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Welcome to a new issue of the Clan Donnachaidh Society newsletter. 
 
News from the clan centre 
At the Chief’s dinner during the 2016 gathering in early September, society members very much 
enjoyed music and songs performed by pupils of Breadalbane Academy, who have their own ceilidh 
band, Strung, Drawn and Quartered. Donations by the guests helped cover the cost of the band’s trip 
to Lewis in October, where they competed in the Royal National Mòd in Stornoway. There is good 
news: they won the national title for the traditional folk group as well as first prize in the fiddle group 
section. In addition, two of the girls – Mairead and Laura – came first and third in one of the traditional 
singing competitions. Congratulations to Strung, Drawn and Quartered! 
 
You can see their performance of a traditional Perthshire song, Bothan Àirigh am Bràigh Raithneach 
(A Shieling on the Braes of Rannoch) on: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4RyItF2DBuY 
and the version with commentary on the School Community News 
Channel: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LBUbIkyIREA 
 
The Pictish burial at Blair Atholl – further surveys to discover the burial context 
At the beginning of September additional surveys were carried out to discover more about the context 
of the Pictish cist burial at Blair Atholl. The skeleton found in the cist – a coffin made of stone slabs – is 
one of around 100 from ancient burials across Scotland that have been accepted for an analysis of 
ancient DNA being carried out by Professor David Reich of Harvard University and Professor Ian Armit 
of the University of Bradford in the Genetic Prehistory of Scotland Project. The latest surveys were 
conducted by Peter Morris and Carol Pudsey of Blairgowrie who, having retired from their careers as 
geophysicist and geologist, are now offering their expertise in carrying out geophysical surveys of 
archaeological and geological sites in the local area. The results of the surveys at Blair Atholl will be 
made available to archaeologists to enable interpretation of any interesting features underground. 
 

  
Left: Carol and Peter set up their resistivity measuring equipment on a piece of cleared ground. 
Right: Peter carries out a magnetic survey in a local garden, watched by Tim Duncan. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4RyItF2DBuY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LBUbIkyIREA
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The burial site is in a garden a short distance from the resurveyed areas. It lies on a ridge overlooking 
the low-lying land beside the River Garry, not far from the confluence with the River Tilt. 
 
Examination at the time of discovery in 1987 revealed that the skeleton was that of a man, aged about 
45, who had been about 5 ft 10 ins tall (thus quite old and quite tall by the standards of his time). 
Radiocarbon dating indicated that he had probably been buried between 410 and 590 AD, which 
means that it is a pre-Christian burial. 
 
Around Loch Rannoch – a Clan Donnachaidh story 
Visitors to Loch Rannoch can follow an interesting trail around the loch, stopping off at points where 
notice boards recount histories of the clans associated with the area. These are local stories collected 
by A.D. Cunningham, who taught for many years at Rannoch School. 
 
One story tells of a Clan Donnachaidh success – with a twist in the tale. The first chief, Donnchadh 
Reamhar – Stout Duncan – is said to have won a victory over the MacDougalls in the hills above the 
western end of the north side of Loch Rannoch, during the period when Robert the Bruce was seeking 
the throne of Scotland (early 14th century). Duncan was a loyal supporter of Bruce, whereas the 
MacDougalls were Bruce’s sworn enemies because he had killed Alexander MacDougall’s father-in-law 
the Red Comyn, who was also a claimant to the throne. 
 
Alexander MacDougall was the leader of the MacDougalls’ unsuccessful raid into Rannoch. He was 
captured by Duncan’s men during the battle and taken to a fortress on a crannog (an artificial island) in 
Loch Rannoch, known as Eilean nam Faoileag (Island of the Gulls). 
 
Despite his situation MacDougall remained alert and, when he saw some of his captors approaching 
the island by boat to bring him food, he prepared a plan of escape. When the men had entered his 
room, he launched a surprise attack by pushing them to the ground and upsetting a sack of apples. 
Before they could struggle to their feet among the apples, MacDougall rushed for the door, locking it 
behind him. He took the boat and rowed to the south shore, knowing that Duncan and his men were 
still on the north shore. He then took to the hills until it was safe to join his own men again. 
 

 

 
Left: Eilean nam Faoileag (Island of 
the Gulls) in Loch Rannoch, the site 
of a fortress held by Duncan, the 
first chief of Clan Donnachaidh. The 
present tower is a 19th century 
reconstruction but radiocarbon 
dating has revealed that some of 
the wood used to construct the 
crannog dates from the 12th and 
13th centuries. 

The island is said to have been later fortified by the MacGregors, who used it as a centre for their raids. 



3 
 

Rannnoch Station 

 

Left: The Rannoch road ends at Rannoch Station on the 
West Highland line from Glasgow to Fort William and 
Mallaig. When the line was built across Rannoch 
Moor, its builders had to float the tracks on a mattress 
of tree roots, brushwood and thousands of tons of 
earth and ashes. 
 
Rannoch Station is a popular stopping off point for 
outdoor enthusiasts (walking, fishing, wildlife 
observation).  
 

 
Right: Tim Duncan enjoys the tea room facilities at Rannoch 
Station. Displays and information panels can be seen around 
the room. The column in the centre of the cake table contains 
a peat core taken as a sample. It provides evidence of the 
changing climate and plant life on Rannoch Moor over many 
hundreds of years.  
  

 
Ghosts 
In the period after Hallowe’en, here are a couple of ghost stories from Rannoch. 
 
An Duine Mor 

 

Legend has it that when travellers are stranded on 
Rannoch Moor a person called An Duine Mor (the great 
man) appears and guides them to safety. This is said to 
have happend to a family of Robertsons who were 
fleeing Glencoe before the massacre of the MacDonalds 
in 1692. 
 
 
(Information and illustration from the display at 
Rannoch Station) 

 
The Ghost Stone 
This story is associated with the Menzies family, who owned land on the north side of Loch Rannoch. 
Members of the Clan Donnachaidh Society visited Castle Menzies on 8 September 2016. 
 

 

 
Left: Castle Menzies, near Weem, Perthshire. After falling into 
disrepair, it has been lovingly restored by members of Clan 
Menzies. 
 
 
Image: www.geograph.org.uk, 4 September 2016. Copyright Richard Hoare. 
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 
Generic Licence. 

 

http://www.geograph.org.uk/
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There are Clan Donnachaidh connections with the Menzies family. Janet de Atholl, daughter by his first 
marriage of Robert the second chief of Clan Donnachaidh, inherited extensive lands from both her 
parents. She married Alexander de Menzies of Fortingall, a younger brother of Menzies of Weem. 
Their only child, Janet de Menzies, became their heiress. Some time before 1380 Janet de Menzies 
married James Stewart one of the sons of Alexander Earl of Buchan, the notorious Wolf of Badenoch. 
Buchan was King Robert II’s son but this prestigious connection probably brought Janet more grief than 
security. The subsequent conflicts over her lands involved the Earl of Buchan, his brother the Earl of 
Fife (later Duke of Albany) and her Clan Donnachaidh relatives. Janet’s descendants managed to retain 
some of her lands and her son John acted with his Clan Donnachaidh cousins in capturing the 
murderers of King James I in 1437. 
 
The Menzies clan were in constant conflict with the MacGregors, who occupied large sections of 
Menzies land illegally. Sir Alexander Menzies of Weem made strenuous efforts to expel the 
MacGregors and eventually, with help from neighbouring clans, he caught the MacGregor chief and 
had him beheaded. 
 
He then learnt of the prophecy of Thomas the 
Rhymer, that ‘with the last of the MacGregors 
will go the last of the Menzies’. He is said to 
have been overcome with despair, in the 
belief that he had brought disaster on his 
family, and to have died a sorrowing man. It 
may be Sir Alexander Menzies, grieving over 
the end of his dynasty1, or it may be the 
MacGregor chief whom he had had executed 
who haunts the road by the Ghost Stone, 
which stands at the point where the old road 
to the isles meets the modern road on the 
north side of Loch Rannoch. 
 
 
 

Thomas the Rhymer (True Thomas) is documented in 
history as Thomas Rymour de Ercildoun (now Earlston) in 
Berwickshire. He may have been born around 1220 and is 
recorded in late 13th century charters. He has become 
legendary as the author of many verses that predict the 
future. A medieval verse romance that was later 
reworked into a ballad describes how Thomas 
encountered the Queen of Elfland, who carried him off to 
her kingdom for seven years. He returned with the gift of 
prophecy and the inability to tell a lie. His prophecies are 
said to include the death of Alexander III of Scotland 
(during Thomas’s lifetime) and the accession of James VI 
of Scotland to throne of England in 1603. Tales of his 
prophecies circulated during the Jacobite uprisings. 
Left: Rhymer’s Tower, Earlston, traditionally associated 
with Thomas the Rhymer 

                                                 
1 According to historical record Sir Alexander left three sons but they all died young or were childless, so his descendants died out 
in the male line. A cousin inherited and the male line finally died out in 1910. 
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See how our ancestors lived in Glenshee 
We can obtain a rare impression of how our early medieval ancestors lived from the ongoing 
excavations in an exceptionally well preserved ancient landscape near Lair in Glenshee. This upland 
area was periodically abandoned and, because settlement was not continuous, features have survived 
from different periods. 
 

The site lies in the parish of Kirkmichael, 
where several families belonging to Clan 
Donnachaidh cadet branches lived. In the 
middle of the 18th century baptismal records 
of both Robertsons and Reids are found in the 
parish. As mentioned in the last newsletter, 
there was a direct route to Kirkmichael from 
Blair Atholl, known as the Shinagag road. 
Numerous small settlements lay along it. The 
road is now a track for walkers and all the 
settlements have gone. The entry point near 
Monzie in Blair Atholl is shown left. 
 
 

 
Bronze Age 
The site lies on the eastern side of the parish of Kirkmichael, on the road to Braemar (A93). Occupation 
began in prehistoric times. The earliest features date back to the Bronze Age and into the Iron Age. 
Large round cairns, known as kerbed cairns because of the stones places round the edges, are still 
visitble. They were used to bury the dead or as centres of ceremony and belief. The stone foundations 
of roundhouses can also be seen; they were surmounted by turf and timber walls and had conical 
roofs that were probably thatched with heather and bracken. These early settlements seem to have 
been abandoned around 800 BC as the climate became wetter and colder. One notable feature is that 
the site was not defended against attack. This was evidently a peaceful community. 
 

  
Left: A prehistoric standing stone set in the natural amphitheatre of the surrounding hills. 
Right: Part of a Bronze Age kerbed cairn. Abutting against it, going down the slope, were two large 
Pictish longhouses. 
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Picts 
The site was reoccupied by about 600 AD, as shown by the still visible foundations of Pictish 
longhouses. These buildings were similar in layout to Viking longhouses and the much later 
blackhouses of the Western Isles but had the distinctive feature of rounded ends. The houses were 
divided into two sections, with people in one end and animals in the other. 
 
The Pictish buildings found in Glenshee are all located near prehistoric activity, probably because the 
early inhabitants had already improved the land. Piles of stones found on the site were all cleared from 
the land and collected together in prehistoric times. The new settlers took advantage of this as the 
climate in early medieval times made it possible to grow crops; sampling of grains found in a nearby 
bog has shown that they were cultivating oats, barley and rye. 
 
The little Pictish settlement was occupied until about 900 AD. 
 

  
Left: The outline of a Pictish longhouse can clearly be seen here. It had a lime-mortared stone base on 
which turf walls were constructed, which have now collapsed. The turf kept the building warm. 
Right: Excavation of another longhouse in the summer of 2016. The ring of stones around the fireplace 
can be seen in the middle of the picture.  

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Left: One of the 2016 diggers holding part of a 
stone quern excavated from an outer circular 
building attached to the longhouse. The quern has 
cuts on it, suggesting that it might also have been 
used as a knife sharpener. 
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Depopulation in the 19th century 
The site was settled again, probably by about the 17th century. However, the small settlement of 
Corra-lairig, located on the hills above the earlier settlements, was depopulated by the early 19th 
century. This was a period in which there were sweeping changes in land management, when 
agricultural improvement led to the clearance of people from townships such as this. The residents of 
Corra-lairig had already witnessed a substantial change in their environment with the construction of 
Major Caulfeild’s military road through Glenshee in 1749 (the A93 mostly follows the same route). 
 
Writing his report for the statistical account of Scotland in 1795, the Rev. Allan Stewart, Minister of 
Kirkmichael, noted that the parish’s population was decreasing on account of considerable tracts of 
land being converted into sheep farms, though he also commented that the produce of the ground 
was seldom sufficient to supply the inhabitants. He added that few of the tenants enjoyed leases of 
their farms and, with an uncertain tenure, they were kept in a state of ‘abject dependance’ on their 
landlords. He pondered whether this was because the landlords were afraid of granting leases because 
they might derive no benefit or because they thought their tenants did not have the money, skill or 
industry to make improvements, or whether on the other hand the tenants were unwilling to bind 
themselves for a number of years to ‘modes of cultivation with which they were little acquainted’. He 
was highly critical of the situation, which he thought was to the general disadvantage. 
 

 
 
Left: Part of the fermtoun of Corra-lairig, 
abandoned by the early 19th century. The 
inhabitants of the deserted townships in 
Glenshee seemingly headed off to find work in 
towns elsewhere. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Place names 
Place names can provide insights into the languages spoken in the area. Only one Pictish place name 
has been identified so far. Most of the other place names are Gaelic or Scots in origin. The residents 
were still speaking Gaelic at the end of the 18th century though education was in English. One 
interesting feature, which has been investigated recently but which was also noted by Mr Stewart, is 
that the Gaelic place names of Glenshee contain many references to the Irish legend of Finn mac 
Cumhail and his band of warriors, which have been transferred to the local landscape. This is 
interesting evidence of Gaelic speakers moving into the area, bringing their culture with them. There 
are no dates or documentary evidence for this change. In the Pictish-speaking areas of Scotland Gaelic 
seems to have finally taken over by the 11th century. However, Pictish is thought to have influenced 
Scots Gaelic in loan words and syntax.  

-o0o- 
 
Local residents of Glenshee have become very interested in the archaeological discoveries and are now 
hoping to build a replica of a Pictish longhouse as part of a visitor centre. It will help increase 
understanding of life before the year 1000.  

 
(Information from the Perth and Kinross Heritage Trust and site visits) 
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Poppies 
From 30 June to 25 September 2016 the 
Black Watch Museum at Balhousie Castle in 
Perth hosted the Poppies Weeping Window 
and Wave Sculptures commemorating the 
losses in the First World War. 
 
128 Robertsons, 53 Duncans and 38 Reids 
lost their lives while serving with the Black 
Watch in the First World War. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

The display was part of the ‘ Blood Swept Lands and 
Seas of Red’ installation at the Tower of London in the 
autumn of 2014. Each poppy represents a fallen 
soldier, thus no two poppies are identical. The original 
exhibition was conceived as being transitory but it was 
agreed that the sculptures at its heart should be 
preserved for the nation. 
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Scenes from clan country 
 

 
Blair Atholl: View from the estate formerly belonging to the Robertsons of Lude. The white 
tower of Blair Castle can just be glimpsed in the centre. 

 

 
Autumn colours at Struan Kirk 
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First snow on Schiehallion 

 

 
Snow on Carn Liath, part of the Beinn a' Ghlò range, east of Blair Atholl 


