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Battle of Culloden  

 
The Battle of Culloden (Scottish Gaelic: Blàr Chùil Lodair) was the final confrontation of the 1745 Jacobite 
Rising.   On 16 April 1746, the Jacobite forces of Charles Edward Stuart fought loyalist troops commanded 
by William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland near Inverness in the Scottish Highlands.   The Hanoverian 
victory at Culloden decisively halted the Jacobite intent to overthrow the House of Hanover and restore the 
House of Stuart to the British throne; Charles Stuart never mounted any further attempts to challenge 
Hanoverian power in Great Britain.  
 
Between 1,500 and 2,000 Jacobites were killed or wounded in the brief battle. The aftermath of the battle 
and subsequent crackdown on Jacobitism was brutal, earning Cumberland the sobriquet "Butcher".   Efforts 
were subsequently taken to further integrate the comparatively wild Highlands into the Kingdom of Great 
Britain; civil penalties were introduced to weaken Gaelic culture and destroy the Scottish clan system. 
 
On the 16th April, 1746, one of the two Macdonald’s of Sleat, Capt. Donald Roy Macdonald, took part in the 
battle of Culloden. In the retreat he twice saw Alexander of Keppoch fall to the ground wounded.  After the 
second fall Keppoch looked up at Donald Roy and said: 
 

"O God, have mercy upon me. Donald do the best for yourself, for I am gone."    
 
Donald Roy then left him and in leaving the field he received a musket wound which went in at the sole of 
the left foot and out at the buckle.   During the eight week period he was hiding in three caves, wounded, 
alone and in pain, in wrote the following Latin Laments - now translated into English, revealing his thoughts 
and feelings -  a vivid reflection of this highlander in context of post Culloden 1746. 
 

POST PRŒLIUM CULODDINUM  
LATENTIS LAMENTATIO 

 
Ah ! quantam tolero solicitudinem.   
Per prærupta vagans culmina montium,  
Per saltus varios, per cava rupium,  
 Ericeta per aspera. 
 
In silvis comites nunc mihi Dorcades  
Se præbent, cuculi nunc cuculando me,  
Solantur, minuunt nunc mea tædia  
 Blando murmure turtures. 
 
Ingens persequitur copia militum,  
Quod nollem Carolum prodere principem  

The Lamentation of Capt. Donald Roy Macdonald 
in hiding in caves after the Battle of Culloden 

 
Ah, what solitude I bear as I wander the sheer 
peaks of the mountains, through the many [lit. 
‘several’] glens, the caves in the rocks,   

and the bristling heather! 
 
In the forests now my companions are the deer, 
my comforters, with their cries, the cuckoos; 
now the doves lessen my weariness  

with their soft murmur. 
 
A great force of soldiers pursue[d] me,  
because I refuse[d] to betray Prince Charles.  
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At molitus eram, quomodo pergeret  
 Salvus tela per hostium. 

 
Formicæ culices innumerabiles  
Et vespæ, cale et frigora per vices  
Infestant nimium cum Duce Cumbriæ  
 Sanscissunt quasi fœdera. 
 
Non est terribilis tam mihi Georgius,  
Cui paret Domino magna Britannia,  
Quam parvi culices Dux lanio quibus  
 Vix immitior hostis est. 
 
Hi semper latebras inveniunt meas   
In vultum volitant, dilacerant cutem  
Rostris vulnificis et saturant sua  
 Nostro sanguine viscera. 
 
Ex utraque diu parte viriliter  
Pugnamus, culicum multa cadaver 
Prosternuntur humi vultus et est meus  
 Multo vulnere saucius. 

 
Postremo numeris obrutus hostium  
Verto terga, petens ardua montium,  
Confestim sequitur turba sed invida  
 Me quocunque fero gradum. 
 
Haud sum pestifero liber ab hoc grege,  
Donee me miserans advenit Æolus  
Et fusos culices trans Stygias aquas  
 Flatu mittit anhelitus. 
 
 
Vix speranda dies lætior usque dum  
Extinctus fuerit Georgius, et novus  
Succedat solio rex populo suo  
 Qui clementior esse vult. 
 
Aut hæc eveniat candida lux cito,  
Noctes atque dies ex animo precor,  
Aut bellum veteri sanguinolentius  
 Vexat regna Britanniæ. 
 
O si contigerit tempus id aureum,  
Audebo latebras linquere, Georgii  
Et parvi faciens arma minacia  

 Mundo me dare publicum. 

But I strove to pass safely through the weapons  
of my enemies. 

 
Countless ants, midges and wasps swarm,  
with heat and cold in turn,  
as if they have made treaty1 with  

the Duke of Cumberland. 
 
Not so terrible to me is George, whom Great 
Britain obeys as her lord, as are the little 
midges, than whom the Butcher Duke himself 
is scarcely a more pitiless enemy! 
 
They always find my hiding-places, they fly into 
my face, they pierce my skin with their wound-
inflicting bites [lit. ‘beaks’] and sate their  

bellies with my blood. 
 
Long we fought bravely, on both sides; many 
bodies of midges were laid low on the earth,  
and my face was covered  

with many wounds. 
 
Finally, overcome by the number of my 
enemies, I fled, seeking the steep places of the 
mountains, and immediately the hateful swarm 
followed me,  

wherever I went. 
 
I was not [lit. ‘scarcely’] rid of this pestiferous 
crowd until, in my misery, a wind sprang up, 
and breathing on the midges dispersed them 
and sent them with its breath to hell [lit. ‘across 
the waters of the Styx’]. 
 
A more longed-for day will scarcely come for me 
until George is dead, and a new king succeeds to 
the throne who wishes to be kinder to his 
people. 
 
 
Day and night I pray in my heart that either this 
shining day will come or that a war bloodier 
than before will vex the kingdoms of Britain. 
 
 
Oh, if that time reaches my ears, I will dare to 
leave my hiding-places, and setting George’s 
menacing weapons at nought to give myself 

                                                             
1
 ‘Sanscissunt’ doesn’t exist. I’m reading it as ‘sanci[sc]unt’, from ‘foedus sancire’, to conclude a treaty. 
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[back] openly to the world. 
 

DE PEDE; D…. DI   M…. D IN PROELIO CULODINO 
PLUMBERA GLANDE VULNERATO. ODE 

 
Heu! Quot heroes nimis at cruentâ 
In Culodinnâ periere pugnâ, 
Sub dio quorum spoliate  verte 

Marte Restant ? 
 
Filium 2 colli (referens tremisco) 
Ad latus vidi cecidisse nostrum, 
Nemo cui palmam rapuisset æquo 

Marte lacessens. 
 
Hi sepulturæ vice sunt relicti, 
Bestiis campi rabidis vorandi, 
Ictibus sævis quot adhuc supersunt 

Dilacerati. 
 
Vi pedem vasta mihi perforavit 
Dira glans plumbi sibilans per auras 
E cavo sclopo, simul evomente 

Fulmina, et ignes. 
 
Non modo carnes, gracilesque fibras, 
Tendines, verum laceravit ossa, 
Calceo secta ligula repente 

Me spoliavit. 
 
Altero claudus pede nunc meabo 
Principi nigro similis fabrorum, 
Vix pede infirmo feriens virentis 

Gramina campi. 
 
Non velut quondam juvat occupatum 
Esse venando, saliendo, nando, 
Nec puellarum tumidas papillas 
Tangere curo. 
 
Cum peto lectum cupidus quietis 
Nocte perrarus brevis atque somnus, 
Præ pedis  læsi nimio dolore 

Ode on the Foot of Donald Macdonald, wounded 
at the Battle of Culloden by a leaden musket-ball 

 
Alas! How many heroes fell in the too-
bloody battle of Culloden, whose bodies lay 
despoiled at daybreak! 

 
 

I saw the son of Col3 (I shudder in the 
telling of it) fall at our side, from whom no-
one who challenged him to equal fight had 
[ever] snatched the palm (of victory)  

 
Instead of a grave, these men were left to the 
ravening beasts of the field, while as many as 
still lived were torn apart by savage wounds. 

 
 

A terrible ball from a hollow musket 
spitting lightning and fire, whistling4 
through the air, pierced my foot with huge 
force.  
 
 
It tore not only the flesh, the delicate fibres 
and the tendons but the very bones, and 
shearing through the leather bindings it 
despoiled me all at once of my shoe. 

 
Now I will go about lame in one foot, like 
the black archetype-smith,5 treading [lit. 
striking’] with difficulty the grass of the 
verdant plain.  

 
 

Not for me, now, as before, the joys of 
hunting, of dancing [lit. ‘jumping’], of 
swimming, nor do I care to touch the 
swelling breasts of young girls.  

 
When I seek my bed at night, desirous of 

                                                             
2 Keppoch cujus pater Collus erat nominates. 
3 McColl; the Latin footnote translates as ‘Keppoch, whose father’s name was Col’. 
4 Latin footnote on ‘sibilans’, ‘whistling’/’whispering: Better – as the author himself said – ‘flying’. 
5 Latin footnote: Vulcan – the lame God thrown down to earth. HEPHAESTUS (he-FEE-stus or he-FESS-tus; Roman name Vulcan) 
was the lame god of fire and crafts or the two together, hence of blacksmiths. Hephaestus was the son of Zeus and Hera or, in some 
accounts, of Hera alone. He limped because he was born lame, which caused his mother to throw him off Mount Olympus. Or in other 
accounts he interceded in a fight between Zeus and Hera, and Zeus took him by the foot and threw him from Olympus to the earth far 
below. 
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Lumina condit. 
 
Mane cum nidum tepidum relinquo,  
Confluunt circum vetule senesque, 
Multa de bello Caroli rogantis 
Et lanionis. 
 
 
Assidens totâ foculo corusco 
Luce per curo varios libellos, 
Bella præsertim modulata vati 

Lumine casso. 
 
Interim curat  medicus mederi 
Sedulus partem mihi vulneratam, 
Et precor cœptis faveat benignus benignus 

Conditor orbis. 

rest, sleep closes my eyes very rarely, and 
[only] briefly, because of the excessive pain 
in my wounded foot. 

 
In the morning, when I leave my warm nest, 
there gather round me old women [reading 
‘vetulae’] and old men, asking [reading 
‘rogantes’] me much about the war of 
Charles and the Butcher [Cumberland]. 

 
Sitting the whole day through by the blazing 
hearth, I read through some books, 
particularly [those concerning] the wars set 
to verse by the blind poet [ie Homer]6. 
 
Meanwhile, it is the conscientious doctor’s 
care to treat my wounded limb, and I pray 
the benign Creator of the World to favour 
what he has undertaken. 

Donald Roy’s Latin laments were extracted from  -  
 
“The Lyon in Mourning: Or, A Collection of Speeches, 
Letters, Journals, Etc ..”  (1895)  Vol. 11. Page 36 to 
37. 
 
Available to read at: 
http://archive.org/details/lyoninmourningo04forbgoog 

 

These two English translation  were unexpectedly 
and most kindly carried out by David Wishart, at 
the request of Noni Brown, Qld. Australia -  on a 
“one-to-one accuracy, a literal version as opposed 
to a literary one”. 
 
Historical author David Wishart was born in 
Arbroath, Scotland. He studied Classics - Latin and 
Greek - at Edinburgh University and after 
graduation taught for four years in a secondary 
school.  He retrained as a teacher of English as a 
Foreign Language and worked abroad for eleven 
years returning to Scotland in 1990 and mixing 
writing with teaching EFL, Latin and study skills at 
Dundee University. 
http://www.david-wishart.co.uk/ 

  

                                                             
6 'Per curo' is a misprint for the single word 'percurro', 'I run through', and taking it as such (or rather, as 'read over', which is an okay 
translation in this case) makes the Latin perfectly clear and correct: 'Sitting all day by the blazing hearth, I read over some books, 
particularly...' 
 

http://archive.org/details/lyoninmourningo04forbgoog
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Steep mountains along Trotternish Peninsula, 
 Isle of Skye 

Uamh Oir or Cave of Gold,  
Kilmuir, Isle of Skye 

Background 
 
On the 16th April, 1746 Donald Roy took part in the battle of Culloden. In the retreat he twice saw 
Alexander of Keppoch fall to the ground wounded.  After the second fall Keppoch looked up at Donald Roy 
and said: 
 

"O God, have mercy upon me. Donald do the best for yourself, for I am gone."    
 
Donald Roy then left him and in leaving the field he received a musket wound which went in at the sole of 
the left foot and out at the buckle.   Another of the wounded lying on the field, Ranald Macdonald of 
Belfinlay, a Captain of Clanranald, later recorded that Donald Roy paused by him to express his concern, but 
being wounded himself he was unable to assist him. Donald Roy managed to evade pursuit and walked five 
miles to Bunchrew (Ban Chracbg) without stopping, his wounded foot badly swollen and without a shoe.    
 
At Bunchrew, Donald Roy obtained a horse and rode a further eight miles that day to Kyle of Lochalsh, 
making his way towards Skye. His foot was now so swollen that he was unable to put it into the stirrup.  On 
the following day, the 17th April, having travelled fifteen miles, Donald Roy arrived at the house of 
Mackenzie of Kirnag, where he found one Balfour who had been surgeon to the MacGregor Regiment in the 
Prince's army. Balfour dressed Donald Roy's foot and he continued on his way in the company of Malcolm 
MacLeod, his wife, and Murdoch MacLeod, Raasay's third son, whom he had also found at Kirnag.  
 
At the ferry they parted company, Donald Roy crossing to Skye and the MacLeods to Raasay. Donald Roy 
arrived on Skye on the 23rd April 1746, and made his way to the home of Dr John MacLean at Shulista in 
Trotternish, where his foot received expert medical treatment and his wound was dressed for the second 
time.  Donald Roy was prevailed upon to stay for some weeks until the wound had healed sufficiently to 
enable him to return to Uist.   He soon afterwards made a sham surrender of his arms to Lieutenant 
MacLeod, a friend in the militia, having first obtained some indifferent arms to surrender in place of his 
good arms which he had safely conveyed to his brother Hugh in North Uist.  
 
On or about the 22nd June 1746 Donald Roy received two letters sent by his brother Hugh. One was to 
himself, and the other, written by the Prince, was to be handed to Sir Alexander's wife, Lady Margaret. The 
letter to Donald Roy was to the effect that the Prince intended to leave Corrodale, South Uist where he had 
been hiding, and land on Fladda Chuain, a small island to the north of Trotternish. Donald Roy was to meet 
the Prince and provide him with necessaries, particularly shirts and blankets.  He borrowed Dr. MacLean's 
horse and rode to Monkstadt where he delivered the Prince's letter to Lady Margaret.   Sir Alexander was at 
this time on the mainland.  
 
Lady Margaret provided six of her husband's best shirts, which she pretended were a gift to Donald Roy 
who had lost all his baggage at Culloden. She also gave him twenty guineas for the Prince's use.   Donald 
Roy made his way to the island but found it deserted. He therefore returned the shirts and money to Lady 
Margaret and rode back to the surgeon's house (Dr McLean) four miles away.  
 
On the 29th June 1746, Donald Roy received a letter from Lady Margaret requesting that he return to 
Monkstadt as soon as possible as she had something very important to communicate to him. He set off 
immediately, and on arrival found Lady Margaret and Alexander Macdonald of Kingsburgh walking 
together. She informed him that the Prince had landed on Skye only a short distance away, but that as 
Lieutenant MacLeod was in the house with Flora Macdonald, who had brought the Prince from South Uist, 
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this would put them in some danger. Donald Roy promised to do whatever he could for the safety of the 
Prince even at the hazard of his own life.  
 
It was proposed by Kingsburgh that the Prince should go to the Island of Raasay, it being too dangerous to 
remain on Skye with the militia searching the island. It was eventually agreed that the Prince should travel 
overland to Portree and then to Raasay. It was further agreed that Malcolm MacLeod of Raasay should be 
sought in order that he should undertake the Prince's protection, and that Donald Roy should go to John, 
younger of Raasay in order to find out his father's whereabouts. 
 
Donald Roy was then to go to Portree and await the Prince who would then travel to Raasay and from there 
with Malcolm of Raasay to the Earl of Seaforth's country on the mainland where it was felt that the Prince 
would be safer. Donald Roy set out to find Young Raasay, whom it was believed was at Tottrome. When 
within two miles of Tottrome he was informed that Young Raasay was in fact at Tote. Donald Roy decided 
to go to Tote, but in case he missed him there, he gave his informant a note to take to Tottrome, asking 
Young Raasay to meet him at Portree. Young Raasay returned to Tottrome, having left Tote before Donald 
Roy's arrival, but having read the note, he made his way to Portree. The two met at the Inn there, Young 
Raasay at first denying any knowledge of his father's whereabouts. It was only when Donald Roy informed 
him of the Prince's presence on Skye that Young Raasay admitted that his father was in hiding in Knoydart 
and that he would get word to him. Young Raasay then left having undertaken to provide a boat to 
transport the Prince to Raasay.  
 
Flora Macdonald arrived at Portree from Kingsburgh on the 30th June, and informed Donald Roy that the 
Prince was on his way. Later that evening a boy named MacQueen, who was acting as guide to the Prince, 
arrived at the Inn and asked for Donald Roy. Donald left the Inn with the boy who informed him that the 
Prince was nearby with Neil MacEachern. Leaving the boy at the Inn Donald Roy went to the Prince who 
"...no sooner saw him than he took him in his arms, and by way of salutation put his head over one 
shoulder of the Captain, and then over the other, expressly forbidding the Captain to use any ceremony, 
they not knowing who (under cover of night) might be near them to make observations." The Prince, 
Donald Roy and Neil MacEachen then went into the Inn where the Prince changed his shirt and had a meal. 
The three between them also consumed a bottle of whisky.  
 
The Prince pressed Donald Roy to go to Raasay with him saying that Kingsburgh had assured him that he 
would do so. To this Donald Roy replied that he would be of little use to the Prince in view of the open 
wound to his foot, and would only prove a burden. The Prince then said that "...he had always found 
himself safe in the hands of the MacDonalds, and so long as he could have a MacDonald along with him he 
still would think himself safe enough." The Prince persisted and so Donald Roy informed him of the plan to 
go to Seaforth's country and that if the Prince agreed to this scheme he would accompany him. The Prince 
appeared to be pleased with the plan but still wished Donald Roy to accompany him to Raasay. It was finally 
agreed that Donald Roy would remain on Skye in order to find out if the Prince's crossing to Raasay had 
become known to the militia, and would follow later.  
 
Soon after the Prince's arrival at the Inn, Young Raasay, his brother Murdoch, and Malcolm MacLeod, 
landed their boat near Portree. Malcolm went to the Inn and sent in a message asking Donald Roy to come 
out and speak with a friend. Donald Roy went out and informed Malcolm that the Prince was at the Inn. 
Malcolm urged that the Prince should leave as soon as possible and so Donald Roy returned to the Inn 
promising all possible speed. The Prince bid his farewells to Flora Macdonald and Neil MacEachen and then 
made his way with Donald Roy to the boat. The Prince took his leave at dawn on the 1st July, having 
insisted that Young Raasay should return to Skye on the 3rd, meet Donald Roy at Toterome, and take him 
over to Raasay on the following day.  
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Donald Roy returning to the Inn found the landlord, Charles MacNab, asking questions about the identity of 
the Prince. Donald Roy explained that he was only a fellow rebel, an Irish gentleman, Sir John Macdonald, 
who had been hiding on Skye and had now crossed to the mainland. After sleeping at the Inn for part of the 
day Donald Roy went to Kingsburgh to inform Alexander that the Prince was safely away. He then made his 
way to Monkstadt to see Lady Margaret, and there he met his friend Lieutenant MacLeod.  
 
MacLeod insisted that Donald Roy return with him to his quarters just over a mile from Monkstadt. Here he 
spent the night and was pleased to note that MacLeod had no suspicion that the Prince had been on Skye. 
From the Lieutenant's quarters, Donald Roy returned to Dr MacLean's house, where he settled his account, 
before setting out on foot the following day for Monkstadt. Here he provided himself with a pistol and dirk, 
and was given a letter for the Prince by Lady Margaret. Donald Roy then travelled by horse to Kingsburgh 
where he arranged for a boy to go to Tottrome with him in order to return with the borrowed horse. At 
Tottrome on the 3rd July he met Young Raasay who informed him that he had left the Prince with Malcolm 
and Murdoch MacLeod in a byre near Scorrybreck.  
 
The Prince had decided to return to Skye and wished to see Donald Roy. However it was now evening and 
Donald Roy was very tired after his journeying and was in pain; he therefore agreed to go to the Prince at 
daylight after he had rested. When he reached the byre on the following morning it was to find that the 
Prince and Malcolm MacLeod had gone, leaving Murdoch to tell Donald Roy that they would meet him at 
Camastianavaig at the Sound of Raasay, 5 kms south of Portree, on the evening of the 6th or morning of the 
7th at the latest. Donald Roy went to Camastianavaig and went to the house of Peter MacQueen. In the 
evening a stranger came to the house and gave Donald Roy a letter which it transpired had been written by 
the Prince and sent by Malcolm MacLeod:  
 

"SIR, — I have parted (I thank God) as intended. Make my compliments to all those to whom I have 
given trouble. — I am, Sir, your humble servant, JAMES THOMSON."  

 
By the contents of this letter Donald Roy knew that the Prince had left Skye. He borrowed another horse 
and rode to Armadale in Sleat where Flora Macdonald's mother lived with her second husband Hugh 
Macdonald of Armadale. Hugh, a Captain of militia had provided the pass for Flora and the Prince to leave 
South Uist for Skye. Flora herself had arrived at Armadale sometime previously.  
 
On the 9th or 10th July 1746 a message arrived at Armadale from Donald Macdonald of Castleton, a captain 
in one of the MacLeod militia companies, inviting Flora to his house. Donald Roy was suspicious and advised 
her not to go. When it became clear that Flora intended to accept the invitation, Donald Roy asked her to 
leave with him the letter which Armadale had written as a pass for her and the Prince. Flora seeing the 
wisdom of this gave the letter to Donald Roy. It was fortunate that she did so, because Flora Macdonald 
was apprehended by Captain Macleod of Talisker, with a party of soldiers, who were going to seek for her 
at her mother's house. Donald Roy on hearing of this destroyed the letter from Lady Margaret to the Prince 
and the letter to himself from "James Thomson". On the following day he delivered Flora's letter to 
Armadale, who immediately burnt it. Hugh Macdonald of Armadale "began a-skulking;" a report having 
gone about that he had given a pass to his daughter, although aware that she was travelling with "the 
Pretender" disguised in woman's clothes.   
 
Among not the least energetic of those who aided the escape of Charles Edward from the Long Island, was 
Donald Roy Macdonald.   A model of the true Highland gentleman in deportment, handsome in person, his 
conduct fully bore out his character. To this warm-hearted young man the Prince had quickly attached 
himself. Crippled as he was, he was obliged also to "go a-skulking". He concealed himself in three different 
caves (near Monkstadt), where by turns he made his abode for eight weeks, wrapping himself up in his 
plaid, and making his bed of the ferns and heather; his subsistence he owed to the care of Lady Margaret 
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Macdonald, who brought him food, though at the risk of her own safety.    
 
His greatest danger proceeded from the captains of the ships and sloops of war when they landed with 
their marines upon the Isle of Skye, and from General Campbell who, when in Skye, made great enquiry 
after him, as he had got his character (in a disadvantageous light) from some of the Campbell's in 
Argyleshire with whom he had had an old quarrel. 
 
The sufferings of Captain Macdonald during his concealment, although alleviated by Lady Margaret's care, 
were nevertheless considerable. During the months of July and August, which he passed in the caves, the 
midges and flies annoyed his frame, sensitive from the still open wound, and drove him for coolness into 
the recesses of the caverns. It was necessary to be very careful in stepping out, lest the country-people 
should discover his retreat. Late at night, or very early in the morning, he crept out to supply his bottle with 
water from some neighbouring burn or rivulet.  
 
Until the month of November 1746, his wound, exasperated by constant exertion, was very troublesome. 
His misery was solaced by the care and skill of his long term scholarly friend and surgeon, Dr John McLean 
of Shulista, who sent Donald Roy dressings by a proper hand, even while he remained in the cave, and at 
last the wound healed.  
 
Having received information that the independent militia companies were to be disbanded Donald Roy 
wrote to Sir Alexander of Sleat asking what he should do. He was advised that it should be safe for him to 
start appearing in public, but to avoid the militia if possible until they should be broken up.   After he was 
wounded at Culloden, Donald Roy also stayed for a while at Cnocowe with James Macdonald, son of the 
Chamberlain, Alexander MacDonald of Kingsburgh. 
 
At last the Act of Indemnity in 1747 set him altogether free to go where he pleased. As to his principal 
entertainment while he wandered among the rocks and caves of Skye was to compose Latin poems and 
laments two of which appear above. 
 
In an account of the Prince's escape, written by Donald at the request of Bishop Forbes, he says: -  
 
"He now walks as cleverly as ever, without any the smallest pain or halt; and made his last journey from 
Skye to Edinburgh in twelve days on foot, and, as he came along, visited several friends and 
acquaintances.” 

 

It was a popular error of the times, to regard the Highlanders of every grade, as an ignorant, barbarous race. 
Previously to the reign of George the Third many of the peasantry could not read and many could not 
understand what they read in English. There were few books in Gaelic, and the defect was only partially 
supplied by the instruction of bards and senachies (the bards were the senachies or historians of the clans).  
But, among the middle and higher classes, education was generally diffused. The excellent grammar-schools in 
Inverness, Fortrose, and Dunkeld sent out men well-informed, excellent classical scholars, and these from 
among that order which in England is the most illiterate—the gentlemen-farmers. The Universities gave them 
even a greater extent of advantages.  
 
It was in the island of Skye that classical learning was the most general, and there an extraordinary degree 
of intelligence and acquirement prevailed among the landed gentry. "I believe," observes General Stewart, 
"it is rather unique for the gentry of a remote corner to learn Latin, merely to talk to each other; yet so it 
was in Skye."  
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The acquisition of this branch of learning was not, indeed, expensive. Latin was taught for two shillings and 
sixpence the quarter, and English and writing for one shilling. The people seldom quitted their insular homes, 
except when on service; and, to the silence of their wild secluded scenes, the romance of poetry and the 
composition of song gave a relief and a charm.    
Martin Martin, who travelled in the Western Isles, about 1695, remarks: "They are a very sagacious people, 
quick of apprehension, and even the vulgar exceed all those of their rank and education I ever yet saw in any 
other country. They have a great genius for music and mechanics. I have observed several of their children 
that before they could speak were capable to distinguish and make choice of one tune before another upon a 
violin; for they appeared always uneasy until the tune which they fancied best was played, and then they 
expressed their satisfaction by the motions of their head and hands.  
 
There are several of them who invent tunes already taking in the South of Scotland and elsewhere. Some 
musicians have endeavoured to pass for first inventors of them by changing their name, but this has been 
impracticable; for whatever language gives the modern name, the tune still continues to speak its true 
original.  
 
Some of both sexes have a quick vein of poetry, and in their language--which is very emphatic--they compose 
rhyme and verse, both which powerfully affect the fancy. And in my judgment (which is not singular in this  
matter) with as great force as that of any ancient or modern poet I ever read. They have generally very 
retentive memories; they see things at a great distance. The unhappiness of their education, and their want of 
converse with foreign nations, deprives them of the opportunity to cultivate and beautify their genius, which 
seems to have been formed by nature for great attainments."  
Source: A Description of THE WESTERN ISLANDS Of Scotland (CIRCA 1695) By Martin Martin, Gent. 
 


