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A  BRIEF  HISTORY  OF  THE  CLAN

Clan McDonald is one of the oldest and perhaps the greatest of the Clans of Scotland, and certainly the most independent of all the clans.  The men of the Clan owed allegiance only to the Clan and its chief.  The McDonalds were a nation unto themselves, making their own treaties with foreign powers as with the Scottish King.  They even had their own parliament for a time in the 15th century.

The ancestors of the McDonalds were the Celtic tribes of ancient Ireland, and in particular of a great Irishman known as Conn of the Hundred Battles.  The Celts were one of the great civilizations of Europe, with amazing artisans, a brilliant literature, and one of the greatest systems of laws.

By the ninth century many fishermen and hunters from the northeast coast of Ireland had begun settling in the Western Islands of Scotland.  These islands were then inhabited by their Celtic cousins known as the Picts, and by Danish and Norse Vikings who set up maritime base camps form which to plunder Ireland, England, and Brittany.

Over the next couple of centuries our ancestors came to identify themselves with their new home, which they called Alba.  They were known as Scots, from the Roman appellation Scotti, meaning Irishmen.  According to Roman historians, they were descended from a Celtic advisor to the court of an Egyptian Pharaoh who married the Pharoah’s daughter, Scotia.  Many Celts had in fact resided in Egypt the approximate time of Moses.  The more recent of the Celtic ancestors of the Gaelic people of Ireland and Scotland are believed to have come from both Spain and Bohemia about 2500 years ago.

Our family name was originally Domnalach, meaning of the Donalds.  Only the chief was “Macdhomhneill” or son of Donald.  Over time, McDonald, or variations like McConnell or McDonnell became the surname of the entire clan.  In the Gaelic language the name is pronounced McConnell.

The original Donald was the grandson of Somerled, a direct descendent of the great Conn of the Hundred Battles.  Somerled nearly eclipsed the timeless fame of his ancestor.  He was the half-Norse, half-Scots leader who freed the western islands and highlands from domination by the Vikings.  Somerled built a mighty fleet of galleys, derived from Viking design, but steered by a rear rudder rather than being steered by oars.  His highly maneuverable vessels ruled the seas.  Somerled was killed in battle in 1164.

Donald was the son of Ranald, who greatly expanded Somerled’s realms.  Donald inherited the greatest share of his father’s lands, including South Kintire and Islay.  Donald’s son, Angus Og McDonald, ruled much of western Scotland.  He did so as an independent Prince, with his own court, laws, and military.  Angus supported Robert the Bruce in his campaign to drive the English from Scotland.  The McDonalds played a decisive part in the great victory at Bannockburn.  From that time the Clan traditionally served on the honored position of the right flank of the Scottish King in battle.

Angus’s son, John McDonald, assumed the title, Lord of the Isles, about 1340.  When John’s wife died, he married Margaret, the daughter of Robert the Second, a Stewart and king of Scotland.

The zenith of McDonald power was in the 1400’s, the time of another John McDonald, chief of the clan who was now both Lord of the Isles and Earl of Ross.  John ruled the McDonald empire from Ardtornish, the clan seat.  Its armies were great, and its navy rivaled England’s.  Then in the late 1400’s, the empire began to unravel as all empires eventually do.  In 1491 John’s nephew, Alexander McDonald, seized Inverness and raided the lands of the McKenzys.  The McKenzys fought back, and to the astonishment of all , bested the McDonalds in battle.  It wasn’t a great battle, but it didn’t escape the notice of King James of Scotland, who had long dreamed of becoming King of all Scotland.  Now, he decided, might well be the time.  His armies marched on McDonald lands and to make a long story short, he won.  He stripped John McDonald of all titles, and was himself King of Scotland and Lord of the Isles.

The Clan thereafter broke up into about nine smaller clans, and all of them were forced to come to terms with the house of Stewart.  The four largest of the branches of the Clan are:  McDonald of Glengarry, McDonald of Clanranald, McDonald of Sleat, and the McDonalds of Keppoch.  Smaller septs included the McDonalds of Glencoe, who were closely tied to McDonald of Glengarry, though nominally independent.

The McDonalds supported the Stewarts in the Great Civil War and in the first Jacobite rebellion.  The Jocobites supported the rightful claims of the Stewarts to the throne.  The McDonalds paid a heavy price for that support.  The McDonalds of Glengarry and the McDonalds of Glencoe were singled out for revenge by the English King William.  William ordered the McDonalds to swear an oath of allegiance under conditions that made it impossible to do so by the required date.  William then ordered Captain Robert Campbell to “fall upon the rebels, and put all to the sword under seventy”.  On February 13, 1692, Campbell infiltrated his assassin troops onto Glencoe lands in the guise of friendly visitors.  They accepted the hospitality of the McDonalds, then rose before dawn and cut the throats of their hosts.  Thirty-eight McDonalds were slaughtered, including a child of six.  Many managed to escape from the Glen into the mountains.

By the Treaty of Union, Scotland maintains its old Celtic system of laws, the most heinous of heinous crimes, then and now, is ‘murder under trust’.  It was a shocking crime by the standards of any society, and more so to the Scots.  Of all the brutal and savage things done by English monarchs to Scotland, none has gone more to the core to Scottish sensibilities than that singularly cowardly and shameful crime.  Even the English parliament was angry, and they’ve always tolerated some pretty shabby things over the years.  King George tried to deny his responsibility.  The site of the massacre is remembered even today with wreaths and flowers.  It remains, even over three hundred years later, an indelibly bloody stain on the otherwise proud name of Campbell.

Unsurprisingly, the McDonalds supported Bonnie Prince Charles in the final Jocobite uprising, the ‘Forty-five’.  By 1745 Charles Stuart, son of the rightful but usurped King, returned to Scotland with a small contingent of Irish and Scottish troops.  Others soon rallied to his side, including the McDonalds.  The growing armies swept through Scotland, and marched into England.  They came to within 150 miles of London before suffering a defeat.  They returned in a rout to Scotland to be soundly defeated at Colloden.

It was the end of all Scottish independence.  English vengeance prevailed unchallenged.  The Earl of Cumberland, known as ‘the butcher’ hunted the defeated rebels like wild game.  McDonalds, in particular, were again singled out.  Some were murdered and some were sold into slavery on Caribbean plantations.  Some simply rotted in the holds of English prison ships.  Others escaped to the Americas, France, and Australia.  There are even descendants of McDonald refugees in southern Russia.

Our own family, whether McDonald of Glengarry or McDonald of Glencoe, were among those who were forced into exile.  Many more Scots would follow in the next two centuries, even when English oppression finally gave way to English neglect and mismanagement.

                                McDONALD  LORE

Kilt is a Scandinavian word, but is today distinctively Scottish.  Probably the tartan pattern began there uniquely differing patterns among regional weavers.  Because these regions were inhabited mainly by the same clan or sept, these tartan patterns came to be associated with a particular clan.  There are written descriptions of the “McDonnell’s men” at the battle of Killkrankie in 1689 in “their triple stripe”.  There are paintings of 18th century Glengarry McDonalds in full regalia.  A Highlander would be wearing the sgian dubh in his stocking and sporran belted about his waist for ammunition.  The woolen cloth draped in the back was a built-in blanket or cape for chilly highland nights.  A typical kilt is made from eight to ten yards of fine woolen plaid weave.  Add the Ghillies, the sgian dubh, the bonnet and the rest and you have an expensive outfit.

All the major clans of Scotland were recognizable not only by the patterns of their tartans, but by sprigs of vegetation worn on their hat or bonnet.  The McDonalds wore a sprig of heath or heather.  Some today wear a silver Clan McDonald broach, though that should really only be worn by the Chief of the Clan. 

The word slogan is derived from the gaelic ‘sluagh-ghairm’.  Sluagh means host or army, and ghairm is ‘to yell out’.  All the clans had a slogan or battle cry as they charged in enemy lines.  The McDonald slogan was ‘FRAOCH EILEAN !’, meaning ‘heather isle’.  Somerland had a great fleet of war galleys.  Ships and shipbuilding has been a McDonald tradition for a thousand years.  The McDonald crest has the Latin words ‘PER MARE  PER TERRAS’ meaning ‘by sea and by land’ as it motto.  

There are both Mc and Mac Donalds and it doesn’t mean whether you are form Scotland or Ireland.  Mc and Mac means son of Donald.  There are McDonalds and MacDonalds in both countries, and they are kinsmen.  In the 1700’s most documents in Virginia were written by Saxon scribes unfamiliar with Scottish tradition.  They wrote what they heard.  That was occasionally, McDonald, and more often some other permutation such as McDanil, MacDonald, McConnell, McDonnell, etc.  However, MacDonald is the most used and preferred spelling in Scotland.

A good source of McDonald history and tradition is an organization ‘Clan Donald USA’.  Clan Donald helps to support the McDonald Centre in Scotland, and helps to keep Scottish and McDonald history alive in this counry.  The web address of Clan Donald is: 

www.clan-donald-usa.org.  There are many other McDonald web sites.

Clan Donald USA has the backing and personal participation of Godfrey Lord MacDonald of McDonald, Chief of the McDonald Clan.  He lives on the Isle of Skye, home of the McDonald Centre and Museum, which includes a library of family history.  He is descended from the chiefs of McDonald of Sleat.
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