach Iéine, 227

This lament contains very little of a political nature, except for
a reference in the second stanza to the poetess’ wish to see her King,
King James, in his rightful place:

Ach cia mar gheibhinn o m' nadur,

A bhi 'g aicheadh na 's miann leam,
A's mo thogradh cho laidir,

Thoirt gu &ite mo righ math ?228

The rest of the poem is addressed to her dead husband,
William Chisholm, flag-bearer of his clan at Culloden:
This man, after the retreat of the Clans at Culloden became
general, rallied his Clansmen and led them to the charge again
and again. He then manfully defended a body of his Clansmen
who had taken refuge in a barn which was soon surrounded by
the English. Eventually he was shot by some Englishmen who
got up on the roof of the barn.229

The formulaic praise of the dead man: his personal appearance;
his skill as a hunter, and his generosity, is mingled with expressions
of love and grief which add great poignancy to the lament:

Bha do shlios mar an eala
'S blas na meal' air do phogan.230

Christina Ferguson relates her feelings of loss and desolation at
the realisation that her husband will not return from the battle:

Bha mi greis ann am barail,
Gu 'm bu mhaireann mo chéile,
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G oM,

'S gun tigeadh tu dhachaigh,

Le aighear 's le h~éibhneas,

Ach tha 'n t-am air dol tharais,
'S cha 'n fhaic mi fear t-eugais231

She describes herself, in fairly formulaic terms, as being
inconsolable after her husband's death, before returning to her praise
of him. Although we are told from other sources that William
Chisholm acted heroically at Culloden, the reference to his bravery in
his widow's lament was possibly made before she knew about it. She
is praising her husband and, because he died in battle, she assumes
that he died courageously: ’

...cha do sheas an Culodair,
Fear do choltais bu tréine232

The lament is made all the more touching by the short, simple,
refrain, Mo rian geal 6g, at the end of each stanza, underlining the
poetess' love for her husband. The poem is restrained and crafted,
but this serves to highlight the depth of emotion expressed; the
formulaic elements give the lament its shape, while the original
elements provide the texture and feeling which give the song its
lasting appeal.

Alasdair MacDonald, chief of Keppoch, also fell at Culloden,
and a lament for him composed by a widow, although whether or not
she was his widow is unclear, is still extant?33, Alasdair was married
to Jessie, daughter of Stewart of Appin, but he also had a "secret or
irregular union" with a young woman from the Isle of Skye.234 1t is
possible that either one of these two women composed this song, as
the author refers to their trysts:

'S iomadh moch agus feasgar
Rinn mi coinneamh is comhdhail
Ris an fhleasgach chiilin fharasd,
Bu chubhraidh [anail] ri phogadh.235

The lament begins with a description of the gloom which has
descended on the people of Keppoch since the loss of their chief, and
with the poetess wishing that she had been close to him when he was
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being buried:

'S truagh nach mise bha laimh riut
Nuair a bha iad 'gad ghreasadh. 236

She goes on to describe her meetings with Keppoch, and
declares that, even if she were to gain the rights to Islay, she would
rather be lying with Keppoch in the earth. This could be interpreted
as meaning that the poetess wishes that she were also dead, but it
may be a reference to lying together during their trysts. The former
interpretation, however, seems more plqusible, as she talks of lying
‘anns an Gir', indicating burial.

The poetess goes on to say that her grief is not lessened by
the fact that she was not called to rally round Keppoch's standard,
then she mentions that he is 'dhith air do leanaban'. Again, this
could be either the children he had by Jessie Stewart, or the son he
had by the woman in Skye; and it could equally be the anxious
concern of an ardent clanswoman for the children of her chief.

The clans who would rise in favour of Keppoch are listed, and
the chief himself is praised for his skill as a warrior. The poetess
names the arms he used, and she is in no doubt as to his fitness to
use them to good effect. The poem ends as it began, with a
description of the sorrow of Keppoch's clansmen over his loss:

Tha do bhaile gun aiteas,

Gun cheol-gaire, gun phiob ann,
Gun stil thoirt air manran,

No gun lamh thoirt air dhisnean,
O 'n chaidh ceannard a' Bhraighe

Do 'n chiste-lair 's do 'n uaigh iseal,
'S iomadh neach a tha craiteach

Bhon a thainig a' chrioch ort.237

This lament lacks the passionate expressions of grief and love
found in Mo rin geal og, but it is, nonetheless, full of genuine
sorrow; the element of personal loss outweighs the formulaic elegaic
praise for a dead chief. The poetess combines her own grief over the
death of her loved one with that of the clan as a whole for the loss

of their chief,
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The MacLagan MSS238 contain a song composed by Mairea
[Maria] Strong to 'Alastair Butter a chuaidh a mharbhadh 'n
Cuilfhodair'239. There was an officer from Faskally in the Atholl
Brigade of Prince Charles' army named Alexander Butter,240 and he
would seem to be the subject of this poem.

The song seems to be simply one of praise rather than a
lament. The prowess as a hunter of Sandai Butter is detailed, saying
that he killed foxes, deer, ducks, salmon and otters. The poetess
does not seem to have been romantically involved with Alasdair Butter
in any way, because she sees as a buaidh that 's ro thoil leat
gruagaichin. Perhaps she herself is the, Malai bheag who stayed at
home with girls sewing for her, which would lead one to believe that
she was either a blood relation or his foster-mother. MacLagan gives
us no further information, and, as this is the only version of the
song which I have come across, it is impossible to speculate as to her
identity,

Although it is unlikely, given the tone of this poem, that it
was composed after Culloden, it could very well be connected with the
earlier part of the Jacobite campaign, despite the fact that his skill
with a gun is only mentioned in connection with hunting, and not with
fighting. There is no mention of Prince Charles or the Jacobite cause,
nor does the poetess mention the fact that the fleasgach scibealt was
an officer, which one would expect to be used in a song of praise
composed during the Rising of 1745, which could lead one to conclude
that it was composed at an earlier date. It is possible, of course,
that there was more to this song which has not survived, and that the
original did mention the Rising, but this cannot be proven either way.
I have included it here simply because it is addressed to a lesser-
known soldier who died at Culloden, and it seems to be the only
information which we have about him.

The aftermath of Culloden, and the flight to safety of Prince
Charles Edward, is the subject for the song to Prince Charles
beginning Fhir ud tha thall ma diridh nan Comhaichean 241, The
composer of this song declares that she would travel all over Scotland
with her Prince, through all kinds of country, and that he is her
choice out of all the men in Scotland. She then proclaims her love
for him:
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A Thearlaich dig a chuilein chiataich,

Thug mi gaol dut 's cha ghaol bliadhna,

Gaol nach tugainn do dhitic na dh' iarla,

B’ fhedrr leam fhin nach fhaca mi riamh thu.242

She seems to have met the Prince, as she describes his
personal appearance and his conversation:

B' annsa leam na chuach bu bhinne,
'Nuair dheanadh tu rium do chomhradh milis.243

3

Just how well she knew him is indicated by the line:
Bha do phog mar fhion na Frainge244

but this could as well have been a kiss on the hand or the cheek as a
kiss on the lips, indicating the effect which it had on her rather than
the taste; and it does not necessarily point to any personal
involvement on the part of the Prince. However, the final lines of the
Dornie MS. version hint at a more intimate relationship:

Gu 'n d' fhuair mi de d' ghaol a dh' fhaodadh mo mhealladh
Gur [h-ann?] de do dhedin nach robh mi 'mo bhanaltrum.245

The poetess mentions having seen the soldiers in pursuit of
Charles, and the effect which this had upon her, probably because of
her anxiety for his safety:

A Thearlaich dig a mhic Righ Seumas,
Chunna mi tdoir mhor an déigh ort,

Iadsan gu subhach a's mise gu deurach,
Uisge mo chinn tigh'n tinn 0 m' léirsinn.246

The poetess was a victim of the depradations committed by the
redcoats in their search for Prince Charles, and any of those who
might have fought for him, or aided his escape, and she lists all the
misfortunes which have befallen her and her kindred:
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Mharbh iad m’' athair a's mo dha bhrathair,
Mhill iad mo chinneadh a's chreach iad mo chairdean,
Sgrios iad mo dhuthaich riisg iad mo mhathair...247

However, this does not alter her support for Prince Charles,
or for his cause, and she declares that:

...bu laoghaid mo mhulad nan cinneadh le Tearlach.248

The poetess who composed this poem is not known, although
it exists in manuscript version as Miss Flora MacDonald's Lament for
Prince Charles 249, 1t is probable that this title was added at a later
date, maybe to give the song more glamour or romanticism, as it
seems unlikely that Flora MacDonald was the composer. Her father
was already dead; her step-father was involved in the search for
Prince Charles, although he was secretly sympathetic, and in fact aided
his escape; and there are no reports of any mistreatment of Flora's
family, or even of herself upon her capture. I would venture to
guess that the poem was probably composed by a woman living on
the mainland of Scotland, within reach of the redcoats who caused
such indiscriminate suffering after the battle of Culloden. She may
have been the Lady or daughter of one of the houses in which Charles
stayed during his campaign, or a lady he danced with at one of the
balls he attended, but we cannot be certain who she really was.

The final poem in this chapter is a complaint about the
treatment of the Highlanders by the Government after the Rising of
1745-6. The Disarming and Disclothing Acts were passed in 1746-7,
not only prohibiting the ownership of weapons by the Jacobite clans,
but also the wearing of the Highland dress. It is this banning of the
plaid which gave rise to the Oran mu 'n éideadh Ghaidhealach 250
composed by Margaret Campbell, wife of the Rev. James Stevenson,
who was at that time the minister of Archattan.251 She states her
case in the opening lines of the poem:

Thainig achd ro chruaidh oirnn
A nuas a Sasuinn,

Muigheadh air ar n' éideadh,
Cha 'n eil e tlachdmhor. 252
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Her claim that the innocent Gaels have done nothing to deserve
such treatment is rather ironic, considering the events which led to
the Act being passed:

Ciod e chuir na daoine

Gun airm ach bata,

Is nach d' thug iad caonnag
No aobhar bagraidh.253

One version of this song contains a short refrain which
indicates that this poetess, unlike most of those with whom we have
been dealing, was literate:

Ho ridum o uo ho radum
Tha mulad gam theumadh o lefu]gh mi 'n t- ac[hd] ud.254

She declares that the plaid has been worn by the Gaels since
the days of King Fergus, and laments the fact that anyone seen
sporting it since the Disclothing Act would face fogradh agus priosan
for doing so. The third stanza contradicts the claims made earlier
about the peacable nature of the Highlanders, as, in claiming noble
patronage for the plaid, it refers directly to the Rising of 1745:

'S gur nednach a' muigheadh e,
Ann an gradadh,

Ghiorrad 's o 'n bha 'm Prionnsa,
Gach diiic, is baran,

A’ caitheamh an fhéilidh,

Le sgéith 's le claidheamh,

'S nan do mhair a t~-sreup ud
Bha feum air fathasd,255

The poetess rails against the hats and coats which will be ro
lionmhor now that the plaid will no longer be seen, and declares the
young women will not be impressed by such attire:

An t-0ganach seolta,
O 'n mhugh e earradh,
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Cha toir maighdean pog dha,
Cha dean i aithn' air.256

She emphasises the point thus:

Trup as gach duthaich

A dol air faidhir,

'S ainneamh a bhios ciirt

Aig na fearaibh tighe;

Gun uidheam ach liireach

A bha 's an fhasan,

Bheir na mnathan cil riu,

Cha 'n fhiQi leo 'n caidreamh.257

The Lowland dress is described as being uncomfortable and
inelegant, and unsuitable for riding in. The young men are also said
to be unhappy now that they have to wear trews:

Sud an sgeul tha tursach,
Le iomadh fleasgach,
Nach faicear a ghliiinean,
No bac na h-iosgaid 258

The poetess ends her diatribe by saying that King George
himself is losing out, because he will not be gaining from the taxes on
cloth and dyes used in making the plaid; and the merchants are
starving because of the loss of trade. She finishes with the hope that
the Act will be repealed:

...na measadh a chiirt e,
Thig muthadh fhathasd.259

Being both a Campbell and the wife of a Presbyterian minister,
it seems unlikely that Margaret Stevenson would have been a staunch
Jacobite by any manner of means, but her complaint here is one on
behalf of all the Gaels, even those who had supported the House of
Hanover, who were being punished for the Rising of the Jacobite
clans. The Disarming Act, one could understand, but the Disclothing
Act was an unnecessarily harsh measure, a 'cowardly and absurd piece
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of legislation'260 which attempted to rob the Gaels of their identity, as
well as of their warlike spirit:
for years those clansmen who persisted in defying the Act and
wearing the only garb they possessed, or go naked, were
hunted by the redcoats like partridges on the mountains...and
the country jails were filled to their utmost capacity with men
wearing the tartan.261

The poetess seems to have been moved by a sense of injustice,
rather than political motives, in composing her song; but it serves as
a reminder that Gaels were on both sides in all the conflicts dealt with
here, and that the steps taken by government to destroy the culture
and society of the vanquished also affected the victors who shared
that common heritage.

Most of the songs composed by female authors concerned with
the major conflicts of the 17th and 18th centuries are laments for
chiefs, husbands, and lovers who died in battle, so the element of
personal grief is very much in evidence. The women were powerless
to influence events themselves, and had to content themselves with
waiting at home for news, good or bad. Those who were politically
aware, in the sense that they understood what was happening in the
government of the day, and had definite views on which cause was
right ‘and which was wrong, produced poems containing spirited
rallying calls, although these were sometimes tempered with the
realization that things were maybe not going as they would have
hoped. Description of battles is limited to naming those who stood
their ground, those who ran, and those who fell, as these women
were not witnesses to the events which so markedly affected their
lives. They fulfilled their expected rdles: praising and encouraging
their menfolk when they were alive, and lamenting them when they
fell, although, as in the case of Fionnghal Campbell, the menfolk they
praised were not always their husbands. These poems show us that
the women of the Highlands at this time were not ignorant of what
was going on in the world around them, and that their loyalty to
their clans, however strong, was not blind. They have left us a
powerful and moving record of those times of upheaval and conflict,
and the effect which they had on the clans as a whole, and not just
on the armies who fought the battles.



® N e v R woN

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34,
35.
36.

148
Notes:

Appendix; p. 621.

Appendix; p. 372.

John Buchan, Montrose, London, 1928; p. 179.

ref. 3; p. 178.

John MacKenzie, Sar-obair nam Biard Gaelach, Edinburgh, 1904; p. 63.

ref. §5; p. 63

ibid.

David Stevenson, Alasdair MacColla and the Highland Problem in the
Seventeenth Century, Edinburgh, 1980; p. 99.

ref. 8; p. 99. ’

ref. 5; p. 63.

O. Bergin, Irish Bardic Poetry, Dublin 1970; p. 9.

Appendix; p. 558.

Donald A. Fergusson, From the Farthest Hebrides, Toronto, 1978; p. 99.

ref. 13; p. 99.

Appendix; p. 618.

ref. 3; p. 179

National Library of Scotland MS. No. 14876; p. 47a.

ref. 3; pp.200-204.

ref. 3; p. 274.

Edward Cowan, Montrose: for Covenant and King, London, 1977; pp. 183-5.

A. MacKenzie, Orain Iain Luim, Edinburgh, 1964; p.24.

Appendix; p. 355.

A. Maclean Sinclair, Mactalla nan Tur, Sydney C. B, 1901; p. 92.

ref. 8; pp. 147-48.

ref. 8; p. 148.
ref. 23; p. 92,
ibid.

W. Matheson, The Blind Harper, Edinburgh, 1970; p. 58.
ref. 3; p. 225.

Appendix; p. 367.

National Library of Scotland MS. No. 2128; p. 82.

ref. 31.

ref. 31.

ref. 8; p. 161.

Chapter 3; p. 48.

Appendix; p. 356.



37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43,
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49,
50.
51.
52.
53.
54,
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.

Transactions of the Gaelic Society of Inverness, vol. XXVI; p. 238.

ref. 37; p. 238.
ibid.
ref. 8; p. 160.

John Baynes, The Jacobite Rising of 1715, London, 1970; p. 9.

Appendix; p. 385.

A. & A. MacDonald, Clan Donald, vol. III, Inverness 1904; p.
A. & A. MacDonald, Clan Donald, vol. II, Inverness 1900; p.

ref. 43; p.

MacLagan MS. No. 137; p. 11a

ref. 43; p. 420.

ref. 43; p. 214.

ref. 43; p. 421.

Maclagan MS. No. 152.

ref. 46; p. 1la

refs. 46 & 50.

ref.

50.

ref. 41; p. 17.

Appendix; p. 390.

C. O Baoill, Birdachd Shilis na Ceapaich, Edinburgh 1972; p. 128.

ref. 56; pp. 16-18.

ibid.

ref. 56, pp. 20-24.

ref. 56; p. 131.

ref. 56; pp. 20-24.

A. M. W. Stirling, Macdonald of the Isles, London, 1913; p. 67.

ref. 41; p. S3.

ref. 56; pp. 20-24.

A. Mackenzie, The Macdonalds of Clanranald, Inverness, 1881; p. 57.

ref. 56; pp. 20-24.

ref.
ref.
ref.
ref.
ref.
ref.
ref.
ref.

ibid.

65;
41;
56;
56;
56;
41;
41,
56;

p- 58.
p- 55.
pp. 20-24.
p. 138.
pp. 26-30.
p. 147.
p. 149,
pp- 26-30.



76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
B4,
85.
86.
87.
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95s.
96.
917.
98.
99.

100.
101.
102.
103.
104,
105.
106.
107.
108.
109.
110.
111.
112.
113.

114

ibid.

ref. 56; p. 141.
ref. 56; p. 140.
ref. 56; pp. 26-30.
ref. 56; pp. 143-4.
1bid.

ref. 56; pp. 26-30.
Appendix; p. 397.
ref. 56; p. 146.
ref. 56; pp. 32-36.
ibid.

ref. 56; p. 146.

Tayler & Tayler, 1715: The Story of the Rising London, 1936; p. 99.

ref. 56; pp. 32-36.
ref. 56; p. 147.
ref. 56; pp. 32-36.
ref. 56; p. 147.
ibid.

ibid.

ref. 56; pp. 32-36.
ref. 56; p. 148.
ref. 56; pp. 32-36.
ibid.

ref. 56; p. 144,
ref. 56; p. 149.
ref. 56; pp. 38-42
Appendix; p. 399.
ref. 56; p. 154.
ref. 56; pp. 44-48.
ibid.

ibid.

ref. 56; p. 154.
ref. 56; pp. 44-48.
ref. 56; p. 155.
ibid.

Chapter 2; p. 28.
Appendix; p. 442.
ref. 88; p. 169.

. A. Sennachie, Account of the Clan Maclean, London, 1888; p. 200.

150



151

115. A. Maclean Sinclair, The Glenbard Collection of Gaelic Poetry,
Charlottetown P.E.I., 1890; pp. 112-13.

116. ref. 114; p. 198.

117. ref. 115; pp. 112-13.

118. ibid.

119. ref. 114; p. 202.

120. Appendix; p. 458.

121. A. Maclean Sinclair, Na Baird Leathanach, vol. 1,
Charlottetown P.E.I., 1898; pp. 192-97.

122, ref. 114; p. 201.

123. ref. 121; pp. 192-97

124. jbid.

125. ibid.

126. ibid.

127. ibid.

128. Appendix; p. 469.

129, ref. 41; p. 68.

130. ref. 41; p. 79.

131. ref. 41; pp. 79-82.

132. The Celtic Magazine, vol. IlII, pp. 410-11.

133. ref. 41; p. 125.

134, ref. 41; p. 127.

135. ref. 41; p. 191,

136. ref. 132; pp. 410-11.

137. ibid.

138. ibid.

139. ibid.

140. ref. 88; pp. 199-200.

141. ref. 132; pp. 410-11.

142. Shaw, The Mackintoshes and Clan Chattan, Edinburgh, 1903; p. 310.

143. ref. 132; pp. 410-11.

144. ref. 142; p. 319.

145. ref. 132; pp. 410-11.

146. ibid.

147. ref. 142; p. 295.

148, ref. 132; pp. 410-11.

149, ref. 142; p. 305.

150. ref. 132; pp. 410-11,

151, ibid.



152.
153.
154.
155.
156.
157.
158.
159.
160.
161.
162.
163.
164.
165.
166.
167.

168.
169.
170.
171.
172.
173.
174.
175.

176.
177.
178.

179.
180.
181.
182.
183.
184.
185.
186.
187.

152

ibid.

ibid.

ibid.

Appendix; p. 528.

Transactions of the Gaelic Society of Inverness, vol. XLI; pp. 344-45.
ref. 156; pp. 344-45

ref. 156; p. 342.

Rev. A. MacRae, The History of the Clan MacRae, Dingwall 1899; p. 199.
Appendix; p. 671.

Transactions of the Gaelic Society of Inverness, vol. XXVII, p. 397.
ibid.

ref. 65; pp. 53-55.

Appendix; p. 672.

Gairm Magazine, No.117, pp. 39-40.

ibid.

J. L. Campbell & Francis Collinson, Hebridean Folksongs, vol. III,
Oxford, 1981; pp. 158-64.

ibid.

ibid.

Tocher, No. 24, p. 306.

ref. 165; pp. 39-40.

ref. 167; pp. 158-64.

ref. 167; p. 280.

Appendix; p. 622.

A. & A. MacDonald, The MacDonald Collection of Gaelic Poetry,
Inverness, 1911; p. 50.

ref. 167; p. 279.

Appendix; p. 674.

Margaret Fay Shaw, Folksongs and Folklore of South Uist,
Aberdeen, 1986; p. 83.

Appendix; p. 676.

Transactions of the Gaelic Society of Inverness, vol. XXIII, pp. 276-77.
ibid.

ibid.

ibid.

ibid.

ref. 43; p. 473.

National Library of Scotland MS. No. 3781, p. 17.

ref. 180; pp. 276-77.



188.
189.
190.
191.
192.
193.
194.
195.

196.
197.
198.
199.
200.
201.
202.
203.
204.
205.
206.
207.
208.

209.
210.
211.
212,
213.
214.
215.
216.
217.
218.
219.
220.
221.
222.
223.
224.

153

ibid.

Appendix; p. 692.

ref. 167; p. 295.

ref. 167; pp. 220-26

ref. 167; p. 298.

ref. 167; pp. 220-26.

Appendix; p. 532.

Paruig Mac-an-Tuairneir, Comhchruinneacha do Dh' Orain taghta, Ghaidhealach,
Duneidionn 1813; pp. 158-62.

Thomas Sinton, The Poetry of Badenoch, Inverness 1906; pp. 206-9
ibid.

ref. 195; p. 159,

ref. 196; pp. 206-9.

ibid.

ref. 62; p. 74.

ref. 65; pp. 65-7.

ref. 142; p. 468.

David Daiches, Charles Edward Stuart, London, 1973; pp. 108-9.
ref. 196; pp. 206-9.

Appendix; p. 544.

ref. 204; p. 187.

A. Maclean Sinclair, The Gaelic Bards from 1715-1765,
Charlottetown P.E.I., 1892; pp. 177-79.

ref. 195; p. 172.

ref. 208; pp. 177-79.

ibid.

ibid.

ibid.

ibid.

ibid.

ibid.

ref. 43; p. 312,

ref. 208; pp. 177-79.

ibid.

ref. 204; p. 189.

ref. 204; p. 192.

ref. 204; pp. 204-5,

ref. 204; p. 20S.

ref. 204; p. 206.



225.
226.
2217.
228.
229.
230.

231.
232.
233.
234,
235.
236.
237.
238.
239.
240.

241.
242.
243.
244.
245.
246.
247.
248.
249.
250.
251.
252.
253.
254.
255.
256.
257.
258.
259.
260.
261.

154

Appendix; p. 422.

ref. 5; pp. 409-10.

ibid.

ibid.

An Deé Ghréine, vol. 1I; p. 83.
Co-chruinneachadh nuadh do dh' Orannibh Gaidhealach,
Inverness, 1806; pp. 164-65.
ref. 5; pp. 409-10.

ref. 230; pp. 164-65.
Appendix; p. 690.

ref. 43; pp. 422-23.

Gairm. No. 9, pp. 28-9.

ibid.

ibid.

MacLagan MS. No. 125, p. 6a.
Appendix; p. 536.

Livingstone, Aikman & Hart, The Muster Roll of Prince Charles Edward Stuart's
Army, 1745-46, Aberdeen, 1984; p. 20.
Appendix; p. 694.

ref. 5; p. 408.

ibid.

ibid.

Dornie MS II; pp. 226-27.

ref. 5; p. 408.

ibid.

ibid.

ibid.

Appendix; p. 530.

ref. 175; pp. 348-49.

ibid.

ibid.

MacLagan MS. No. 165B, p. 1la.
ref. 175; pp. 348-49.

ibid.

ibid.

ibid.

ibid.

ref. 175; p. 349.

ibid.



155

5. LOVE AND JEALOUSY

The love-songs composed by women up to 1750 are numerous, and
they take several different forms. The earliest extant love-songs
ascribed to a woman author are those said to have been composed by
Isabella, Countess of Argyll, or Iseabail Ni Mheic Cailéin. Dating
from around the year 1500, the two poems, Atd Fleasgach ar mo
thi ! and Is Mairg di nGalar an Gradh ? are examples of the courtly
love-poems which were popular with the aristocracy of Scotland and
Ireland at that time. In keeping with the tradition of courtly love,
these poems are on the subject of secret or unrequited love. It is
unusual to have an example of such a poem composed by a woman,
and some scholars have cast doubt on the ascription to Iseabail Ni
Mheic Cailéin of these two, but I have chosen to accept the ascription
in the Book of the Dean of Lismore, and assume that she was,
indeed, the author3. Is Mairg di nGalar an Gradh is a poem about a
secret love, possibly unrequited, which is why the author is lovesick
for the man of whom she writes. As the second stanza tells us:

An gradh-soin tugas gan fhios,
0s € mo leas gan a luadh,
muna fhaghad furtacht trath,
biaidh mo bhlath go tana truagh.4

Ata Fleasgach ar mo Thi gives us another side of unspoken
love, this time with the lady herself as the object of a reciprocated
desire, but unable to be with the one she loves:

Ata fleasgach ar mo thi,
a Ri na riogh go ri leis !

a bheith sinte re mo bhroinn
agus a choim ré mo chneis !

D4 mbeith gach ni mar mo mhian,
ni bhiadh cian eadrainn go brath,
gé beag sin da chur i gcéill,
's nach tuigeann sé féin mar t4.>
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Both poems are composed in rannaigheacht mhoér metre,
indicating a thorough familiarity with classical Gaelic bardic verse, as
one who held such a high position in Gaelic society would be expected
to have. There are, however, none of the elliptical and cryptic images
used by the professional bards: the meaning of the poem is
straightforward and frank, with the lady longing for a distant and
unobtainable love.

The courtly love tradition in Gaelic poetry does not, on the
surviving evidence, seem to have been either as widespread or as
popular in Scotland as it was in Ireland at that time. In fact, of the
dinta gradha collected by Tomas O Rathille®, only two Scottish poets
are included: Iseabail Ni Mheic Cailéin and Niall Mér MacMhuirich.
Both of these were based in the west of Scotland, and therefore more
likely to have come into contact with the new fashion which was
sweeping across Ireland. The poems which they composed in this
style show a surety of touch and a depth of feeling which indicates
that this type of poetry was very familiar to them. Perhaps the lack
of poems in the courtly love mode composed in Scotland is due to a
question of survival rather than production, especially when one
considers that such poems would most likely have been transmitted
and preserved in manuscript form, rather than orally: manuscripts are
more easily mislaid than memory.

The later songs of love have been kept alive in the oral
traditon, and this is probably why they are so much more plentiful,
although the songs from this period tend to have love as a secondary
subject, rather than the main focus of the poem.

Diorbhail Nic a' Bhruthainn's only extant song, although we
know that she composed many more, is Alasdair a Laoigh mo
Chéille 7, a song to Alasdair MacDonald, or Alasdair Mac Colla, the
leader of the Highlanders in the army of Montrose, which was
composed around the year 1645. In this song, Diorbhail's love for
the man is indistinguishable from her support for his cause. She has
never met him, nor is she likely to, but she is full of praise for him,
expressing her feelings in words such as:

Mo chruit, mo chlarsach, a's m' fhiodhall,
Mo theud chitil 's gach ait' am bithinn,
'Nuair a bha mi 6g 's mi 'm nighinn,

‘S e thogadh m' inntinn thu thighinn,
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Gheibheadh tu mo phog gun bhruithinn,
'S mar tha mi 'n diugh 's math do dhligh oirr'.8

This is not by any means a standard song of love, as praise of
Alasdair Mac Colla is intermingled with praise of the clans who would
rise to support his cause; and especially since the bardess seems never
to have met him, only to have heard of his prowess and exploits.

The idea of tearc eugmhais, falling in love with the deeds and
character of the man without having met him, is familiar in Gaelic
legends, and its use here underlines Diorbhail's representation of
Alasdair as a heroic warrior. Her support for the Royalist cause is,
however, paramount, and her love for Alz;sdair arises from his active
support for it.

The Jacobite rising of 1715 gives Ciorslan nighean Dhonnchaidh
Alasdair the opportunity to declare her love for her young man in
Mo Ghaol am Fleasgach ®. This song to her lover follows the pattern
of panegyric poetry, most of the song being taken up with praise of
his prowess as a hunter and as a warrior. Although the poem begins
and ends on a personal note, expressing the poetess' love for the man
who has gone away, and her anxiety over his safety, these
expressions of her own feelings only constitute one quarter of the
poem, the rest being somewhat formulaic praise. This means that we
do not know anything about her relationship with this man, whether
he was her husband or her lover, or even who he was. Not once is a
personal name mentioned, or even the clan to which he belonged.

For this reason, one could not class the poem as a true love-song,

even though the author makes it clear that she is in love with the
man:

Do phog, a lasgair,
fhuair mi taitheach,
's fhada bha do mheanmhain orm.10

Tha Caolas Eadar mi is Iain 11 is a song of longing composed
by a girl who is physically parted from her lover, who, apparently
was not in love with her.12 She wishes that the sea between them
would recede and allow her to cross:
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Truagh nach traghadh e fo latha,
Nach biodh ann ach loch no abhainn,
Fiach am faighinn a dhol tarsainn
Far a bheil mo leannan falaich!3

She then wishes to be alone with her love in an isolated place,
living as man and wife:

'S truagh nach robh mise 's an t-0g gasda
Am mullach beinne guirme caise,
Gun duine bed bhith ‘nar n-aisge,
Ach dall is bodhar is bacach;

'S thigeamaid am maireach dhachaigh,
Mar gum podsamaid o 'n altair.l4

’

Some of this song seems to be missing, or intermingled with
another, as one version ends with the girl declaring that she will
return home and tell her family 'mar a thachair'!3, while the rest of
the song is concerned with what she wishes would happen, and not
with what has actually taken place.

Oran Mor Sgoire Breac contains two contradicting themes, but
this confusion is probably best explained by assuming that it is the
work of more than one poetess, and thus the two distinct and
discordant themes are not intended to relate to the feelings and
experiences of one woman. Very often, two songs which shared a
tune became confused and intermingled through oral transmission.

One version of the song is a panegyric, probably to a Nicolson
of Scorrybreck in Skye, praising his house, his generosity, and his
wife, a MacLeod of Raasay.l® There is nothing in the song to
indicate that the composer is in love with the subject, Calum Mac
Dhémhnaill, apart from a reference to him as mo Ieannan which could
conceivably be the voice of a nurse, or a devoted servant, as much as
that of a lover. Furthermore, one would hardly expect a woman who
was in love with this Nicolson to praise his choice of another for his
wife, which is just what our poetess does here:

'S fhuair thu 'chéile 's cha b' i 'n 6inid
Cha b' i 'n aimid, cha b' 1 'n dinseach
Nighean Fir a Caisteal Bhrochailll?
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Of course, the song could possibly have been composed by an
admirer who was of a lower social status than Calum mac Dhomhnaill,
but in that case one would expect at least a wish that she could have
been in the place of Nicolson's bride, or a more physical description
of the man himself, neither of which is found here. No personal note
intrudes into the song of praise, which is why I would conclude that
it was the work of a woman who loved Nicolson, but who was not in
love with him. The second version of the song is very different ~ so
different, in fact, that although it has the same title in some
collections, it seems inconceivable that it was ever part of the
panegyric to Calum Nicolson.

The song entitled Oran Mor Sgoz’r:e Breac in K.C. Craig's
collection!® begins with the complaint of a young girl that she has
been taken advantage of; in fact, from the description given in the
song one would conclude that she was raped by her lover:

Thainig mo leannan nam chomhdhail.
Shuidh sinn air taobh cnocain bhodhaich.
Theann sinn ri mire 's ri goraich.

'S e thainig as sin do[i}bheairt.

Bhagair e mo léine shroiceadh.

'S rinn e liadan beag' dhe m' chota.
Chuir e falt mo chinn fo bhrogan.

Thug e air mo shuilean dortadh.19

The song as recorded here does mention Scorrybreck in the
final few lines, which echo the opening of the panegyric version:

Bheir soraidh bhuam fhin go m' eélas
Do Sgorabreac am bi a' choisir20

but they do not seem to belong here. The songs probably shared the
same tune, which led to them being sung together, and this is where
the confusion seems to arise. K.C. Craig's version is strikingly
similar to a song beginning Dh' éirich mise moch Di-Domhnaich 21, in
which the woman tells of how she has been raped by her lover, and
appeals to a man walking on the moor to take a message to
Scorrybreck and to her sister in Knoydart, telling her sister:
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Rinn mi diolanas ro 'n phosadh,

Laigh mi le glas-ghiollan gorach,

Nach dug cir no stiom no brog dhomh,
Nach dug fainne far a mheodir dhomh,

Cha dug, no 'm bréid, 's e bu choir dha.?2

With the frankness typical of folk-song, she then names the
young man who has so wronged her, condemning him for not having
waited until they were married before doing as he did:

Tain Mhic Chaluim 'ic Domhnaill,

Cha digeadh tu nuair bu choir dhut,
Tacan beag mu 'n rinn mi 'n cordadh,
Gun laighinn leat an déidh cordaidh,
Dhianainn banais is mor-phosadh?3

A fragment of what seems to be the same song has much the
same story, only there is no mention of the woman being attacked by
her lover. Instead she complains that her suitor seems to take her
for granted, not giving her the gifts that she would expect:

Mhic an fhir fo 'n Chaman Sgiathach
Gu 'm b' ioghnadh dhuit thighinn ga m' iarraidh
Gun chrodh laoigh, gun aighean chiad-laoigh 24

Although the versions found in K.C. Craig's collection and in
Hebridean Folksongs mention Scorrybreck, they are distinct from
Oran Mor Sgoire Breac. The melody may be the same, but the
sentiments are vastly different, and the two versions together do not
make one whole song, although some parts at least seem to have been
sung as such.

An abandoned woman was the author of Tha 'n oidhche nochd
fuar 25, in which she warns against the follies of love and the ways of
young men:

'Nuair a gheibheadh e thoil féin
'S mar a thaitneadh ri bheus,
Chan iarradh e 'd dhéidh nas mo.26
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Despite his behaviour, she praises her lover, before declaring that he
will have cause to regret his treatment of her:

Mun tig ach gearr uair
Bithidh tusa bochd truagh,
'S bithidh mis' anns an uaigh gun de.??

The authoress of Is ann feasgar Di-h-aoine 28 was in a similar
situation, rejecting other suitors in favour of Domhnall, who seems to
have spurned her. Her reaction is not to punish her lover with guilt
over her death, but to convince herself t{lat he will return to her:

Ach ged chaidh thu orm thairis
Gur moér mo bharail 's mo dhiil
Gun till thu rium fhathast...29

A song seemingly addressed to Domhnall Dubh a' Chuthaig3©,
son of lain Miideartach of Clanranald, describes an illicit love-affair
between Domhnall and the authoress. In return for her favours, she
enjoys rent-free tenancy, as well as various gifts, but there is a
certain paradox in her song of praise. The need for secrecy seems
important, the authoress expressing her relief at not having produced
a child which might have embarrassed Domhnall Dubh, but the very
existence of her song makes the relationship public. The song may
have been composed after Domhnall Dubh succeeded as chief of
Clanranald, in 167031, and moved from his base in Canna, thereby
removing the danger of his wife, daughter of John MacLeod of
Dunvegan32, discovering the secret liaison through the Canna woman's
song.

Domhnall Dubh's marriage to Mor MacLeod was a troubled
one, ending when he accused his wife of adultery and sent her
away.33 The charge laid against her by her husband in 1680 may or
may not have been true, but there is evidence that she was in love
with a man other than her husband. Mor is credited with the
authorship of the love-song Ged is grianach an latha 34, which she is
said to have composed to her sweetheart in Skye on returning to Uist
after a visit to her father. The song expresses her sadness on

parting, but also her defiance of those who would disapprove of her
love:
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'S a cheart aindeoin luchd mi-riiin

'S mi gun daraigeadh pog dhuit,
Ged a chuirte mi 'm sheasamh

Air an t-Seisein Di-Domhnaich...35

There was, however, another daughter of MacLeod of
Dunvegan who married the chief of Clanranald: Mor, daughter of Sir
Ruairidh Mér, married Iain Muideartach, and was the mother of
Domhnall Dubh, so she may have been the author of the poem. If
Domhnall Dubh was the subject of the Canna woman's song, and his
wife was the composer of Ged is grianach an latha, one has to pity
both of them, trapped in a loveless mar;'iage.

Rinn mi mocheirigh gu éirigh 3¢ is also a song of secret love
between the poetess and a noble lover who is named in some versions
as Mac 'ic Ailein. Most versions, however, ask Nighean Mhic Ailein
not to be jealous of or angry with the poetess, indicating that her
lover may have been married to Clanranald's daughter. The song is
one of praise of the woman's lover, and of Clan Donald, although the
final two stanzas seem to be the interjections of another woman, who
declares that she would make war on Clanranald.

The higher social status of the poetess is the cause of sorrow
behind the song to Domhnull Donn of Bohuntin by the daughter of
the Chief of Grant37. She was in love with Domhnull Donn, and he
with her, but her father would not allow their marriage because of his
poverty, although he was of a good family.38 The story of their
doomed love has already been dealt with 39, but the song contains no
hint of the trouble which was to come, only of the poetess' love for
her sweetheart, and her distress at being parted from him. She lists
all the places to which she would follow Domhnall Donn, praising his
hunting skills and appearance, and claiming that his poverty does not
diminish his attractiveness:

'S iomad nionag a tha 'n toir ort,
Eadar Inbhirnis is Morair,

Ged bhiodh tu air criin de storas,
'Phosadh anns an uair thu.40

The refrain of the song by Grant's daughter, as well as much
of her praise of her lover, was used in the later song by Bean a'
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Bharra 4!, which seems to have been composed some time before
1750. She declares that she would defy her family to be with her
lover, although he was poor, but despite her love for him, he seems
to have rejected her: Dh' fhas thu umam suarach.

One of the best-known love-songs from this period is Bothan
Airigh am Braigh Raineach 42, where a woman sings the praises of
her husband, who has gone to Glengarry:

Fear na gruaige mar an t-or
Is nam pog air bhlas meala.43

.
His appearance and clothing are praised, as is his generosity to
the poetess:

An uair a ruigeadh tu an fhéill
Is e mo ghear-sa a thig dhachaigh.

Mo chriosan is mo chire

Is mo stiomag chaol cheangail 44

The fact that she is also bought a bréid is an indication that
the poetess is married, as that was the headgear worn by a married
woman. She is well-provided for by her husband's cattle raiding
(although she might mean that the livestock would be gained by
legitimate means), which is alluded to in the lines:

Cuime am biomaid gun eudail
Agus spréidh aig na Gallaibh ?

Gheibh sinn crodh as a' Mhaorainn
Agus caoirich a Gallaibh.42

She uses a familiar folk-song motif to end her song,
expressing her wish to have her husband all to herself on a lonely
shieling, with only animals for company.

This is a simple song of love to an absent husband, with the
poetess praising him to the hilt, and wishing that he could be with
her on the shieling. It is a celebration of her feelings for her him
and of their life together, without a hint of complaint or sadness,
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except for the fact that they are apart. Life on the shieling is
presented as an idyllic existence, without interference from others.

A widely known love song, which is full of imagery and
symbolism, is the sixteenth-century song to MacKay of the Rhinns of
Islay, Craobh nan Ubhal4® The image of the apple tree is used
throughout the poem to represent MacKay, who is also seen to have
magical powers of some kind47, although this may be a metaphor for
the effect which he has on the poetess:

'S e Mac Aoidh an duine treubhach,
Ni e sioda de 'n chlopimh Chéitein,)’
Ni e srol de 'n fhraoch nam b’ fheudar,

Ni e fion de uisg an t-sléibhe.48

The poetess talks of washing MacKay's shirt and handing it to
his page, followed by an incantatory run which calls to mind a similar
passage in Taladh Dhémhnaill Ghuirm 49:

Chraobh nan ubhal, gun robh Dia leat,

Gun robh gile, gun robh grian leat,

Gun robh gaoth an ear 's an iar leat,

Gun robh gach ni a thanaig riamh leat,

Gun robh gach mathas agus miann leat,

Gun robh gach brioghais agus briain leat,
Gun robh Sombhairle mér 's a chliar leat,

Gun robh gach neach mar tha mi fhian leat.50

This is evidently a song by a woman who is in love with
MacKay, rather than just a supporter, as she confidently claims:

Nam bitheadh Mac Aoidh san lathair,
No Nial[l] anbharrach a bhrathair,
Cha bhiodh mo thochradh gun phaigheadh.51

Intermingled with her praise of MacKay are expressions of love
which raise this poem out of the realms of traditional panegyric and
into those of the love-song:



165

Mo ghaol, mo ghradh an t-0g beadrach,

Dhannsadh eutrom rioghail aigneach 52
and:

Mo ghaol, mo ghradh an t-0g feucant

Tha muigh fo choill mhér nan geugan,

Rachainn leat thar chuan na h-Eireann.53

There is one passage in this poem which is somewhat difficult
to interpret, although on one level the image is quite a simple one:

'Nuair a théid thu 'n choill g' a risgadh
Aithnich fhéin a' chraobh as lioms ’ann,
A' chraobh gheugach pheurach ubhlach,
Bun a sas 's a barr a' lubadh,

Chraobh as buige 's as mils' tibhlan.54

Although another version of this passage has a' chraobh am bi
mise 53 instead of a' chraobh as lioms, the latter form certainly fits
the rhyme-scheme better, and I take this to be the original. The
woods here may represent women in general, with a play on the
different meanings of ruasgadh. The poetess uses the tree as a
metaphor for her own womanly qualities, urging MacKay to choose
her fruit and pluck it. The image seems a sexual one, the fruit
representing fertility and desirability.

This is to be contrasted with the extension of the image which

occurs in some versions:

Ach ma théid thu 'na choill' fhiosraich
Foighnich a' chraobh am bi mise,
Chraobh a thilg a barr 's a miosan,
Chraobh a thilg a peighinn phisich.56

This would seem to indicate that the poetess is in straitened
circumstances, or else that she has given away her fruit and shoots
when she should have waited for them to have been plucked. Perhaps
it is reading too much into this to suggest that the woman has been
too free with her favours, and is now left with nothing. The peighinn
phisich mentioned was a kind of talisman used to hail the new
moon37, rioghain na h-oidhche, and it is not too much of a stretch of
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the imagination to see that it could be used metaphorically to signify
maidenhood: the pure, whole, new moon welcomed by the turning of
the peighinn phisich becoming the virginal purity represented by the
talisman. Maybe the poetess feels that she is now undesirable, just

like a fruitless tree, because she has lost her virginity, her peighinn
phisich. Of course, there may be no sexual reference intended here,
simply that good fortune has deserted the poetess, and that she has

no wealth of any kind to offer.

In contrast to the complex symbolism of Craobh nan Ubhal,
the only problem of interpretation posed by the song Mhic iarla nam
bratach bana 58 is that of identifying the man to whom it is
addressed. He is definitely not a Macleoé, as Dunvegan is dimissed
as being 'beag o'n lar’, but I would venture to suggest that he may
have been a MacDonald. Duntulm is referred to as 'Dun Tuilm na
brataich baineadh’, and these white banners would seem to provide a
link with the subject of the poem. The viability of this argument
depends on the interpretation of the last few lines of the song:

Sioda reamhar ruadh na Spaine,

'S cha b' ann a Glaschu a bha e,

No 'n Dun Bheagan, 's beag o 'n lar e,
No 'n Dun Tuilm na brataich baineadh ! 59

If one takes the second line quoted here as referring to the ship on
which the subject of the song was travelling, then we can rule out the
connection to Duntulm. If, on the other hand, the second line refers
to the silk from Galway, it is quite possible that Duntulm, although
not the place from which the silk came, was the place from which the
ship came.

The rest of this song is concerned with praise of the son of
the Earl of the White Banners, describing his prowess as a hunter,
and the finery of his ship. Both of these descriptions contain clichés
of the waulking song genre, such as:

Sealgair sithinn o fhrith nan ardbheann,
'S an roin léith o bheul an t-siile,

An earba bheag a dh' fhalbhas statail 60

and, adding an element of fantasy:
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Chunnaic mi do long air saile,
Bha stillir oir oirr' 's da chrann airgid 61

This formulaic approach also extends to the composer's
description of herself, presenting herself as an object of pity because
of her unrequited love for the son of the Earl of the White Banners:

A bhean ud thall a ni 'n gaire,

Nach truagh leat piuthar gun bhrathair ?
Is bean 0g gun chéile 'n lathair ?

'S gur h-ionann sin 's mar ata mi,

M' inntinne trom, m' fhonn air m' fhagail,
Mu 'n fhitiran fhoghainneach alainn 62

This song is made up almost entirely of formulaic images
which are found throughout Gaelic folksong, and particularly amongst
those of the waulking-song type. The lack of invention seems to
indicate a lack of true emotion in this song, although that is not to
say that it is not a fine composition. The different elements are
blended together skillfully to form a coherent whole, which is not
always true of the drain luaidh, but the fact that all of these elements
are to be found elsewhere detracts from the overall effect of the
song.

Seeing a ship going by, or looking out for one, is the starting
point for several Gaelic songs, and the love-songs are no exception.
Alasdair 6ig Mhic 'ic Neacail 63 begins like this in some versions:

La dhomh 's mi buain na dearca

Taobh 'n fhraoich an cois 'n aiteil
Chunnaic mi bata dol seachad

'S dh' fhoighnich mi ¢é rinn a chaismeachd
No ¢0 thilg an urchar thapaidh

Alasdair Og 'n fhuilt chleachdaich 64

Another version has a slightly different opening:

'S muladach, 's muladach a tha mi,
Direadh na beinne 's 'ga tedrnadh;
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'S nach fhaic mi tighinn am bata

Ris an togte na silil bhana,

Bha m' athair oirr' 's mo thridir bhraithrean,
'S mo leannan fhin air ramh-braghad,
Alasdair na gruaige baine.65

Another variation of this song begins with the composer in the
woods, rather than by the sea, although it is probable that this is
actually a different song, as the object of the poetess' affections is
named here as Oganach dr de Chloinn Lachluinn 66, This song
begins: ,

Latha dhomh ‘s mi 'n coill nan dearcag

Feadh an fhraoich ri taobh an aitinn

'‘Buain nan cnd air bharr gach slataig

Chuala mi d' fhidar a' lasadh,

'S dh' fhoighnich mi co rinn a' chaismeachd.67

This is said to be the composition of a daughter of one of the
Camerons of Locheil, the subject being her father's forester.68
Although much of the text of this poem is to be found in the song
addressed to Alasdair Og, the significant differences point it being the
composition of a different author, and addressed to another person,
although one of the songs has evidently been used as the framework
for the other.

In the song to Alasdair Og, the poetess expresses a wish to
bear him many sons, naming a trade for each one of them:

Fear 'na dhilica, fear 'na chaiptin,

Fear 'na dhrobhair mér air martaibh,
Fear air a'luing mhdir a' Sasunn,

Fear 'na cheannard air sluagh feachdach.69

The MacNicol MS version of the song is fragmentary, although
the basic plot is the same as that found in South Uist. A more
detailed text, which indicates that the poetess was from Lewis, is to
be found in K.C. Craig's collection:
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Alasdair 6ig mhic ac Neacail,

B' fhearr lium gun saothraichinn mac dhut,
Cdigear no sianar no seachdnar.

B’ arralach ciiin dhianainn altram.
Bheirinn gliin is cioch an asgaidh.
Thogainn suas [air] bharraibh bas iad.

Air mo ghualainn fhin gum faict’ iad.

'S rachainn leotha a Leédhas dhachaidh.70

The praise of her lover which follows adds a new element to
the familiar praiseworthy attributes found in panegyric song, as he is
described as leughadair nan duilleag, indi’cating that, even in the early
seventeenth century, literacy was seen as a valuable skill, just as much
as military or hunting prowess. By the end of the seventeenth
century there was only too much evidence of the power of the pen,
with charters being used to claim territories from clans which until
then had always held them by strength, so the ability to read and
write became increasingly important. It was not, however, the most
important attribute in the eyes of the poetess, as she devotes much
more of her song to praise of Alasdair's physical appearance, and of
the wealth of his household: two traditional and somewhat clichéd
subjects.

There are several passages in Coisich, a riin 71 which are
formulaic, and which occur in other compositions, although it also
contains much which shows originality. The best known version of
the song begins with the poetess sending her good wishes to Harris,
and to John Campbell, her lover; but there are two distinct versions
of the passage relating to John Campbell. One has the poetess

sending him a message, reminding him of how they used to be
together:

Innis dha-san gu bheil mi fallain,
Gun do chuir mi 'n geamhradh fairis;
Bu tric a laigh mi fo t' earradh,

Ma laigh, cha b' ann aig a' bhaile,

'N lagan uaigneach, 'n cluain a' bharraich,
Gum b' iad na h-eodin ar luchd faire,

'S gaoth nan ardbheann draghadh fairis...72
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The other version praises Campbell's hunting skills, listing all the

animals he would catch:

Sealgair gedidh thu roin is eala,

Bhric a ni leum 'n fhéidh ni 'n langan,
'S an dobhrain duinn 's an laoigh bhallaich,
'S na circeig' bhig' air nead falaich.”3

Part of the passage about lying entwined in his plaid is also included
in this rendering of the song, although it is not as detailed as in the
first version. In any case, this song is glearly of composite
authorship, as the identity of the singer's lover changes as the song
progresses. We have seen that it begins with a greeting to John
Campbell of Harris, who is described as the leannan of the authoress,
so it is unlikely that he is the same man referred to in the passage:

'S fliuch an oidhche nochd 's gur fuar i,
Gun dug Cloinn Nill druim a' chuain orr';
Ma 's fhior dhomh fhin chi mi bhuam iad,

Le 'n longanan loma luatha...

Mo leannan fhin air bhord fuaraidh...74

In this instance, the lover referred to is most likely a MacNeill
of Barra, not a Campbell from Harris, so one must conclude that this
passage was composed by a different bardess to the one who began
the song. Yet another voice is heard in the next section, where the
authoress laments the death of her 'first secret sweetheart':

Gura mise nach eil fallain

Bho 'n chiad Mhart o thiis an earraich,
M' og-fhleasgach donn ris a' bhalla

Cil do chinn air deile daraich,
Freasdal léine chaoil dha 'n anart 75

The passage which follows this is in a lighter vein, with
another poetess describing her plans to take advantage of a betrothal
to catch the eye of her lover, as well as giving a vivid description of
her fierce jealousy of any rival for his affections:
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Nan cluinninn té eile luaidh riut
Spionainn bun is barr mo chuailein,
Gu falbhadh m' fhedil na ced uaine.76

Another version has this to add:

Nan cluinninn té eil' bhith luaidh ort,
Leumadh mo shron 3ird na stuaidhe.77

Both the versions found in Hebridean Folksongs 11 end with
the poetess listing all the precious things which her lover represents
for her, although it is not clear if she is ,one and the same as the
composer of the passage on jealousy. The rhyme scheme is different

in this section, which possibly indicates that this was contributed by
another author:

Mo mhil, mo mhil, mo mhil fhin thu,
Mo shiucar is mo cheol fidhle,

Mo cheol clarsaich 'n aird 's an iseal,
Mo dhitheinean eadar ghartaibh.’8

A. Maclean Sinclair's version of this song opens with a passage which
is very reminiscent of Hé mandu 79:

'S truagh nach robh mi 'n riochd na h-eala

No 'n riochd faoileig chrin na mara

Shnamhainn an caol 's rachainn thairis.

Ruiginn am ball 'bheil am fear ud;

M' aighear, m' eibhneas, 's mo cheud leannan.80

This example of the song is fragmentary, although it both
echoes the Hebridean Folksongs versions, and contains one significant
difference. Where the two previous texts praise the MacNeils of
Barra, and the lover's skill as a sailor, this one laments their loss at
sea:

'S cruaidh an sgeul an diugh a fhuair mi;

Thug Clann~Néill druim a' chuain orr'.

Chaidh iad fodha anns an fhuaradh;

Luchd nan leadan troma-dualach.8!
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This anxiety is also found in a manuscript version, which
seems to be concerned only with the MacNeils. Although many of the
passages are similar to those found elsewhere, the order in which they
occur seems to be a more logical sequence, giving the song as it is
found here a less disjointed feel. The poetess begins by describing
how she shared her lover's plaid on many occasions, and then moves
on to her distress at the possibility that he has been lost at sea:

'S mis' a' bhean bhochd, th' air a sgaradh,
Ma 's € 'n cuan mor d' aite falaich !

Ma 's & na roin do luchd-fhaire

Ma's e leaba dhuit an fheamainn

Ma 's & cluasag dhuit a ghaineamh

Ma's € na h-éisg do choinnlean geala.82

The imagery used here is not wholly original, as most of it is
to be found in other songs of drowning, but the comparison of fish
to the white funeral candles is unusual. This version of the song
stands as a complete entity, all the parts related and contributing to
the whole, while the other versions, although containing similarities,
have a composite feel about them and are probably the work of more
than one author.

A fragment of a song which bears much resemblance to the
praise of the sweetheart in Coisich a Riiin begins 'S fliuch an oidhche
nochd 's gur fuar i 83. However, the author here ends with a
complaint against the nobleman's son who has abandoned her:

...'m bothaig bhig an iomall tuatha
Gun 0l cupa gun 0l cuacha.84

It is relatively rare to find a waulking song to which an author
has been attributed, but one of the few in this category is Mor
Nighean Uisdean's Hé Mandu 85. Fragments have been included in
several collections, but fuller versions are also to be found. Most of
these open with lines addressed to women which indicate that the song
was composed at the waulking board:

Nan éisdeadh sibh rium a mhnathan
dh' innsinn mo sgeul dhuibh air m' athais
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anns an fhadhail
tighinn a thadhal,
deas fo chlaidheamh.86

Most versions of this song contain a passage which indicates
that Mor Nighean Uisdean is separated from her sweetheart, and she

describes her wish to reach him:

Nam biodh agam
Iteag nan eoin,
Shnamhainn na caoil
An Caol Ileach
Rachainn asteach

'S bheirinn amach

sgiath a' ghlaisein,
spOg a' lachain,
air an Earsuinn,

's an Caol Arcach;
chon a' chaisteal
as mo leannan.87

The motif of the girl being forced by her parents to marry a
rich, but unattractive and much older man, instead of the man with
whom she is in love, occurs in several renditions of this song. The
grotesque description of the man chosen for her by her parents, as
the poetess laments her position, has parallels in other languages:

Ochan is och

cha bhean chrionda
mo mhathair air
tha m' athair air

ri fear odhar

ri fear dall cha
gur mu a cheann
's gur faid' fheusag
's caoile amhach
cha déan da shlat
théid seiche daimh

is mi bronag,

ghlic ri m' bhed mi;
thi mo chordaidh;
thi mo phosaidh
bodhar breoite,

léir dha bhrogan,
na chruach mhoine,
na sguab eorna,
dhuit na feoirnean,
dheug dha cota,
mhér 'na bhrogan.88

Included in most versions of this song is a somewhat elliptical
passage referring to a message and gifts received from the son of the

Earl, seemingly in a vain attempt to win the affections of the bardess,

who names the man whom she prefers:
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Thainig teachdair nis ga m' iarraidh -
Dithis an uiridh 's trilir am bliadhna.
Gille 's litir each a's diollaid

Falaire dhonn spuir a's srian innt'.
Teachdaireachd bho mhac an Iarla...

'D é ged tha cha ghabh mi 'm bliadhna
B' annsa leam mac Anna riabhaich.

'G am bi na h-eich mhor air shrianaibh.

Na h-eich dhonna throma, dhiolldach 8%

Mac Anna (Annra in some versions) is then more clearly identified as
a Cameron chief by the poetess, who déclares that she would go
anywhere with him, in any conditions, using somewhat stock folk-
song imagery:

Mhic Dhomhnaill Duibh  a Loch Abar,

siod, a Righ, nach robh mi agad,

ge be aite 'm bheil do leabaidh,
'm bun nan craobh no 'm barr nam baideal,
no air bord do luinge fada,

no air morghan gorm an aigeil,

'n déidh do chur no 'n déidh do chathadh,

'n déidh do dheoch mhér uisge-beatha.%0

Some of the elements found in the different versions of this
song possibly do not belong to the original. The passage about being
forced to marry an old man seems out of kilter with the rest of the
song, especially when taken alongside the reference to rejecting the
Earl's son in favour of her sweetheart. One can hardly imagine her
parents forcing her to wed an old decrepit man if another of her
suitors was of such a high degree. The rest of the song seems to
form one thematic unit, with the poetess declaring her love for a man
from whom she is, for some reason, parted.

Parting is also the theme of the late seventeenth or early
eighteenth century song, Chunnaic mise mo leannan °!, in which the
author tells of her sweetheart leaving her to fight in the Jacobite
army - although it is not absolutely certain with which campaign this
is connected. The song begins almost as a complaint, with the girl
telling of how her lover passed her as he was leaving, without
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acknowledging her presence, although she immediately excuses him.
The only clue to the identity of the man is the poetess' wish for Clan
Donald to be victorious, indicating that her sweetheart was of that
clan. She then launches into a formulaic run of praise for the clan,
ending with a reference to the Battle of Auldearn and King James.
This seems to be the plot of the original song, but, as often happens
with popular songs and tunes, the chorus of this one seems to have
been 'borrowed' for the composition of another which, through time,
has in some versions become intertwined with the original. The
girl's complaint of being ignored by her lover is still to be found, but
this time there is no excuse for his actiqns, only condemnation of
what he has done to her:

'S ann am bothag an fhasaich
Thug am mearlach mi air éiginn.

'S ann am bothag a' ghlinne,
Far nach cluinneadh iad m' eigheach.

‘S tha do leanabh 'mam achlais,

'S mi gun tacsa fo 'n ghréin dha.

'S mura falbh mi as m' odige
A dh' iarraidh 10n air gach té dha.92

A similar reference is to be found attached to the end of the
original song in one text, although it is not clear in this instance if
the man forced himself on the author, or if his crime was that he
abandoned her:

Thug mi Domhnach 'nam sheasamh
Anns an t-Seisein mu d' dhéidhinn.

Gu robh snighe mo ghruaidhean
Deanamh fuarain 'nam léinidh.93

These additions are not related to the original song by
anything more than a shared tune and chorus. The air is a simple
and popular one, and it needs no great leap of imagination to assume
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that this, along with the refrain, was used as a starting point for a
later poetess, who sang about her mistreatment and abandonment by
her lover.

The composer of ‘S tric mo shiiil air an linne 94, was also
abandoned by her lover, but in this case, there is no hope of a
reunion, as he has gone to marry another. In spite of this, she bears
him no ill-will - in fact she prays that he will be safe on his journey
to fetch his bride:

Chuir mo leannan a chil rium,

'S chuir e churam air bata;

Ged a dhialt thu dhomh 'n t-aiseag,
A righ gu faicinn-se slan thu ! 95

She goes on to relate how it was her modesty, and concern for
her reputation, which led her lover to leave her, and, although she
does not wish him any harm, her feelings towards his prospective

bride are not so generous:

Ach ma chaidh thu nunn thairis
A dh' fhios na cail' tha 'n Dun-sgathaich,

'S truagh a righ nach tu gheibheadh
Fuar fodha i 'n déigh a bathaidh %6

She wishes that she was the only woman left on earth, so that
they could go back to the way they had been together, with her
sheltering under his plaid as she had done so often before. She prays
for the safety of her sweetheart as his ship sails towards his bride,
expressing nothing but love for him, despite his treatment of her, and
reserving her venom for her rival in love.

The song which is known by the refrain of Mo ran Ailein 97
begins in some versions with the poetess looking out to sea, watching
her sweetheart's ship passing, and praising his skill as a sailor:

Co bh' air an stiur ach mo leannan
'S e bheireadh i slan gu caladh,
Fhad's a mhaireadh stagh no tarraig.%8
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The composer of this song, according to some renditions, also
has a complaint to make, although it seems to be against the gossips
who are spreading rumours about her, rather than against her lover.
She is upset both by the rumour that she is pregnant, and by the
man who is thought to be the father of her child; and it is with some
sense of pride that she declares whom she would choose as the father
of her children:

Mile marbhaisg luchd nam breugan
Thog iad ormsa mo chuid fhéin dhiu
Gu robh mo chrios-sa ard ag éirigh,

Ma bha cha b' ann o 'n bhéist ud,

Ach o Sgoilear Donn na Beurla 29

She does not make it clear whether or not she is actually
carrying a child, only who her choice of father would be. Her
cursing of those who are spreading rumours about her would seem to
indicate that she was not, but this is not certain. The song contains
very little else about the poetess or her sweetheart, so identification
of either of them is impossible.

An raoir a bhruadair mi 'n aisling 190 is a woman's song to
her MacGregor sweetheart. The song contains no personal
declarations of her love for him, although she praises everything
about him: his skill at hunting; his prowess with arms; his love of
drinking wine, and his allies. What is unusual about this song is that
it ends with a reply, supposedly composed by her sweetheart, naming
the poetess as Mairi Nic Arthair 101, In his reply, the young man
declares his love for Mairi, and claims that he will treat her like a
lady:

Cha leig mi thu an bhuaile,

Le cuman na buaraich,

'S ann a bhith's tu ri fuaidheal le d' mheoir.

'S ann a théid thu do 'n chlachan,
Latha feille, san fhasan,
Giin do 'n t-sioda ort bhith's gasda gu ledir 102

Not so fortunate was the author of O bha mo leannan ann 103
who gave her love to a seircein saighdeir named as Domhnall Mac
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Néill mhic Iain Buidhe, and faithfully awaited his return. The lover's
reply in this case tells the girl to look for a more suitable husband,
hinting that her pride in her love for him is misplaced.

There are two distinct versions of the song A Dhdémhnaill
Ruaidh ghaolaich 104, one of which is a straightforward iorram, the
other a waulking song composed by a girl who was enamoured with
Domhnall Ruadh. This is made clear at the very beginning:

A Dhomhnuill ruaidh ghaolaich
'S e do ghaol a th' air mo mhealladh 105

The body of the song is a descrip’tion of Domhnall Ruadh'’s
ship, and praise of his seamanship, while there are two versions of
the ending. The first continues in praise of Domhnall Ruadh, using

familiar folk-song motifs:

Gur a minig a bha mi

'S tu nar laigh air a' bharraich,
Bhiodh mo lamh fo d' cheann gaolach
'S ri d' thaobh mar an canaich.106

The alternative ending seems to suggest that the poetess has
left her native district in order to be with her love, but she does not
reproach him for taking her away:

'S e do ghradh thug do 'n tir mi
Fhir na miog-shuile meallaich.107

Yet another version of this song exists, but it is composed in
quatrains,rather than the half-lines of the waulking song and iforram
styles. From this, one would have to deduce that the quatrain
version is a later song; indeed, apart from the name of the person to
whom it is addressed, this version has little in common with the other
two. Again, the lover is portrayed as being at sea, with the poetess
declaring her faith in his seamanship, but the expressions of love are

more concentrated and numerous:

Och, a Dhomhnuill Ruaidh, ghaolaich,
'S tu mo riun de na fearaibh;
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'S tu mo chnothan 's mo chaorann,
Mo shugh-craobh 's mo chir-mheala.

'S tu mo dhearcagan donna,
'S iad an tornadaibh caineil;

Mo luibh 's am bi bhrigh thu
Nach crion ri fuachd gaillinn.108

A song to a Ruairidh MacLeod from Harrist09, ascribed by
John Maclean!10 to Mairi nighean Alasdair Ruaidh, seems to be a
love~song rather than a panegyric. The line, Ged nach eil thu 'n ar
n-uachdar implies that Ruairidh was not’the head of the clan, while
the description of the subject as one who b' fhedrr buaidh anns an
Olaint indicates military service abroad. I have been unable to find a
Ruairidh of the Harris MacLeods who fits this description, but the
ascription to Mairi certainly seems mistaken, unless either the name
Ruairidh or the reference to Holland are corruptions of the original
names.

The above examples are songs of love which were composed as
such, and perhaps their relative scarcity does not back up the claim
that love-songs in the period up to 1750 were numerous. However,
amongst the laments composed by women to their dead husbands and
sweethearts, there are songs of great love and tenderness; and having
put them into one category does not mean that they must be excluded
from another.

Elegaic songs tended to be composed for chiefs or noblemen,
men with whom the poetesses were not personally involved although
they respected and admired them. The laments, on the other hand,
are songs to husbands, sons and lovers, and are cries from the heart
uttered by grief-stricken women. In the love-song/laments, the
bardess praises the man who has died and bewails his loss, not, as in
an elegy, to the clan, but primarily to herself.

One of the earliest songs of this type is the one beginning Och
nan och, leagadh tu 111, where a young bride laments the death of
her husband on their wedding day. The song is mostly a
straightforward lament, with the poetess concentrating on her own
grief at her loss, but there are stanzas describing the man she has
lost, and how much she loved him:
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Mo rin air mo leannan,

Lub ur a' chuil chlannaich,

Gum bu chitbhraidh na 'n caineal
Liom anail do bhraghad.

Mo ghraidh air mo chuirteir,
Geug alainn na duthcha,
Mar gharradh nan ubhlan

Do shiigradh 's do mhanran. 112

She declares that she cannot take pleasure in anything now that
her sweetheart is dead, and looks forward to the day when they will
be reunited:

Mo ghaol air mo leannan,
Mo ghaol ort ri m' mhaireann,
Mo ghaol ort air thalamh

'S ann am flathas an Ardrigh.

Mo ghaol thu 's mo rin thu,
Mo ghaol 's mo chruit chiuil thu,
Mo ghaol thu 's mo dhiirachd,

'S mo dhuil riut am Parras.113

Cumha Sheathain 114, is another lament by a woman who was
in love with the subject of her poem. She describes the life which
they had together, travelling to many places, seemingly fugitives from
luchd a shealga 115, although it is not clear who Seathan's pursuers
were. The poetess identifies herself in some versions as céile
Seathan donn an t-siubhail, although she says in others that Seathan
was her leannan falaich. Seathan is further identified as the son of
mo righ a Tir Chonaill, while the poetess names herself as:

Piuthar a dh' Aodh 's a Bhrian Buidhe mi,
Bana-charaid do Fhionn mac Cumbhaill mi 116

This need not be taken literally, as the poetess could merely be
underlining that she also belongs to Ireland.
Intermingled with praise of Seathan are heartfelt expressions of
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sorrow and grief at his loss, apparently when he did not seem to be
in any danger:

Nuair a shaoil mi thu bhith 'san toérachd,
'S ann a bha thu marbh 'nam chomhdhail,
'S tu air ghuaillean nam fear oga...

'S nuair a shaoil mi thu bhith 'sa ghailleann,
'S ann a bha thu marbh gun anam 117

Seathan is praised in the style of a classical elegy, and there is
an echo of the common bardic theme, of nature responding to a good
leader, only this time nature is being portrayed as coming to his aid
if it were possible to free him from death:

Nam faighte Seathan ri fhuasgladh,
Gheobhte 'n t-éirig mar an luachair,
Gheobhte 'n t-airgead mar an luatha,
Gheobhte 'n t-0r air oir nan cluantan,
Gheobhte 'm fion mar uisg an fhuarain,
Gheobhte bhedir mar chaochan fuarghlas;
Cha bhiodh meann an creig no 'n cruadhlaigh,
Cha bhiodh miseag ann an cluanaig,

Cha bhiodh ciob an carr no 'm cruachan,
Cha bhiodh crodh air magh no buaile,
Cha bhiodh orc no arc air cluana;
Thigeadh na bradain as na cuantan,
Thigeadh na bric as na bruachan,
Thigeadh na gearrain as an luachair 118

The poetess' love for Seathan is evident throughout this lament, as
she declares that she would choose him above all others, despite their
wealth and status:

B' annsa Seathan an cuaich shiomain
Na mac righ air leabaidh liona;

B' annsa Seathan air chiil garraidh
Na mac righ le siod air claraidh,
Ged bhiodh aige leaba shocrach
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An déidh na saoir a bhith 'ga locradh,
An déidh na draoidh a bhith 'ga cosnadh;
B' annsa Seathan 'sa choill bharraich

Na bhith 'sa Mhaigh Mhild le h-Airril,
Ged bhiodh srol is siod fo chasaibh,
Cluasagan or-dhearg air lasadh.119

Her love for Seathan is further emphasised by her description

of how closely she would want to hold him, letting nothing, however
small, come between them:

A Sheathain duinn, a shaoi na mine,

Is beag an t-ait an cuirinn fhin thu,
Chuirinn am barr mullaich mo chinn thu,
Chuirinn an tarr mo dha chich thu,
Eadar Brighde 's a bréid min thu,

Eadar maighdean 0g 's a stiom thu,
Eadar oigh ghil 's a brat siod thu,
Eadar mi fhin 's mo léine lin thu.120

Perhaps the most telling evidence of the strength of the
poetess' love for Seathan comes at the end of the lament, with her
declaration that she would not trust him to the care of anyone but
herself, not even to Christ, implying that Seathan is more important
to her than religion; perhaps that she worships him above all else:

Cha toirinn do lagh no righ thu,

Cha toirinn dh' an Mhoire mhin thu,

Cha toirinn dh' an Chro Naoimh thu,

Cha toirinn do dh' losda Criosd thu,

Cha toireadh, eagal ‘s nach faighinn fhin thu ! 121

By far the most vivid expression of both grief and love is to
be found in the final stanza as it occurs in some texts, where the

poetess asserts that she would give up everything just to be with her
love once more:

A Sheathain, mo ghile-gréine,
Och dha m' aindeoin ghlac an t-eug thu,
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'S dh' fhag siod mise dubhach deurach

'S iargain ghointeach orm ad dhéidh-sa;
'S masa fior na their na cléirich

Gu bheil Irinn agus Néamh ann,

Mo chuid-sa Néamh, di-beath an éig e,
Air son oidhche mar ris an eudail,

Mar ri Seathan donn mo chéile.122

The song popularly known as Griogal Cridhe 123, composed to
Gregor MacGregor of Glenstrae, who was beheaded in 1570, is one in
which both grief and love play their part. Althougﬁ composed as a
lullaby, the composer's grief at the loss of her husband, and her love
for him, is the main theme of the song. We can judge the depth of
the love which the author had for her husband, by the extent of her
grief. She curses her own family, who have brought about his death,
and describes both her life with Gregor, and his execution. Her love
for Gregor is illustrated by her reference to drinking his blood after

his death - a common folk-song image used to indicate a deep and
enduring love for the dead person:

Chuir iad a cheann air ploc daraich
Is dhoirt iad fhuil mu lar:

Nam biodh agamsa an sin cupan,
Dh' olainn dith mo shath.124

Although the image is used here to illustrate the poetess' grief, she

does not seem to have actually drunk the blood of Gregor. As D.S.
Thomson states:

It is likely that here we can observe some distancing from the
ritual, and that distancing may arise in more ways than one.
The young wife would presumably be kept away from the
actual execution, in which her own Campbell kin were involved.
And she was hardly a "commoner" in the Gaelic society of the

time, so she may instinctively have associated a cup with
drinking, even drinking blood.125

She also uses the apple-tree image as a metaphor for her
husband, lamenting the fact that others have their husbands with
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them, while her own husband is dead:

Is ged tha mi gun ubhlan agam
Is ubhlan uile aig cach,

Is ann tha m' ubhal cibhraidh grinn
Is cil a chinn ri lar.126

Although one cannot doubt from reading this song that the
author, Nighean Dhonnchaidh, was deeply in love with Gregor
MacGregor, yet there are no explicit expressions of love, and one can
find very little of the formulaic praise which is common in both
panegyric and in the love-song. Becausé of this, there is a greater
sense of the expression of genuine emotion, rather than the reworking
of old ideas into a new song. The combination of love and grief
results in a highly original and moving poem.

Mairi Camshron's great love for her husband, Patrick Campbell
of Inverawe, and her devastation, not only at his death, but at her
being forced to marry another man, lends great pathos to her lament
for him!27, She concentrates on her sense of loss without him, and

on all the things he did for her, declaring her love for him above all
others:

Mo ghradh thu dh' fhearaibh shiol Adhaimh128

Another version indicates that the lament was not composed

immediately after Campbell's death, but after her second marriage, to
the Prior of Ardchattan:

Righ, gur mis' a th' air mo sgaradh,
Bhi dol le fear eil' a laighe,
Is m’ fhear féin air ctl an taighel29

From this, we can see that Mairi considers herself to have
only one husband, Patrick Campbell, and that her second marriage is
as much a source of grief to her as the loss of her first and only
love.

The widow of Donald MacDonald of Clanranald, who died in
1618, composed a lament which contains many elements of the
classical elegyl30, although personal feelings of loss are prevalent.
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The opening stanza is a true lament, with the effect of the loss of the
loved one on the composer being the theme:

Moch 's a' mhaduinn 's mi 'g éiridh,
Gur ruiteach mo dheur air mo ghruaidh,
Nach freagair thu m' éigheach,

A lib cheanalta treun a dh' fhas suairc;
'S e chuir mo shuilean o leirsinn

Bhi caradh na léine mu d' thuairms’,
Ach a Mhuire ! mo sgeula,

Cha 'n éirich thu féin gu 13 luan;l31

‘The poetess moves to the panegyric style of a classical elegy,
praising her husband's wisdom; his horsemanship; his personal
appearance and dress; his eloquence, and his generosity. She then
returns to her own grief, and that of his kinsfolk, at the death of
Clanranald, describing her inability to take pleasure in anything, and
her anxiety over the future of their children. Her grief is described
in somewhat clichéd terms:

'S mi tha muladach, bronach,

'S mi falbh feadh do shedmair leam féin,
'S mi gun chadal, gun chomhnadh,

Gun aighear...132

but she also uses some strikingly original imagery, such as:

Gur mis' th' air mo sguabadh 133
and:
...thainig lom chreach orm,
Mar gun ruitheadh a' chlach leis a' ghleann.134

There is perhaps too much of the formulaic elegy in this poem for it
to be classed as a true, personal lament, but there are enough
expressions of love, and of great sorrow resulting from that love, to
say that it is a love-song as well as a death-song.

The Maclean poetess, Catriona nighean Eoghainn mhic
Lachlainn, composed a lament to her husband, James Maclean!35,
This lament gives a detailed account of the poetess' emotions: her
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love for her husband, her grief at his loss, and her wish to be
reunited with him. Although elements of praise-poetry occur in this
song, it is primarily a lament, concentrating on the poetess' sense of
loss and grief, and on her love for her husband. This is evident
early on, where the poetess describes her mental anguish as if it was

a physical wound:

Gun robh saighead am airnean,
'S i gam shathadh gu h-itich 136

The love which the bardess shared with her husband seems to
k]
have formed a very strong bond. She declares that, when he was

living:

Gur h-e mise nach soradh
Ni bu dednach le d' bheul-sa, 137

and, even after his death, she does not want to be parted from him:

'S truagh nach robh mise mar-riut,
'S mi gun anam, 's an fhuar leab’ ! 138

Throughout the lament, the bardess addresses the dead man in
terms of endearment, such as a' riin, m' eudail, mo ghridh and fhir-
cridhe, showing that her lament came from the heart, rather than
being a formulaic expression of grief. The imagery which she uses is
sometimes, but not often, clichéd, and at times almost too vivid - as
in her description of the appearance of the buried corpse:

Do chorp glé gheal th' air dubhadh,
'S do chiil buidh' th' air dhroch caradh 139

The lack of explicit declarations of love in this song does not hide the
fact that the love was there: it is not so much what the poetess says,
but the way in which it is said, that is important, and makes it clear
that this is a love-song as well as a lament.

Like An-raoir bhruadair mi ‘n aisling, the lament for the
forester of Coire-an-t-Sith 140 begins with a dream, only in this case,
the man dreamt of by the poetess is parted from her for ever. She
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describes how the realisation that he was gone affected her, before

going on to praise him:

An raoir a bhruadair mi 'm chadal,
Mi bhi 'm folach 's an luachair,

'S a bhi cur mo lamh tharad,
'S ann a dh’ fhairich mi bhuam thu,

Gu 'n d' thug sud orm briosgadh;
'S mor is misde mo shnuadh e!
'N uair nach d' fhuaras thu agam
A lib ghasda 'n robh suairceas.141

Not surprisingly, given her husband's occupation, the bereaved
poetess devotes much of her lament to praising his skill as a hunter,
listing all the animals he would kill. She praises his lineage, and says
that he will be missed by the deer-forest as well as by Mac Cailein,
before going on to tell of the circumstance which has heightened her

own grief:

Gur e sud mo sgeul deacair,
Gu 'n do thaisg iad 's Taobh Tuath thu.

'S ann an cladh Chinn-a-ghitithsaich
A riisg iad an uaigh dhuit.

'S truagh nach robh fir do dhiithcha
Ga do ghiulan air ghualainn.

'S nach robh i bean d' fhardaich
'S a ghairich m' an cuairt duit.142

Why the poetess was not present at her husband's funeral is
not explained, nor why his body was not brought home for burial.
One can only speculate as to the reasons - perhaps his death was as
the result of a skirmish of some kind (although then one would expect
this to be mentioned in some way in the lament), or it may be that he
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was simply alone when he died, with none of his kinsfolk or
countrymen to take his body home. There is no clue within the text
as to the truth of the matter.

A love affair ended by the violent death of her sweetheart,
according to one source at the hands of her father and brothers, is
the theme of the song to Mac Dhiighaill mhic Ruairidh!43. According
to the tradition in Benbecula, it was composed in that island,144 but
there is no further information as to the identity of the composer or

the man to whom it was addressed. The poetess' grief at the death
of her lover is evident:

s
'S 1 mo ghradhsa t-fhuil chumhra
Bha 'na druchd air an fheur, o

Ge d' olainn mo shith dhi
Cha slanuicheadh mo chreuchdan.145

It would seem from the text that her relationship with Mac
Dhughaill was frowned upon by her family: her parents, and their
willingness to think ill of her, being said to be the cause of her
unhappiness; and she blames her sister for telling her family about it:

O 's diimbach mi 'm phiuthar
'S tric i dubhadh nan deur orm.

Thuirt gu 'n rabh mi 's tu caidreach
Ann an eachluidh na spréidhe.146

Another version blames a cowherd for having told his enemies where
to find Mac Dhughaill, allowing them to take him by surprise:

Mile mallachd d' an bhuachaille
Chaidh chuairteach na spréidhe,

Chaidh dhisgadh na 'n abhac o,
Roimh latha mu 'n d' éirich.147

She praises her lover's generosity towards her, as well as his
own personal appearance and armaments. Echoing the sentiments of
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Nighean Dhonnchaidh in Griogal Cridhe 148, she declares that it was
the fact that he was so outnumbered by his assailants, rather than any
lack of martial prowess which led to his death:

Mur biodh a thruim ort ach dithis
Cha bhiodh sitheann mu d' éirigh

Ach a chuigear no sheisir
Gu 'm bu lea-trom air cheud iad.149

The poetess wishes that she had been able to save her
3
sweetheart from his fate, naming her brothers as those responsible

for his murder:

Truadh a Righ nach robh mis' ann o
'S tri fichead fear treabhach;

Chuirinn sgaoileadh nam' bhraithrin o,
'S dheanainn ar air luchd m' éislein;

Mu 'n do chuir iad t-fhuil bhraite
Air urlar do chiéibhe 150

Adding to the poetess' grief seems to be a feeling that she
could have prevented the murder, that by staying with him she is in
part to blame for the death of her sweetheart:

Truadh nach mise bha 'n Sagson o
No air machair na Beurla;

Mu 'n do chuir mi riamh bac' ort
Moch maduinn is tu 'g éirigh.151

This lament is unusual in that, while concentrating on the
grief of the bereaved woman, it also tells us how the subject died,
and why he was killed; whereas most of the other laments dealt with
here focus only on the fact that the subject is dead, and how he was
when living. In the absence of any other information regarding Mac
Dhighaill mhic Ruairidh, this recording of the circumstances in which
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he died means that the lament is of interest as it stands, and we do
not need to know any more about him to appreciate the pathos of the
song, and the great sorrow which brought it into being.

The lament for Niall Og Maclean!52 composed by Moér Nic
Phaidean contains many elements of panegyric elegy. She praises his
appearance, his strength, his lineage and relatives, his skill as a
hunter, his bravery, and even his skill at cards. How he died is not
related, only the sorrow of those left behind. There is very little in
this lament which relates directly to Mor Nic Phaidean's romantic love
for Niall Og, although the opening stanza makes it clear that the
subject of the lament was her sweethea:rt:

Gur a mise 'th' air mo chiradh,

Thug mi gealladh do 'n chuirtair,

Is cha leig mi fo riim e na 's mo.153

Although she claims that because of Niall Og's death, mheudich
sigradh nam flescach dhomh bron, and her praise of him indicates

that she thought highly of him, he was evidently not her only suitor:

'Riin, nam bidhedh tu mairenn,
Bu tu mo raghain de dh-fherabh,
Leiginn Eoghan is Ailain air falbh.154

Significantly, she does not say that she had given up the other two
when Niall Og was alive, which would lead one to think that she was
maybe not quite as attached to him as she would like to make out.
Of course, she may mean that Eoghan and Ailean were amongst the
fleasgaich whose courting brought her no joy since Niall Og's death,
and that she would not have to put up with them if her sweetheart
was still alive. Taken with her reference to having given a promise to
Niall Og, I would suggest that the latter possibility is the more
plausible, although not entirely certain.

One song, composed around 1605, survives only as an
fragment which is very difficult to categorise. ‘S toigh leam Ailean
Dubh & Lochaidh 155 is a declaration of love by a woman for a man
who has destroyed everything that she possessed:
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Sguab thu mo spréidh bharr na méintich,
Loisg thu m' iodhlann chorc' is edrna,
Mharbh thu mo thruir bhraithrean 6ga,
Mharbh thu m' athair is m' fhear-pdsda
'S ged rinn thu sin 's ait leam bed thu.156

Her 'terrible passion' 157, is shocking and thought-provoking.
How could she love a man who had so utterly ruined all that she had,
unless she had lost her mind through grief ? Maybe the sexual
passion which Ailean Dubh aroused in her was so powerful that it
over-rode all her natural emotions, blocking everything else out. Or
could it be with a bitter sense of irony)’ that she sings the words 'S
toigh leam Ailean Dubh 4 Lochaidh 7 Of these hypotheses, the least
likely seems the one suggesting the use of irony: it is not a feature of
the folk-song tradition to use words which describe the opposite of
what is meant; in fact, the great strength of Gaelic folk-songs is the
total frankness and honesty with which the composers reveal their
emotions. Thus, we must conclude that the unfortunate woman who
first sang this song had been, in one way or the other, unbalanced by
the sight of Ailean Dubh and the effect which his arrival had on her
life. One cannot be certain whether this song arises out of a strong,
instantaneous love which blocks out all reason, or if the poetess has
lost her reason because of the horror and grief which she has
suffered.

As well as songs of love, there are several songs of jealousy
extant in the compositions of female poets, probably the most famous
of which is A" Bhean Eudach 158. This song is not on the subject of
jealousy per se, but it was the jealousy of one woman which caused
the circumstances under which it was composed!59. The only input to
the song from the jealous woman herself comes in a brief exchange
with the drowning wife:

'Nighean ud thall 'n cois na traghad
An truagh leat bean 0g 's i 'ga bathadh ?
Cha truagh, cha truagh, 's beag mo chas dhith 1160

The dying woman's song is a plaintive cry for help, and, when that is
not forthcoming, a song of sorrow for the children who will be left

motherless by her death.
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Two songs on the subject of jealousy are ascribed to Mairi
nighean Alasdair Ruaidh: An ¢-Eudach 161 is a description of her
supposed jealousy of the woman who has enticed her lover away from
her, while A' Mhairearad nan Cuireid 162 is a stinging riposte by
Mairi to a jealous rival, who has been spreading spiteful rumours
about her. However, these songs do not seem to have been based on
any real love in Mairi's life. An t-Eudach is introduced by Watson as
a song composed mar gum biodh i ag eudach 163, and he suggests
that her reference to looking across to Fionnairigh indicates that the
song was composed during her period in exile.164 This would date
the composition to late in Mairi's life, when she would certainly have
been beyond the age of courting. If Mairi was the author, no genuine
emotion is involved in this poem, but one cannot ignore the
possibility that it has been wrongly ascribed to her165, and that it was
the work of a jealous woman. The song is addressed to a woman
from Islay, and the poetess expresses her anger towards her for what
she has done:

...nam bithinn 'na fianuis,
Gum biodh spionadh air bhréidean,166

The song addressed to Mairearad nan Cuireid is a complaint
about what has been said about the poetess herself, but also a satire
on the woman who made the accusation that Mairi was pregnant:

Gu robh leanabh gun bhaisteadh
Fo aisne mo chléibh'.167

She devotes the rest of her song to a diatribe against her
accuser, comparing her family and circumstances unfavourably to her
own. The man with whom the poetess has been linked in this scandal
is named as Calum, and he recieves glowing praise, but this song also
seems to have been composed as the result of an idea, rather than
actual experience.

Caoidh Mhic Neachdain an Diin 168 is a song of jealousy and
betrayal, the story behind which has already been related169. The
'lament’ was composed by MacNaughton's abandoned wife, the elder
daughter, who curses her sister for what she has done:
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'Thé 'thug bhuamsa m' fhear féin,
'S a chuir creuchdan fo m' aisnibh,
'Chaoidh nior fhaicear ort bréid
Latha féille no clachain.

Is nior fhaicear do chlann
Dol do theampull a bhaistidh;
Ach ga 'n cur anns an uaigh,
'S tu bhith buan dheth gun mhac leat.

Biodh leac shleamhainn ri d' bhonn,
'S talamh tolltach fo d' chagaibh,
'S boinne snighe fliuch, fuar
Tigh'nn mu bhruachaibh do leapa.170

However, the original deceit was that of the father and of the
poetess herself, so one cannot feel too sorry for her in the situation
in which she found herself, although her genuine love for
MacNaughton is apparent in her song.

The description of jealousy occurring in the song Coisich, a
Ruin, as quoted earlier in this chapterl71, is both extravagant and
amusing, while providing a vivid metaphor for the strength of the
poetess' feelings for her sweetheart. Another version of the song
refers to suilean gobhar an ceann nan gruagach 172, perhaps implying
that all the young women were watching each other very closely, in
case one of them got more than her fair share of attention.

As can be seen from these examples, the themes of love and
jealousy, although not always the main thrust of the poem, are
present in a large number. Sometimes there is only a stanza or two
to distinguish a love-song from a panegyric, while at others the
pathos of a lament is heightened by the expressions of love
intertwined with expressions of grief. Apart from Mairi nighean
Alasdair Ruaidh's imitations of love-songs, and Iseabail Ni Mheic
Cailéin's jeux d’ esprit 173, they have a frankness and honesty about
them, with a refreshing lack of artifice; even the formulaic and clichéd
imagery used in some of them is balanced by the genuine love and
tenderness of the poetess for the man addressed, or her anger and
jealousy at being betrayed by him.
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6. FLESH, BLOOD AND FOSTERLINGS

Most of the songs composed by women are on themes, such as grief,
love, praise, and clan, which are also dealt with to a greater or lesser
extent by the male poets of their time. There is one class of poem,
however, which is almost solely the domain of the woman poet: the
songs to a child, whether the author's own or a foster-child. Some
of these songs take the form of a taladh or lullaby, praising the man
that the child will be when he grows up. Of the few songs coming
into this category which have survived, two examples are Taladh
Dhomhnaill Ghuirm ! and Tiladh Choinnich Oig.?

Apparently addressed to Kenneth MacKenzie, Lord of Kintail,3
Taladh Choinnich Oig addresses the child as if he were already an
adult, praising his dress; his hunting prowess; his armaments and
clan, while at the same time reminding us that he is still a child:

O Mhic Coinnich fhuair thu 'n t-urram
Théid thu mach gu laidir ullamh

Dh' oladh leat fion Baile Lunnain

Mach go Loudie le d' chuid giullan.

'S ann air Coinneach tha ghruag alainn
'S e Righ nan Dul a chuir blath oirr’
Ceannachadair nan each a b' airde
Gillean 'na ruith chon a' stapaill.

Chan 'eil Coinneach ach 'na leanabh

Cha d' rainig e aois a sheanair

Sealgair an fhéidh a's na gleannaibh
Choilich dhuibh air bharr o' mheangain.*

As we can see, the first two stanzas indicate a grown man:
held in esteem by his contemporaries; old enough to drink wine; able
to muster a force of men and capable of choosing and buying good
horses; while the third stanza reminds us that he is, in fact, still a
child, and gives his grandfather as an example for him to emulate.
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The earlier Taladh Dhomhnaill Ghuirm is more consistent, as it
is to the adult Donald Gorm of Sleat5 that the song is addressed,
although one would assume from the title that it was composed to a
child. The song contains exaggerated praise of Domhnall Gorm,
typified by the following extract describing Domhnall Gorm's ship:

'S mor leam an trom tha na deireadh,
Tha stitir oir orr' tri chruinn sheilich,
Gu 'm bheil tobar fiona shios na deireadh,
'S tobar fior uisg, 's a cheann eile.6

Exaggerated praise is also found in Taladh Choinnich Oig,
where his foster~mother describes his extravagance, thereby implying
his future power and wealth:

mhic an t-sedid nach fuilingeadh masladh,
bheireadh am fion d' a chuid eachaibh,
cruidhean 6ir a chur fo 'n casan.”

As in the above example, the identity of the subject of one
particular passage can be ambiguous: it is sometimes difficult to
establish if the object of the bardess' praise is her dalta, a relative of
his, or the clan as a whole.

Amongst the praise of the dalta contained in these songs, there
is striking similarity with one of the images used to describe their
power in terms of the number of men who would follow his call to
arms. The earlier song has the more extended version:

Cha liutha dris air an droigheann
No sguab choirce air achadh foghair

No sop seann-todhair air taobh taighe

Na an cuirt Dhomhnaill sgiath is claidheamh
Clogaide gormdheas is balg-shaighead
Bogha itibhrach is tuagh chatha.8

while Taladh Choinnich Oig has:

'S lionmhor duilleag th' air an draigheann
eadar Bealltainn agus Samhuinn,



201

‘s lionmhor' na sin sgiath is claidheamh
'n gualainn Choinnich Oig am Brathainn.®

The 'borrowing' of imagery and phrases is not uncommon in
Gaelic poetry, often with the opening line of one song providing a
springboard from which another is launched. In the same way, some
verses from one poem would be adapted to suit the subject and
circumstances of another. An example of this can be found in

connection with Taladh Choinnich Oig, where his nurse gcourages him
with:

A Mhic Coinnich na biodh gruaim ort,
cha do ghlac do mhathair buarach

no plaide bhan air a gualainn,

ach sioda dearg is strol uaine.10

From around the same period we have a fragment of a flyting
between rival supporters of Macpherson of Cluny and Mackintosh,1!
in which one bardess addresses her chief with the words:

'Ghaoil Lachlainn na biodh gruaim ort,
Cha do ghlac do mhathair buarach,~
Plaide bhan chuir mu 'guallainn,

Ach sioda dearg is srol uaine.12

The Lachlan being addressed is probably a Mackintosh, as the first
Macpherson chief of that name was Lachlan of Noid, who succeeded
his cousin Duncan, the 16th chief, in 1722, by which time he was
already forty-eight years old.!3 In contrast, between the beginning of
the 16th century and the middle of the eighteenth, there were five
chiefs of Mackintosh with that name. The Lachlan being addressed
here is probably either Lachlan, the 19th chief, who was born in
1639, or his son, the 20th chief, born around 1670,14 although there
is not enough evidence in the fragment which remains of this poem to
be certain.

Both Taladh Choinnich Oig and Taladh Dhomhnaill Ghuirm
contain a charm put on the loved one in order to keep him safe from
all harm. In Taladh Choinnich Oig this charm is fairly short:



202

Na dhean an gobhann an claidheamh,

Na dhean an cedrd an ceann leathann,

'S na dhean an [fh]leisdear an t-saighead,
'Chuireas Coinneach 0g 'na laidhe.13

In Taladh Dhomhnaill Ghuirm, however, the run is much more
extended, and the incantation builds up with such intensity that it
must have been almost like casting a spell over Donald Gorm. John
Maclnnes points out the continuity of tradition between this sequence
and that found in early Gaelic literature, such as Saint Patrick's
Breastplate, and says of Taladh Dhomhnaill Ghuirm :

This magnificent song may not sirike the reader or listener...as

religious in a conventional sense, but the invocation of

elemental powers puts it on a par with the 'druidic breastplate’;

and in some versions, the sequence is rounded off in a similar
way with a prayer that the strength of the Son of God may

give protection.16

One version of the incantation is as follows:

Neart na gile dhuit
'Bhi eadar Domhnull
Neart na tuinne,

'‘Bhi eadar Domhnull
Neart an daimh dhuinn
Neart na fairge

Eadar Domhnull

Gu'n robh neart na cruinne leat
Neart Chuchullain
Neart sheachd Cathan,
Neart Oisin bhinn;

Neart Ghaill,
Neart Fhinn

Neart gach aimhne,
Neart na stoirme,

Neart na torruinn,
Neart an dealain

neart na gréine,

Gorm 's a léine;

na tuinne threubhaich

Gorm 's a léine:

is airde leumas;

throma beucaich

Gorm 's a léine.

agus neart na gréine.

fo lan éideadh;

's feachd na Féinne

neart Oscuir
[euchdaich;

nan trom chreuchdan

nan iomadh beum;

's gach uillt sléibhe;

's na toirm ghaoith

[reubaich;

's na beithreach éitidh;

's an tairneinich
[bheuthraich;
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Neart nam miola mora séideadh;

Neart nan dal, is chlanna speura;

Gach aon duibh sud 's neart Mhic Dhé;

Bhi eadar Domhnull Gorm 's a léine,

De ma bhitheas, cha tachair beud
[dhuit.17

The foster-mother's love for her charge is expressed not only

by referring to him as 'mo leanabh', but also more explicitly:

mar tha do phiuthar,
’ tha mi uidhir.18

Gu 'm bheil mi dhuit
Mur 'eil mi 'm barr

Although there were undoubtedly many more examples of
taladh composed through the ages, Taladh Dhomhnaill Ghuirm and
Taladh Choinnich Oig are the only ones which have survived in a
recognizable form. Other types of cradle-song, such as crénain and
luinneagan, exist and, again, these are not always addressed to an
infant.

The songs by foster-mothers in general tend to be concerned
with the prowess and power of their charges, whether in the future f
or at the time that the poem was composed. An awareness of the
importance of charters rather than tradition or heredity in assuring
the continuity of that power is evident in the song beginning B’ fheirr
leam gun sgribhteadh dhuit fearann 1°, composed some time before
1550. Although the child himself is not named in this song, there is
enough evidence to identify him. The lands mentioned suggest that he
is a Cameron of Locheil, and this is proved by the naming of his

e

ancestors:

Ogha Eobhain 's iar-ogh' Ailean
'S iar-ogh' Dhonuill Duibh bho 'n darach.20

From this information, it has been deduced that the child:
must have been "Eobhan Beag Mac Dho'ill 'ic Eobhain”...the
grandson of the famous chief Ewan Allanson. The great great
grandfather, referred to in the lullaby, must have been "Donald
dubh" the chief who fought at Harlaw in 1411.21
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As well as providing evidence for the identity of the child, the
position, if not the name, of the bardess can also be deduced from
the song, as much by what she leaves out as by what she includes:

The lullaby must have been composed by the nurse, who was

one [of] the clan. Had it been the mother that composed it,

she would have made loving mention of the child's father, but
the nurse would ignore him as he died without attaining to the
honour of being chief, and she could only feel entitled to be
proud of her nursling as the offspring of a line of chiefs.22

There is virtually no description of the child himself in this
poem, although at the end his nurse makes it clear that the
song was sung as a lullaby to an infant of whom she was very fond:

'S boidheach d' aodann 's caoin leam d' anail,
Sacrach cillin a riin do chadal.23

Somewhat surprisingly, songs by a foster-mother addressed to
a child are less common than songs of praise for the adult dalta, such
as A Mhic lain 'ic Sheumais 24 and Mhic Iain a laoigh mo chéille 25,
composed to the notable MacDonald warrior, Domhnall mac Iain mhic
Sheumais by his foster-mother, Nic Coiseam. The close bond between
foster-mother and foster-child is shown in the former song by Nic
Coiseam's reference to drinking the blood of Mac lain 'ic Sheumais
after he had been wounded. The motif of drinking blood usually only
occurs in laments, and then it is usually the wife who refers to
drinking the blood of her dead husband. The fact that Nic Coiseam
mentions that she actually did this indicates that she was very close to
. her charge, and certainly viewed as family rather than as a servant or
a retainer.

She is full of praise for MacDonald's manly qualities and
physical attributes:

[Mac Iain 'ic Sheumais]
duine treubhach, smearail.

Gruaidh ruiteach na féileadh
mar eubhal 'ga garadh.
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Bu cheannard ro' shluagh thu,
'dol suas ro' thir aineoil,

Le claidheamh geur cruadhach
's dé ! cha d' fhuaireadh sgann air.26

The prowess in battle of Mac lain 'ic Sheumais is celebrated in
Mhic Iain a laoigh mo chéille, where he is portrayed as being almost

single-handedly the reason for a MacDonald victory over the
MacLeods:

Mhic Iain ! a laoidh mo chéile, *

Gur moch a chuala tu 'n éibhe,
Fhreasgair thu 'n traigh 's an 13 glasadh,
Bhuail thu maoim air siol a chapuill,

Siol na laradh, blaire, bacaich.27

Both of the surviving songs composed to her dalta by Nic
Coiseam are directly connected to the battle of Carinish 28: Mhic lain
a laoigh mo chéile apparently composed on her arrival in North Uist
in an attempt to soothe the wounded hero, and A Mhic lain 'ic
Sheumais sung with the help of the local women while Nic Coiseam
extracted an arrow from his foot.2% It seems highly improbable that
a woman who was able to compose two songs to her foster-child on a
single occasion would not have made many others in his praise both
previously and subsequently, but, if she did, none of them have
survived with the ascription to her.

The foster-mother or nurse of the heir of the Sleat family
would seem to be the composer of Mo cheist air altram mo ghliine 30
a fragmentary song, all the elements of which it is impossible to
reconcile as being addressed to one person. That the composer was
entrusted with the care of the child seems evident from her assertion:

Na 'm bu bhean a dheanadh lochd mi
Cha bhiodh oighre air a' chnoc Sléibhteach.31

The subject of at least part of the poem is possibly Donald, son of
Sir James MacDonald of Sleat, who was an only child in the mid-

1630s; his aunt, Mary, was married to Cameron of Locheil, explaining
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the Lochaber-Sleat link apparent in the song.32

Although Mairi nighean Alasdair Ruaidh was celebrated for her
cronain and luinneagan, the style of song which one might expect a
nurse to compose for her charge, her relationship with Sir Norman
MacLeod of Berneray was not that of a muime with her dalta She
may well have been the nurse to Sir Norman's own five sons33, but
the main focus of her attention in the majority of her songs is Sir
Norman himself. Her songs to him follow the pattern of bardic
eulogy, although her reference to him in Luinneag Mhic Leoid 34 as
mo leanabh indicates that her involvement with him was not of a
purely professional nature. She may have been a servant in Sir
Norman's household, but they were also’distantly related, and she
takes an almost maternal pride in his person and his achievements.
The only other person whom she addresses as mo leanabh is Norman,
the eighteenth Chief of MacLeod, in An Crénan 35, although this is
probably because of his youth rather than because she had a strong
personal attachment to him. However, this poem, the subject of
which seems beyond doubt, contains lines which would seem to imply
that she was the foster-mother of Norman of Dunvegan:

B' e m' ardan 's mo phris
Alach mo Righ thogbhail.36

This adds to the confusion over the details of Mairi's life, when it
seems most likely that she was actually a member of the household of
Sir Norman of Berneray. It is, however, possible, that she spent
some time in Dunvegan; and if this is so, she could well have been
the nurse to the young Norman, for a time at least. If not, one
could interpret these lines as meaning that she would have been proud
to have nursed the children of the chief, rather than that she actually
did so; or that, in Mairi's eyes, her Righ was Sir Norman of Bernera.
Nic Gille Sheathanaich's song to her foster-son, William

Mackintosh of Borlum 37, is one of praise for his qualities, and of
distress at his having been taken prisoner at Preston while taking part

in the rebellion of 1715. The song was evidently composed before his
escape in May 1716, as the bardess says:

Mo chreach Uilleam a Bhorluim
'Bhi aig Deodrsa na thur..
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'S e fo chomhla gu diblidh
'N diugh ga dhiteadh 's gach buth.38

Although she was his nurse, Nic Gille Sheathanaich's song is
more one in dispraise of the government and King George than one in
praise of William of Borlum. The main focus of the song is the
political situation, although the plight of both William of Borlum and
of his chief, Lachlan, 20th of Mackintosh, evidently adds to her
anxiety after the failure of the rebellion.

Another song composed by a fretful foster-mother is that to
Fear Bhalaidh 39, which opens with the lines:

An raoir chunna mi 'n aisling

'N am duasgadh cha cheart i,

Thus' a ghraidh a thighinn dhachaidh 40

Although both the Gesto Appendix and N.L.S MS. 14902
ascribe this song to the foster-mother of Fear Bhalaidh another
version, with the same opening lines, is to be found in other
collections, with differing opinions as to both the author and the
subject. The difference arises from the fact that, where the songs
said to be about Fear Bhalaidh have the line Ogh’ Shir Sheumais nam
bratach, the other versions have Shir Sheumais nam bratach, from
which Donald A. Fergusson concludes that the second song is to Sir
James MacDonald of Sleat, who succeeded Donald Gorm Mor, his
father, as baronet in 1644.41 As we have seen before, it is not
impossible that two songs exist with the same opening lines, but on
different subjects, and with these songs, although the first four lines
are almost identical, that is where the similarity ends. The second
version names the prominent men of the district in the seventeenth
century, including fear Bhalaidh 42, so the song is clearly not
addressed to him. This song is one of praise for the absent Seumas
nam Bratach, and there is evidence that the author was either his
wife, or a woman in love with him, as she wishes that he was at
home and eadar mo ghlacaibh.43

If we accept that the later song is addressed to Macdonald of
Vallay, then the subject must be W'illiam, third son of Sir Donald
Macdonald, third baronet of Sleat, and therefore the grandson of Sir
James Mor:
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...a man of fine physique and proved courage in the field of
battle, having fought with his two brothers, Sir Donald and

James of Orinsay, at both the battles of Killiecrankie and
Sheriffmuir. 44

The anxiety expressed in the final lines of his foster-mother's
song would indicate that it was composed during his involvement with

either Viscount Dundee's campaign of 1689 or the Earl of Mar's of
1715:

Righ ! na cim a' ghaoth laidir
Cim an soirbheas ciliin samhach
Air choir 's gun tigeadh na h-armuinn.45

We can assume with reasonable confidence that the original
song to Sir James Mor provided the opening for the later version
addressed to his grandson.

The song to Iain Og Mac Mhic Néill46 is another one where
the subject is imprisoned and his foster-mother is worried about his
safety, in this case rightly so:

John Og son of MacNeil was pursued, and he was caught
landing from a fishing skiff, and he was carried away prisoner
to Glasgow. The death they inflicted on him was to put him
in a barrel, and to let the barrel roll down the mountainside,
either in Edinburgh or in England. There were spikes thrust
through the barrel, and when the barrel reached the foot of
the mountain John Og son of MacNeil was dead.47

We are told that:

This is no doubt John Og MacNeil of Barra who was taken
prisoner to Glasgow in 1610 and then transferred to the
Tolbooth in Edinburgh, where he died.43

This conclusion is backed up by the evidence provided by the

text, where the foster-mother lists her misfortunes, stating that they
are not the cause of her sorrow:
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Ach mo chiuirtear
'N laimh an Glascho,
'S iad a' maoidheadh
Chur a Shasann
No Dhin Eideann
nan ceud fasan.49

Although we are not told the reason for the imprisonment of

John Og in the song, it is obvious that it was as a result of some

raid:

Mharbh thu 'n coirneal,
Leoin thu 'n caiptean;
Thug thu do shluagh
Fhéin leat dhachaigh,
Luchd nan cul donn
'S nan leadan clannach;
Dh' fhag thu na Goill
Marbh gun anam 30

Some light is thrown on this subject in the Miscellany of the

Maitland Club, where a family dispute, combined with his own actions,
seems to have led to John Og's downfall:

The haill Iles ar in a reasonable goode estate and quietnes
except the Lewis and the Ile of Barra...The trouble of the Ile
of Barra proceidis from a dissensioun betuix the sonis of auld
McNeill begottin of tua moderis, The eldest of the suster of
McClayne, The youngest of the suster of the Capitane of
Clanrannald, bothe contending for the prerogative of the birth
right. The eldest sone of McClaynes suster wes the principall
actor in the spoil of Abell Dynneis ship and slaughter of his
men, he was apprehendit be the Capitane of Clanrannald within
the lle of Barra and broght to the tolbuithe of Edinburgh
quhair he endit this lyffe, In revenge quhairof McClayne and
McNeillis other sonis of the first mariage tooke and
apprehendit the bruther of the secund mariage and send him in
to the tolbuithe of Edinburgh whair after he had remainit a
lang tyme, and Abell Dynneis agentis and procuratouris being
hard aganis him, thair could no thing be verifeit aganis him of
that insolence committit aganis Abell Dynneis wherupoun he



210

wes dimittit upoun band to be ansuerable; McNeillis sones of
the first mariage thinking thair fader better affectit to the
sones of the secund mariage nor to thame hes tane him, and
keepis him in the Irnis, They being chargeit for exhibitioun of
him ar putt to the horne, and commissioun given to the
Capitane of Clanrannald to persew thame, thair being no uther

who wald undertak suche a commissioun. [Records of the Privy
Council, Sept. 1613].51

From this we can gather that John Og was the eldest son of
MacNeil of Barra by his first wife, the sister of MacLean, and that he
led a pirating raid on a ship, for which he was pursued and
apprehended by the Captain of Clanranald, brother of his step-mother.
Clanranald's motives, although probably seen by the Privy Councillors
as those of duty and loyalty to the Crown, were more likely to have
been those of self-interest. He would undoubtedly prefer to see his
own nephew at the head of the MacNeils of Barra than to give
MacLean even the smallest foothold in the Western Isles. It is
somewhat surprising, therefore, to find no mention of Clanranald or
the disputed succession in this song which is so passionately in favour
of John Og. It could, of course, be that they were conveniently
'forgotten' once the succession was verified in favour of MacNeil's
eldest son by his second marriage; it would certainly not have been
politic to denounce the right of the new chief to that status, although
the song might have been acceptable in the version which survives, as
a song of simple praise of John Og.

The song contains echoes of Cumha Seathan 52 with the listing
of all the things which would be given as ransom for John Og, such
as cattle, horses and sheep; and we are told clearly by the bardess
that she was the foster-mother of John Og:

Dheagh mhic Mhic Néill
‘N tis o 'n Chaisteal,
'S i mo lamh-sa
Bha 'gad fhalcadh,
'S i mo ghlin-sa
Bha 'gad altram,
'S i mo chioch-sa
Bha 'gad atadh.53
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This, I feel, makes it all the more unlikely that the song which
we have here is the complete version as it was composed: John Og's
muime is fiercely partisan in her support of him, and it is, to my
mind, inconceivable that she would not have used her song as a
vehicle through which to proclaim the rights of her favourite to the
chieftainship of Clan MacNeil; especially as he was the eldest son of
Ruairidh an Tartair's first marriage, if it was legal. A contemporary
writer says that Ruairidh:

...had severall Noblemens daughters and had sundrie bairns,

and at last everie one of them thinking and esteeming himself

to be worthie of the Countrie after the father's deceass,...at
last everie one of them did kill others except one that is alyff
and another drowned in the sea.54

While this is exaggerated, A. Maclean Sinclair also casts doubt on the
legality of MacNeil's union with Maclean's daughter:

He handfasted with a Maclean woman by whom he had two or
three sons...He married Marion, daughter of Allan Macdonald
of Moydart...and had by her Niall Uisteach and other sons.53

Whatever the rights or wrongs of the struggle for the right of
succession to the head of the Clan, Ruairidh an Tartair was followed
as chief by the eldest son of his marriage to Clanranald's sister, Niall
Uisteach. This being the case, it is remarkable that any of the song
in praise of John Og survived, rather than that any references to his
right to be chief of MacNeil which may have been in the original
version are missing.

A song which is possibly the composition of a foster-mother
to her daltais An Iorram Daraich 5%, which dates from around 1585.
This is a poem in praise of Iain Og mac Sheumais, full of expressions
of love and pride, and while one cannot be sure that the author was
his muime, it is highly unlikely that this was the work of his mother
or his sweetheart. Firstly, it would not have been seemly for the
poetess to praise herself, even indirectly, so the case for his mother
as author is ruled out by the description of Iain Og as being of:

Sliochd na mna a choisinn ceutadh.57



212

Secondly, the poetess praises Iain Og's choice of bride, without
expressions of regret, making this unlikely to be the work of a
woman who was romantically involved with him. That the poem was
the composition of a woman is not evident from the type of praise
used to eulogise Iain Og, but some words and phrases, such as

m' eudail and m' euraig is m' ulaidh, seem to indicate female
authorship. Although it is not definitive proof, this theory may be
reinforced by the lines:

'S nam bu bhiard mi dhéanainn iorram,
'S nam bu shaor mi dhéanainn luingeas...>8
5

Given the attitudes displayed towards women composing a type
of verse which was considered to be the domain of the bards, or at
least of men, this closing may be a means of reassuring her listeners
that she was not composing an iorram, when in fact that is exactly
what was being produced. Mairi nighean Alasdair Ruaidh tried to
excuse her panegyric poetry by claiming her compositions to be
luinneagan or cronain, and there is no reason to believe that she was
the first female poet to do so.

The main problem with this song is establishing the identity of
Iain Og. We know that he was the son of James, and also:

...ogha Ruairidh na féile,
'S iarogha Thorcaill nan geurlann 59

These names indicate the MacLeods, with Torquil pointing to
the MacLeods of Lewis in particular. However, James is not a
common name in that family, and, although the genealogy of the
MacLeods of Lewis has more than one Roderick who was a son of
Torquil, none of them had a son named James, neither are they
recorded as having a daughter married to a James. The possibility
was then investigated that Torquil and Roderick were not directly
related, but, having sifted through the genealogies, there was still no
James, far less John son of James. It could be that lain Og was, in
fact, a Macdonald. James of Castle Camus, younger son of Domhnall
Gruamach of Sleat, was married to a daughter of MacLeod of Harris,
and had by her a son, Iain who:
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...seems to have incurred the enmity, and suffered unjust
treatment at the hands of, the Earl of Argyll, who, in 1578,
imprisoned him in the Castle of Inchconnell, Lochawe, but was
afterwards compelled to liberate him. He was killed in Mull in
1585 in the course of the feud between the families of Sleat
and Duart.60

However, according to Clan Donald %! and the History of the
MacLeods 62, Tain Og's grandfathers were Donald Gruamach and
Alasdair Crotach, seeming to rule him out as the subject of this
poem. At the same time, one cannot ignore the possibility that the
names have been changed at some point during the transmission of
the song, remembering also that the published genealogies of the clans
are not always reliable. All that one can say with any certainty about
the identity of Iain Og is that he had MacLeod connections and that
the author was probably also a member of that clan.

Most numerous among the songs by a foster-mother to her
dalta are laments, such as the poignant Cairistiona 3, which is
unusual in that the subject is female rather than male. The bardess
begins by calling to the dead woman:

Nach fhreagair thu, Chairistiona ?
Nach fhreagair thu, chuilein dhilis ?
Nam freagradh gun cluinninn fhin thu.64

and then she sets the scene for her lament:

Chi mi luingeas air Caol lle
Tighinn an coinneamh Cairistiona,
Chan ann gu banais a dhéanamh
Ach g' a cur san talamh iseal,
Fo leacan troma gu dilinn.65

The life which the bardess led while she had Cairistiona as her
charge is then detailed, along with the personal qualities of the dead
woman. Her beauty and desirability are mentioned:

Muineal thu dha 'n tigeadh lionan
'S braighe geal mar shneachd an t-sior chur.
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'S iomadh ditc a dh' oladh fion leat.
'S lionar iarla nach iarradh ni leat.66

The identity of the composer of this song is in no doubt, or at
least her relationship to Cairistiona is made clear by the words gura
mi do mhuime chicheadh.%7 There are not enough clues in the text of
this poem to allow one to identify Cairistiona, although the mention of
Glencoe and Islay would indicate that she was a Macdonald, and of an
important branch of that clan. As far as I have been able to
ascertain, this is the only song by a foster-mother to a female dalta
which has survived, and for this reason, as well as for the obvious
tender emotion displayed by the bardess, it is worthy of note.

A song which gives a telling insight into the relationship
between muime and dalta is that composed by Mairi Nic Phail to
Eachann Og Maclean of Tiree®®, who was drowned between Tiree and
Barra. This song uses some of the formulaic imagery of bardic elegy,
such as Chaill mi ubhlan mo chrann, but also contains some strikingly
imaginative similes of the bardess' own:

Gun do sgaoil e mo shic,
'S tha mo chridhe 'na lic,
'S e mo ghnaths bhi air mhisg gun 01.99

What is most interesting about this poem, however, is not the
imagery, but the fact that it is composed as a lament to her foster-
son, when her own son was drowned in the same incident. Although
the song runs to nine stanzas, her own son is mentioned only in the
very last one:

Gun robh cuilein mo riin,

Fear na camagan dlith,

'S e a' sedladh ri d' ghluin,

Gus 'n do dhalladh a shiil

Ann am mire nan siigh gun deo.70

The loss of the young Maclean would undoubtedly have been
seen by the clan and its followers as more important then the loss of
his foster-mother's son, but it is strange that the bardess herself
seems to think in the same way; the primary subject of her lament is
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Eachann Og, while the loss of her own flesh and blood is treated as
being of only secondary importance.

Thus far, I have been concentrating on songs composed by
foster-mothers to their charges, but there is an equally wide range of
songs by mothers to their own children. Some of these are not
directly addressed to the children, but mention them all the same.
The well-known song A' Bhean Eudach !, sung by a woman
drowning on a rock as a result of the machinations of a jealous rival,
contains a passage of lament for the trapped woman's children who
will be left motherless:

Mo thruaighe nochd ’ gaoir mo phaisdean -
Fear dhiubh bliadhna fear a dha dhiubh,

'S timpire beag an ceann na caraid.
Ach, Iain bhig, a ni 's a naire,

Chan iarr thu a nochd cioch do mhathar.72

Likewise, the lament for Gregor MacGregor of Glenstrae’3, by
his wife, Nighean Dhonnchaidh, was composed as a lullaby to
MacGregor's child, although he is addressed only in the refrains; and
even these show that Nighean Dhonnchaidh's thought were with her
husband although she was singing to her child:

Ochain, ochain, ochain uiridh
'S goirt mo chridhe, a laoigh,
Ochain, ochain, ochain, uiridh
Cha chluinn t' athair ar caoidh.74

and in the final stanza:

Ba hu, ba hu, asrain bhig,

Chan 'eil thu fhathast ach tlath:
Is eagal leam nach tig an la

Gun diol thu t' athair gu brath.75

Most of the songs composed by mothers to their children, however,
are addressed directly to the child, whether praising them, or
lamenting their loss.
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Sileas na Ceapaich composed songs to several of her children,
one of which is a dual lament for her daughter, Anna, and for her
husband”6, who died within a week of each other. The lament is
mainly addressed to her husband, remembering the way in which he
had tended her while she herself was ill, while Anna is only briefly
mentioned, her loss seemingly being regarded as the lesser of the
two:

Cheud Di-Sathurna bha dhiiibh

Chuir mi Anna anns an lir;
'S tric a dh' fhag i le stigradh mi aighearach.?”

The final stanzas of this lament turn towards Sileas' three
sons, who are all away from home. She seems to be concerned not
only for their welfare, but also that of the estate which their father
has left. She hopes that the only one of them whom she considers
capable of doing so will return to claim it, although she does not
name which son she means.

Another song to her husband and daughter, beginning 'S mér
mo mhulad 's mi 'm aonar 7® contains traces of the classical elegy,
with praise of the beauty and virtues of the deceased, but it also has
a deeply spiritual feel, as Sileas prays to God to have mercy on their
souls, and describes the scene on the Day of Judgement:

...thig Criosd as a' chathair,

'Ghabhail cunntais is taiche de chloinn;
Bi na gobhair 's na caoirich

An sin air gach taobh dheth 'gan roinn’9

The lament for her husband and daughter serves as an opening
for Sileas' hymn of praise, although her grief over their loss is
evident in the opening stanzas:

Ona chaidh sibh an taisgeadh
'S goirt a chaochail mo chraiceann a shnuadh.80

Sileas also composed a song to Gilleasbuig, her son81, which
implies that for some reason Gilleasbuig, although the eldest son, was
not his father's heir. While the fact that he was Sileas' first-born
seems clear from her reference to him as A' cheud ghineal so
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dh' draich mi, the line Ma 's tu Gilleasbuig Gordain raises the
possibility that Gilleasbuig was illegitimate, although that is not to say
that Sileas' husband was not his father. It could mean, though, that
he would perhaps not be eligible to inherit his father's estate,
although Sileas evidently feels that he is the most suitable of her sons
to take over, declaring 'S fearr coir air a chinneach thu. Another
interpretation is offered by O Baoill, who takes the couplet:

A' cheud ghineal so d' araich mi
Gun fhaillinn gun uireasbhuidh82

and suggests that:
Sileas may have meant that any brothers older than Gilleasbuig
(George, perhaps, or George and James) were in some way
handicapped, in their mother's opinion at least, and thus
incapable of leading the family.83

From rest of the song we gather that Gilleasbuig is away from
home, and his mother feels that he should return and claim what is
rightfully his. It is a pity that the song is not more explicit about
the reasons for Gilleasbuig leaving, and for Sileas' belief that he is the
rightful heir to his father. We do know that it was her son James
who inherited his father's estate in 1720.

In contrast to this, the song to her daughter Mairi84 is
lighthearted in tone. Sileas begins by praising the girl's appearance:

Is math a thig a' mhuislin duit,
Cuide ris a' phearluinn,

Is ribeanan air uachdar ort

Cho uallach 's tha 'n Dun-éideann.85

Sileas takes pride in the number of young men courting her
daughter, declaring them all unworthy of her, and she finds an
additional source of praise in the fact that, judging from the text, one
of Mairi's suitors, had a Royal connection:

Tha oighear air a' Cheapaich ud,
'S ann a b' ait leis aige fhéin thu.



218

Gur dalta Chiorstan Stitibhart thu,
'S gun d' ol thu sigh a féithean.

A Righ gur ait an gnothach leam
Gur comhalt' thu Righ Seumas.86

Sileas cannot resist ending her song with a political point,
namely that King James will come when things are ready for him,
indicating that the song was composed before 1715. This is probably
one of Sileas' early compositions, as the things in which she takes
pride here are things which she condemns, or at least points out the
dangers of, in later songs such as Comhairle air na Nigheanan Oga 87
and An Aghaidh na h-Obair Nodha.38

Although Nic Gilleathain's Oran do Lachainn Mac-Gilleain 89 is
addressed to her brother, it opens with a lament for her daughter,
whose loss she considers equal to, if not greater than, that of her
brothers:

'S mise chaill na deagh bhraithrean,
Chuir mi uile gu traigh iad;
'S i 'n aon nighean a chriidh mi 'san uair so.%0

Her maternal pride in her daughter's beauty and skills,
describing them in the same way as one would describe and praise the
appearance and aptitude of a chief, is evident:

Siil bu mhiogaiche sealladh
Fo chaoile na mala,
Mar gum biodh an t-0l leana air na cuachan;

Beul tana dearg daite
Mu 'n deud bu ledir ceartais,
Suil chorrach ghorm ghlas gun bhith luaineach...

Chan fheil léine mhic tighearn',
Chuireadh oganach uime,
Nach deanadh mo nighean-sa fhuaigheal.%1
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Beathag Mhor's song to Martainn a' Bhealaich?? concerns the
illegitimate child which she bore him. She had evidently been the
mistress of Martin Martin and borne him a son; but she must have
been well below him on the social scale, and thus unable to marry
him. This Martin was probably the eldest son of Donald Martin of
Beallach, who married a daughter of Lachlan Maclean of Vallay in
North Uist.93 Beathag seems to bear him no grudge for not
marrying her, and her words reveal that, although the thought of him
taking another as his wife grieves her, she is still in love with him;
and she even gives him some advice on his choice of wife:

Ma théid thu dh' Uibhist an edrna
Thoir té bhoidheach dhachaidh as.

Thoir dhachaidh té shocair chiallach
Riaraicheas na caipteanan.%4

Some verses have been recorded in which Beathag shows a less
charitable attitude:

Ma bheir thu bean a Siol Leoid
Gun iarr i moran fhasanan.

Ma bheir thu bean a Siol Tharmoid
Marbhaidh i le macnas thu.95

Despite her love for Martin the main theme of her song is one
of concern for the welfare of her child, who will be brought up by
his father and his new wife, which is why she takes such an interest
in the bride chosen by him:

Thoir dhachaidh té mhodhail chitiin
Dh' ionnsaicheas mo mhac-sa dhut.%6

Her protectiveness of her child is displayed by the misfortune
she wishes on any who would mistreat him, but she also blesses the

woman who would be loving to him:
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Is ma bhuaileas i le feirg e
Guma meirg thug dhachaidh i.

Is ma bhuaileas i le fuath e
Guma luath 'n a' chlachan 1.

Ach ma bhuaileas i le gradh e
Guma blath fo d' achlais i.97

One can only imagine the heartache suffered by Beathag Mhor
at the thought of giving up her son to the care of another, even
though it might be in his own interests.” This song illustrates the
acceptance of illegitimacy in earlier Gaelic society. The child was
acknowledged by his father, to the extent that he was to be brought
up by him, and the mother does not mention any hardship or shame
which she has suffered because of having borne a child outside
wedlock. She regrets only that she cannot marry Martin herself, but
she accepts the situation, and the only thing which concerns her is
Martin's choice of bride, and her attitude to the child.

The remainder of the songs by mothers to their children are
laments, such as the plaintive cry of a mother for her five dead
children found in Muladach mi 's mi air m' aineoil®® The lament here

is combined with a reproach for another woman who is casting her
loss up at her:

A bhean a chuir orms' an aithlis

Gun robh mi call mo chuid leanabh,
Cha ghuidh mise pian dha d' anam
Ach a bhith agad fios mo ghalair -
Do chiochan lan 's do ghlbin falamh
Chuir mi cbigear an uir am falach -
Una 's Sine, Mor is Anna,

Ailein a' chuil a rinn mo sgaradh,
Chuir mo chuailein donn an tainead,

Chuir thu ceum mo chois am maillead.9?

The curse contained in this song is both forceful and poignant:
it is not after death that the mother wishes her mocker to suffer, but
in this life. She wants the other woman to know for herself the pain
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of losing her children, so that she will understand the agony which
she is enduring.

The distraught mother reveals that she was raised in Harris,
although there also seems to be a Macdonald link, possibly through
Raonuill, who may have been her husband, or simply a member of the
Clanranald family, whose house is said to be frequented by chiefs:

Taghlaidh Macledid

Mac 'ic Alastair,

'S m' eudail mhor

Mac 'ic Ailein.100

The poetess does not say what has caused the deaths of her
children, but the emotional devastation brought about by their loss is
clear in the poem. One can only imagine the sense of desolation of a
bereaved mother, away from her native district, and seemingly with
nobody to comfort her in her grief.

The lament for lain Ruadh Mac Dhighaill, 'S daor a cheannaich
mi 'm fiadhach 101, is the only one to have survived of the many
which his mother, Beasa nighean Edghain Mhic Fhearchar, is said to
have composed to his memory102, This single extant lament is the
cry from the heart of a grieving mother for her son. The style is
close to that of a ballad, detailing the sequence of events, especially
the recovery of Iain Ruadh's body and the appearance of his corpse:

Bu domhain an linne
'S an robh na fir ga do shireadh,
'S an d' fhuair iad mo chion 's e gun dep.

Nuair a thug iad a steach thu
Bha do ghruaidhean air seacadh;
Och ! 's ¢ m' eudail a bh' aca gun de.103

The emotions expressed in this song, however, are far
removed from the impersonal stance of the ballad form; while she is
relating the events as they happened, Beasa nighean Edghain includes
her own feelings of profound grief and loss while expressing her love
for her dead son.
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Although one version of the song 'S a Mhairi bhdn a bhroillich
ghléghil 104 js a flyting between two rival bardesses, the other is a
mother's lament for her dead daughteri0S. This song contains echoes
of Cairistiona, with the poignant pleading for the dead girl to answer
her mother's cries:

Mhairi bhan a bhroillich ghlé-ghil !
Cha dhiiisg glaodhaich thu no éibheach...
Cha dhiisg glaogh do mhathair fhéin thu !

Mhairi nach freagair thu idir !
Cha fhreagair, mo thruaighe mise ! 106

This is evidently just a fragment of the original composition,
and what remains gives us no clues as to the provenance of the
lament, or of who Mairi was. It would seem from the text that the
author was the girl's mother, and her grief is evident even in the few
lines which remain of her composition.

A much more light-hearted song is that composed by a mother
to her sons on a boat-trip from Heisgeir.107 In this song, the boys
are praised, one by one, and their mother declares declares of each in
turn, Is araidh e air maighdin198 The song seems to have been
composed merely as a diversion, a kind of jorram to shorten the
boat-trip, each boy's appearance and position in the boat described in
turn, starting with the eldest, Domhnull Donn, and ending with the
youngest, Ailean Beag.

The lament for the MacVicar brothers of North Uist109 is one
in which their mother and sister combine to compose their song of
grief. In some versions, the sister begins by cursing their murderer,
Uisdean Mac Ghilleasbaig Chléirich:

A fhir mhoir o shliabh a' Chuilinn,

'S laidir thu féin, 's trom do bhuille;

Mo sheachd mhollachd aig do mhuime

Nach d' leag i gliin ort na uileann

Mu 'n d' mharbh thu na braithrean uile | 110

The brothers are named by their sister, but the way in which this is
done varies. One version has:
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'S ann agam fhin a bha na braithrean,
Uisdean, Lachlann, Eachann, Tearlach,
Iain is Raghnall is Raghall,

'S Alasdair na gruaige fainnich.111

Another version is more detailed, not only about the brothers, but
also about how they were killed:

Seall thu 'n tritir ud air an islig,

'S am fear ud eile 's a chistidh

Aonghus air an Din 'ga chuipeadh.
4

Ghabh Domhnall Odhar a' chuartach,

'S olc am faothachadh a fhuair e,

'Ga ruith le biodagan fuara...

['S a bhean ud thall a leig an lasag...
Nam bu phiuthar thu do Eachann,
Do lain Donn na d' Aonghus maiseach.]112

This latter version tallies with what is known of the MacVicar
brothers:

Donald, Am Piocair Mér, and his youngest son John...held

Baleshare and Eaval. Angus...had Baleloch, Balemartine and

Balelone. Donald...had Carinish and Cladach Carinish. Hector

had Kyles Bernera, Baile Mhic Phail and Baile Mhic Conain.113

Carmichael's version of the song is more detailed than the
others, as it also names two of the daughters of Am Piocaire Mor as
Mor and Mairi, while the third, unnamed, sister is the author of the
lament.

The mother's contribution seems to be a rebuke to the sister
for trying to keen the brothers, seeing it as her right as their mother
to do so:

Uist a bhean gun chiall gun tuigse !

'S mic dhomh fhéin mas braithrean dhuts iad,
A iochdar mo ghuim a thuit iad,

Is mo ghliin fhéin a dh' fhurtaich,
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'S mo Iéine lin a fhliuch iad,
Bainne mo dha chich a shluig jad.114

The imagery employed by the mother illustrates that her sons
were more precious to her than any material possessions; they were
her harvest and her wealth:

Thog mi 'n garradh 's lion mi 'n iodhlann.

Chan ann dha 'n edrna ghlan thioram,

No dha 'n choirce gheal na mine,

Ach a dh' ogradh 6g mo chinnidh.115

5

This is an effective adaptation of the imagery often found in
songs composed after a raid, where the stocks of meal, barley and
oats are said to have been destroyed by the marauders; in this case,
the woman's family has been destroyed, and, unlike the harvest, her
dead sons are irreplacable.

I have come across two songs composed by mothers who have
been forced to give up their children. Beathag Mhor's An Cul
Bachalach has already been mentioned, and the other composition,
Biodh an deoch-s' an laimh mo ruain 116 is said to have been made by
a daughter of MacDonald of Clanranald wha was banished to Coll for
having an illegitimate child by one of her father's servants.117 The
song is mainly one of praise to her brother, the new chief, on his
paying a visit to Coll, but in some versions the bardess also states
her desire to go to Uist, where her son was fostered, and her
gratitude to the woman who brought him up:

Mo rin air muime nam macaobh,
A bhiodh 'gan altrum air a' ghldin,118

The praise of her brother in the song begins with a description
of his ship, sporting the emblem of Clanranald, approaching Coll:

Bu sgairteil i a tigh'nn troimh 'n fhairge,
'S coltas lamh-dheirg air an stitir.119

In some versions the poetess seems to refer to her ill-
treatment by her father, when she addresses young Clanranald as:
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...am mac a b' fhearr na 'n t-athair,
An clii, an aighear, 's an sunnd.120

The song is one of joy at being reunited with her brother, and
the prospect of finding her child again. The great sorrow which the
bardess must have suffered on being parted from her family for so
long is transformed into happiness when she realises that she is now
able to return.

Nic Gilleathain's song to her brother, Lachlan,121 seems to be
a lament, as she says that she has lost all her brothers, but some
passages seem to be addressed to an exile, rather than a dead man:

5

Ach a Lachainn a Muile

'S cian 's gur fada leam t' fhuireach;

'S ann a ghlaodhadh iad curaidh roimh shluagh dhiot.122

It may be that the Lachlann addressed here is not the brother
of the bardess, but another of the same name; but it is also possible
that the image of exile is being used as a euphemism for death. The
praise of Lachlan follows the panegyric code, lauding his hardiness in
battle, and his notable allies:

Nuair a chaidh thu 'san achdair,
Cha do choisinn thu masladh;
Bheireadh Ruairidh nam bratach do luach ort.

Chaidh thu 'n lathair Mhic~Cailein,
Fhuair thu airm 's gu 'm b' e t' airidh;
Sin an t-Iarla rinn aithn' air do chruadal.123

Nonetheless, doubts arise as to the true circumstances behind
this song. There is mention that the brothers of the poetess are all
dead, and the lament for her daughter with which the song opens is
emotional and touching, but the verses to Lachainn a Muile,
presumably addressed to Sir Lachlan Maclean of Duart, contain little
of the imagery and references which one would expect to find in a
lament. On this basis, one must consider the possibility that the
ascription of the song to the sister of Lachlan MacGilleathain is
incorrect, although it is probably the composition of a Maclean
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bardess who awaits his return from exile, or his aid on the loss of
her brothers.

A lament for the chief of Clanranald124, possibly Ddmhnall
Dubh, son of Iain Muideartach, contains a passage in which the
poetess laments her brothers:

'S ann agam fhin a bha na braithrean

Dh' iomradh, dh' éibheadh, dh’ dladh, phaigheadh...
'S cha b' € 'n Aoine rinn ur n-aireamh,

Ach a' bhean a bha gun naire,

Di-Domhnaich is La na Sabaid,

'S a' chiad Di-luain an ceann na raithe.125

The exact circumstances of the brothers' deaths are not
recorded, although one can deduce from the text that they were not
drowned. Aireamh na h-Aoine ort has been recorded as an equivalent
to 'may you be drowned'; and bathing on a Friday was considered
unlucky, especially as there was a little known charm which, if recited
in sight of people bathing, would cause them to drown.126 The sister
evidently blames whatever happened to her brothers on another
woman, although how she was the cause is, again, not told. The
depth of the animosity felt by the poetess towards this woman is
illustrated by the revage which she wishes for; she wants not only A
death for the cause of her sorrow, but a painful death, administered
by the poetess' own hand:

'S truagh, a Righ ! nach fhaicinn-s' ise,

A taobh ledinte 's a glan briste,

'S gun aon léigh fo 'n ghréin ach mise !

Chuirinn creuchd am beul gach niosgaid,
Air mo laimh gun dearbhainn misneach !
Bhristinn cndimh 's gun tairninn silteach,
Chuirinn uir air bruaich do lice,

Gus an cairinn i 's an islig,

'S gus an diininn thu 'sa chiste.127

As with so many of these songs, the information contained
within this one is insufficient to allow us to ascertain the events which
led to its composition. The death of Domhnall Dubh allows us to
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tentatively date the poem, but not to identify the poetess. Of course,
the poetesses with whom we are dealing were not composing for
posterity, but for their contemporaries, who would have known the
meaning of all the references and allusions made in the text. It is
interesting to know the reasons for a song being made, but it does
not detract from a fine text that we do not know exactly who or what
each phrase refers to. Others, however, might be enhanced by some
awareness of the circumstances in which they were composed.

As we can see, the songs composed by mothers and foster-
mothers cover a wide range of styles and topics: praise of the child
and the adult; wishing a happy future for the child; lament for the
loss of a child; worry about the well-being of a child, and joy at the
prospect of being reunited with a child. The bond between a muime
and her dalta is seen as being every bit as strong as the ties of blood
between a mother and her natural child, and in some cases, one
suspects that it may even be stronger. Of the few songs by sisters
to their brothers, we have a mixture of laments and songs of
happiness at being reunited, all of which are fulsome in their praise of
the man being addressed. The types of song dealt with here are
those which it was acceptable for women to produce, as they did not
infringe on the territory of the male professional bards, and it is to
be regretted that, probably because they were regarded as inferior to
the Orain Mor, so little of what must have been a large body of work

has survived to the present day.
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7. ELEGY AND LAMENT

One has to exercise a deal of caution in classing a song to a dead
person as either an elegy or a lament. In general, the elegy is more
in the bardic style of verse than in the vernacular tradition. An elegy
tends to list the qualities and demeanour of the dead person, and the
effect which his or her loss has had not only on the clan, but on
nature itself, whereas a lament is more a cry from the heart. This is
not to say that genuine grief is absent from elegaic verse, nor does it
mean that elements of praise are not to be found in laments; but the
lament tends to be of a much more personal nature, arising from a
sense of personal loss, rather than a loss to the clan. As we will see,
the songs of grief composed by women take several different forms,
but they are similar in that they all, to a greater or lesser extent,
blend the formal praise of the elegy with the heart-rending cries of
true sorrow.

The earliest song coming into this category is the elegy
composed by Aithbhreac inghean Coirceadail, around 1470, for her
husband, Niall Og Mac Néilll, constable of Castle Sween in Knapdale.
The poem uses the rannaigheacht mhoér syllabic metre, indicating the
bardess' familiarity with bardic verse, which is not surprising for
someone who was evidently a member of the aristocratic class in the
Gaelic society of the time; while the imagery is borrowed directly
from that used by the professional bards in their eulogies and elegies.
What marks this poem as different from the works of many of the
bardic poets is that Aithbhreac inghean Coirceadail gives expression to
her own genuine feelings of sorrow at the loss of her husband, the
opening three stanzas owing more to the style of a lament, although
the metre is a bardic one:

A phaidrin do dhiiisg mo dhéar,
ionmhain méar do bhitheadh ort;
ionmhain cridhe failteach fial
'ga raibhe riamh gus a nocht.

Da éag is tuirseach atdim,
an ldamh ma mbithed gach n-uair,
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nach cluinim a beith i gcli
agus nach bhfaicim i uam.

Mo chridhe-se is tinn ata

6 theacht go crich an ld dhiinn;
ba ghoirid do éist ré ghloir,

ré h-agallaimh an 6ig ir.2

The following stanzas of praise for the dead man follow the
classical formulae of bardic verse, describing Niall Og as leémhan
Muile ; seabhag Ile ; secabhag seangghlan Sléibhe Gaoil ; dreagan
Leédhuis, and éigne Sanais, as well as praising his generosity to
poets:

Damh ag teacht 6 Dhin an Oir

is damh 6n Bhoinn go a fholt fiar:
minic thanaig iad fa theist,

ni mionca na leis a riar.3

This type of praise belongs strictly to the bardic code of
poetry, where the poets relied on open-handed chiefs for their
livelihood. The reference to poets travelling from Ireland to see Niall
Og adds to the praise, as the distance which they were willing to
travel was often used as a measure of the power and munificence of a
chief.4 Aithbhreac inghean Coirceadail is here merely employing a
standard form of praise with which she would have been familiar;
whether or not it is a true reflection on the influence and fame of
Niall Og is open to conjecture.

The author's personal feelings are again stated, in a manner
which is commonly found in later vernacular laments by women who
have lost their husbands or sweethearts, where she states that she is:

Gan duine ris dtig mo mhiann
ar sliocht na Niall 6 Niall 6g;

gan mhuirn gan mheadhair ag mnaibh,
gan aoibhneas an ddin am dhéigh.>

The sadness which has fallen on Castle Sween and Gigha
because of the death of Niall Og is then related by the poetess, and
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she uses the imagery of the nut, symbolising the fertility and promise

of the dead man, to illustrate the loss to the clan caused by her
husband's death:

Cni mhullaigh a mogaill féin
bhaineadh do Chloinn Néill go nua ¢

The final three stanzas use the bardic device of dinadh, where
the opening line of the poem is repeated in the final line, although the

expressions of personal loss are closer to the vernacular lament than
to the bardic elegy:

k)

do sgar riom mo leathchuing rdin,
a phaidrin do dhiisg mo dhéar.

Is briste mo chridhe im chii,
agus bidh né go dti m' éag 7

The very last stanza contains a prayer to the Virgin Mary and
to Christ, echoing a common feature of the elegies composed by the
professional bards; as well as the dunadh, addressing Niall Og's
rosary, the sight of which brought on her grief. The poem is a
mixture of raw emotion and restrained, formal delivery, which
heightens the pathos of the elegy, although it does not quite bring it
into the realms of the lament.

The women who composed songs of a elegaic character tended
to be, like Aithbhreac inghean Coirceadail, from the higher strata of
Gaelic society, as they were better acquainted with the bardic
tradition. As members of the family or household of a chief, they
had access to the performance of bardic poetry and, although not
schooled in all its intricacies, the metrical structures and formulaic
images would have been familiar. Into this category come Mairi
nighean Alasdair Ruaidh, Mairearad nighean Lachlainn and Sileas na
Ceapaich: all vernacular poets bearing the bardic imprint. Both Mairi
nighean Alasdair Ruaidh and Mairearad nighean Lachlainn occupied
positions of some status in the households of leading men of their
respective clans, while Sileas was the daughter of Gilleasbuig, chief of
the MacDonalds of Keppoch, and sister to Colla nam B6.



235

The songs which Mairi nighean Alasdair Ruaidh composed on
the death of Sir Norman MacLeod of Bernera, and on hearing a
report that her chief and his brother had died, although not composed
in a classical metre, are certainly classical in tone. The very first
stanza of Cumha do Mhac Leoid 8 expresses her anxiety for the clan
at the death of the Chief without leaving an heir:

Gur e abhall an lios so
Tha mise ag iargain,
E gun abachadh meas air
Ach air briseadh fo chiad-bharr.9
5
Praise of the ancestry of Roderick, the seventeenth Chief,
follows the usual bardic pattern, with Mairi bringing in both attested
and legendary ancestors; Olghair and Ochraidh, as well as Ruairidh
Mor and lain Breac. Mairi seems to be mechanically following the
bardic code in her description of Roderick and his brother, Norman,

as:

A cheann-uidhe luchd-ealaidh
Is a leannain na féileachd.10

This echoes Roderick Morison, An Clirsair Dall who in the lament
Creach na Ciadaoin 11 describes Iain Breac as:

ceann-uidhe luchd ealaidh
mar ri earras luchd seanchais,
agus ulaidh aos~dana 12

Roderick the chief was not, however, a favourite of the poets
and musicians who had been so welcome in his father's home.
Although she does not openly condemn his anglicised ways, as the
Blind Harper did in Oran do Mhac Leoid Dhion Bheagain 13, Mairi's
lack of specific praise of the chief himself, and concentration on his
forbears, would lead one to deduce that she was not overly fond of
him. Roderick is referred to in terms of his ancestry, rather than in
his own right, and the description A thasgaidh mo chéille 14 refers to
his brother, indicating that it is the news of Norman's death, rather
than that of her chief, which has caused Mairi's distress. This is
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reinforced by her expressions of joy in An Crénan 15, on hearing that
Norman is, in fact, alive. At the time of composition of the Cumha,
however, Mairi's main concern is for the future of the clan, and the
possible claim of Robert Stewart of Appin, husband of Iain Breac's
daughter Isabel, to the MacLeod estates. Mairi expresses her fears
that the MacLeods will be exiled from their lands, while emphasising
that any attempt to do so will be resisted.

This poem illustrates the difference in tone between elegy and
lament. Mairi is distressed at the possible implications for her clan
caused by the death of Roderick, but the loss of the man himself is
not what causes her grief. In contrast to this, her Marbhrann 16 for
Sir Norman of Bernera, although elegaic, contains instances of genuine
grief and echoes of the lament; even the irregular stanza length
seeming to reflect her distracted mood. The sense of personal loss
felt by the poetess is related in the opening stanzas:

Cha surd cadail

An riin-s' air m' aigne,
Mo shiiil frasach

Gun slird macnais...

Is trom an cudthrom so dhruidh,
Dh' fhag mo chuislein gun luth,
Is tric snighe mo shill

A' tuiteam gu dluth...17

The bond between the bardess and her patron is illustrated by
her declaration that with his loss:

Chaill mi iuchair mo chiiil:
An cuideachd luchd-citil cha téid mi.18

The almost proprietorial way in which Mairi regarded Sir
Norman is indicated by her reference to him as mo Leddach, and she
uses striking, if not wholly original, imagery to portray the extent of
her grief:

B' i sud saighead mo chraidh
Bhith 'g amharc do bhais 19
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Although her personal feelings towards Sir Norman intrude,
the poem is in essence an elegy, as Mairi lists the personal qualities
of her patron; his appearance, generosity and wisdom are noted, as is
his ancestry from sliochd Olghair, the MacLeods, and siol Cholia, the
MacDonalds, his mother having been a daughter of Glengarry. The
traditional reference to the wife of the deceased, Inghean Sheumais
nan crun, is not overlooked, and that Mairi is composing on behalf of
the Clan as well as for herself is underlined by her use of the plural
form in the most vivid image which she uses for her sense of
desolation:

Is i fhras nach ciliin

A thainig as dr,

A shrac ar sitiil

Is a bhrist ar stitir

Is ar cairt mhaith iuil

Is ar taice cuil

Is ar caidreabh ciuil
Bhiodh againn 'mad thiir éibhinn.20

Mairi's Cumha 2! for Sir Norman, composed in regular three-
line strophic stanzas, is more of a lament than an elegy, in that her
personal feelings are given precedence over the loss to the clan;
although elegaic references appear, they are overshadowed by the
expressions of genuine grief uttered by the poetess. Her sorrow is
articulated with sometimes startlingly original imagery:

Is e bhith smuainteachadh ort
A chraidh mi am chorp
Is a chnamh na r