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King Robert 1 died in 1329 leaving his policy to take tighter royal control
ofthe West Highlands and Islands iinfinished. The power vacuum created
by the death ofWest Highland leaders at the Battle ofDundalk in 1318
wasnowabouttobefilledbyJohnoflslay,sonofAngusOg.ClanDonaki
support for the Bruce tegime must have been faltering towards the end of
Robert l's reign and now there would be apportumties fot the MacDo-
naIds to consider adestinywellbeyondtheconfmesofIslayandtheir other
lands. The story of these lords of Islay in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries has to encompass a niuch larger world.

ln the summer of 1335 ]ohn Randolph, Earl ofMoray, one ofthe joint
guardians on behalf of the young David II, was at Tarbert Castle to
negotiate with John and win him back to the Bruce cause, but he failed.
The following year the rival king, Edward Balliol, boi ,̂ht ]ohn's support
through an 'mdenture promising him the islands of lsIay, Gigha, half of
]ura, Colonsay, Mull, Skye andLewis, andthelands ofKintyre, Knapdale,
MorvernandArdnamurchan. Missingfrom thisHstisLochaber, one otthe
lands granted to the MacDonalds by Robert 1. Balliol had to restote it to
the Strathbogie family, although ]ohn was to retain it in ward until the
Strathbogie heir came of age. Otherwise, BaUiol's offer represented a vast
inctease in territorial power, spanning much of the west coast and islands
of Scotland.

Correspondence between the English king and john in the period
1336-38, and the issue to ]ohn ofEnglish letters ofsafe conduct, suggest
that he was a valtied alIy. Edward III ratified the indenture his under-king,
Edward BalHol, made with ]ohn.^

John must have been aware of his own royal heritage and would have
seen the opportunity he had to assume the leadership of the MacSorleys,
taking the title Ri lnnse GW//(King ofthe Hebrides), as he is called in lrish
sources, for himself. He had already taken this step by September 1336
when he described himselfin a letter to Edward III, as Dominus Insuktrum.
This title in Latin is translated into EngHsh as 'Lotd ofthe Isles', and that is
how ]ohn and his successors are now known. It is also now conventional to
regard John as the first Lotd of the Isles, but Dominus lnsuUrum was also
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aii appropriate translation of tKe Gaelic Ri lnnse Gal^ and John and his
successors were seen as of kjngly or princely status in the Irish and Gaelic
world. lt may be of significance that he omicted this title in a letter written
the same day, on the same subject, to King Edward (Bal!iol) of Scotland.
Whereas he and his successors carne to use the title rcgularly, the earliest
siirvivingevidencethatitwas rccogmsedbycentralgovernmentisin l431
when some charters issued by John's son and successor, Donald, were
conHrmed under the Great SeaL'

One ofthe key characreristics ofMacDonald lordship that demonstrates
its kingly nature is the way that it encompassed other clans at the highest
ievel. Other great Scottish magnates like the earls of Douglas, Hamilton
and Argyil rose to positions of prominence with extensive landholdings,
but their power was largely dependent on being head oftheir own kindreds
andsharingthe fruits oftheirsuccesswith theirown relatives. ProfessionaIs
in dieir service and other supporters were nevet treated as equals. In the
Lordship ofthe Isles, however, othet clan leaders like MacLean ofDuart
and MacLeod of Harris were accorded top status. This was one of the
strengths ofthe Lordship at die height ofhs power in the fifteenth century.
It was aUo one of the main reasons for its downfall under a weak lord.

Another sign of the kingly quaUty of the Lords of the Isles was their
inauguration ceremonies. Hugh MacDonaId's History is the earliest source
for these. He inserts his account between the death ofAngus Og and the
succession ofJohn, perhaps because his sources indicated that John had
undergone such a ceremony. These took place at Finlaggan. There was a
stone widi a footprint in it - now no longer to be seen - on which the new
lord stood. He was clad in a white robe and handcd the .symbols of his
authority, a white rod and a sword. Another late-seventeenth-century
description by the Skye scholar, Martin Martin, specifies that an orator
(poet) rehearsed a catalogue ofhis ancestors. All this took place in from ofa
large assembly including churchmen and the nobles aiid the clan chiefs of
the Isles, and was foSlowed by feastmg. Although these descriptions are
considerably later than the events they describe they are believable, bearing
comparison to the known inauguration rites ofIrish kings and, oFcourse,
the kings of the Scots.

The assemblies which wimessed the inaugurations were probably
convened annually, perhaps at midsummer. They would havc been an
occasion for people from a!! over the Lordship to come together and sbow
their allegiance. They were an opportunity for the transactkm ofbusmess,
trade, and indulging in games and spotts. They were also the context for
meeiings ofa Council ofthe Isles. The Dean ofthe lsles, Donald Monro,
wrking in l549, tells us that the Council ofthe Isles met in the Council
House on Eilean na Comhairle (the Council Island), Finlaggan, and
consisted of four nobles: MacLean of Duart, MacLean of Lochbuy,
MacLeod of Harris and Maclx'od of Lewis; four 'thanes': MacKinnon,
MacQuarrie of Ulva (?), MacNeill of Gigha and MacNeill of Barra; four

leaders of Clan Donald: MacDonald of Kintytc (Dunyvaig and the
Glynns), Maclan of Ardnamurchan, Clanranald and MacDonald of
Keppoch; and the Bishop ofthe Isles and the Abbot ofIona. Thls Conncil
could be convened to offcr advice to the lotd whetevet he was, but the
meetings at Finlaggan werc probably more formal, in effect a patHarnent
constituted to give judgements and make laws. The modci was the Manx
Parliament, and the rnembers of the Council of the Isles were the
successors of those Hebridean delegates who had gone to the Tynwald
in the Isle of Man prior to the mid twelfth century.^

Excavations on Eilean na Comhairle at Finlaggan have led to the
identification of the Council House, a rectangular stone buildmg, about
4.8 m by 7.5 m, built over the ruins of the eatlier keep. Alongside it was a
haU, perhaps the residence of a keeper or steward who looked aftet the
place when the lord was not in residence.

The mention of thanes is of interest. Hugh MacDonald claims that
]ohn made many thanes, for the Lords ofthe Isles created thanes and sub-
thanes at pleasure. Thane in this context is notmally seen as an English
translation of the Gaelic toiseach, the head of a kindred, but Hugh
MacDonald may be indicating that these thanes were officeis or coroners,
local ofticials ofthe Lords ofthe Isles. It is known that such offices were
held hereditarily by some famiHes like the MacKays ofthe Rhmns of Islay.
Hugh MacDonald also tells us that there was a judge in every island for
settling ofall controversies, and they were paid for their troubles with lands
and the eleventh part ofevery action decided. On Islay this position was
held hereditarily by a family that adopted the surname MacBrayrie. The
chiefofthe MacKinnons, based on Mull, was obliged to see weights and
measures adjusted and the chief of the MacDuffies of Colonsay was the
keeper of the records of the Lordship. AU of this suggests that the
MacDonalds had a faiily sophisticated systern of administmtion, one
appropriate for their kingly status.

There were other professional families that provided c!erics, poets,
smiths, etc. (see Chapter 7), but the largest group of professionals by far
wercthewarriors. Themaintenance ofastandingforcewasacharacteristic
ofGaelic lordship. These wartiors, known in Lowland sources as caterans
(Gaelic, ceatham), were quartered on the local population and could
extract blackmail from the surrounding areas. These were no doubt the
enemies and rebels that David II had required]ohn to expel in 1369- The
MacLeans emerge in the fourteenth century from relative obscurity as a
clan with a crucial military tole in the Lordsfnp. The two brothers, Hector
and I^chIan, had been vassals or supporters of the MacDougalls but were
given large grants of land in Mull by ]ohn, Hector receivmg Lochbuie and
Lachhui the lands of Duart. Lachlan seems also to have been appointcd
steward ofJohn's household. A well-inforrned eighteenth-century geneal-
ogist of the MacLeans has it that Lachlan was made the Lord of the lsles'
Lieutenant General in time ofwar, a position passed on to his heirs. Hugh
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MacDonald's History records that John kept a standing force ol men under
the command of Hector MacLean for the defence of Locliaber and die
frontiers of his lands. Lachlan was given conirol not just of Duart Castle
but also the fortresses in the Treshnish and GarveUach Islands. From these,
with a force of galleys, he could command rhe watets around the Mull
group of islands, Loch Linnhe and the coast of Lorn. Lachlan's son and
successor Hector was given the command of the right wing of the arrny of
the Lordship at the Battle of Harlaw in l4l 1 and is described by John
Major, writing in the early sixteenth century, as the Campiductorem (driU-
master)7

The lordship that John established for himseif in the Isles was con-
sciously one of kingly status. In the troubled years from the death of
Robert Bruce in 1329 to the return ofhis son, David II, from exile in
France in 134l he had a relatively tree hand to consoIidate his position.
David II could hardly, however, have looked upon him with kindness.
John had backed Edward BaUiol and sided with King Edward II of
England, and it initially appeared that he would suffer the conscquences,
with a royaI charter of many of his lands, including lslay, being issued,
soon after David's return, to Angus, son ofJohn de Insulis. This John de
Insulis was Iain Sprangach, a younger brother ofAngus Og and founder of
the Maclans of Ardnamurchan.

An English chronicler tells us that a dispute arose in Scotland in 1342
between John [of Islay] and David, and the king had to back down in
order not to imperil his hold on his kingdom.' A meeting was arranged
between the two parties at Ayr in June 1343, resiiltmg in the granting to
John ofacharter ofthe isiands ofIslay, Gigha, ]ura, CoIonsay, Mull, Tiree
and Coll with their small islands; Lewis; the lands ofMorvern, Lochaber,
Duror, Glencoe; tKe keepership of the adjacent castles of Cairn na Burgh
More and Cairn na Burgh Beg in the Treshnish Islands, and the keeper-
ship of the castle of Dun Chonnuul in the GarveUachs. Skye and Kintyre,
however, were withheld. A charter with the same date and place as John's
was granted to Ranald MacRuairi of the islands of Uist, Barra, Eigg, Rum
and the lands ofGarmoran.'"

John probably never offered any more than lukewarm support for
David II. There is no evidence that he rurned out to fight with the rest of
the Scottish host in the campaign against the English that led to disaster
and the capture ofthe king at Neville's Cross in 1346. Later that year he
renewed his allegiance to Edward III, not as a mere subject but as an ally
that could enter into a treaty.''

John was intent on building up his own power base in the west and
making alliances with other important families around his spherc of
influence. He married Amie, the sister of Ruairi, the chief of the
MacRuairis. There is a papal dispensation for this marriage dated 4 June
1337. Ruairi was murdered by the Earl of Ross in 1346 and John
unexpectedly fell heir to the MacRuairi inheritance. He had already, in
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1342, concluded a rnarriage aUiance with the Earl of Ross who had been
granced Skye by David II, thus taking it away from the MacDonaIds.

About 1350 John married, secondIy, Margaret, daughter ofRobert die
Stewart. The Stewarts wete powerful rivals ofthe MacDonaIds in the Firth
ofClyde but for much ofthe reign ofDavid II neither farnily was in ravour
at court.

Meanwhile the chief of the MacDougaIls returned from exile in
England in the 1350s. This was John GaUda (the foreigner), and in
1354 he and the Lord ofthe Isles patched up their family differences. The
Lord of Lorn had to recognise the Lord of the Isles' control over his
family's former possessions ofMull, Tiree, the upper part ofJura and the
isIand fortresses of Cairn na Burgh More, Cairn na Burgh Beg and Dun
Chonnuill. In return for this he was rewarded with a grant of the isknd of
Coll and the neighbouring part of Tiree, and the Lord of the Isles
recognised his right to build eight ships ofsixteen or twelve oars.

With David II a prisoner in England from 1346 to 1357 and his father-
in-law, the Steward, acting as Lieutenant, John was again relatively free
from outside interference. When the English finaUy agreed terms for
David II's reIease in 1357 John, as an aUy and adherent of thc English
king, was induded in the truce between the two countries. He was
also specifically excluded from having to make any contributions to
David's ransom.

Odaer lords with lands in the west, including Robert Stewart, the Earl of
Ross, John MacDougall and Gillespie Campbell of Lochawe, were
reluctant to pay taxes for the ransom but the kmg worked away at their
resistance by a combination ofbullymg and offering rewards. The Lord of
the lsies was a different matter, finaIly brought to a face-to-face meeting
with David at Inverness in November 1369. Unlike their meeting at Ayr
twenry-slx years earliet John this time had to back down. We can only
guess at the threats and the diplomatic efforts behind the scenes that
persuaded John to go to Inverness in thc first place and caused him to
submit.

John was forced to admit that he had committed acts of negligence and
he now undertook to obey royal officials and pay all the coiitributions and
taxes that he owed. He had to expel enemies and rebels from his lands and
lordship and he promised to send three hostages for his good behaviour to
be warded in Durnbarton Castle - Donald his son, a grandson caIled
Angus, and a natural son also called Donald. It is likely that David never
saw any of the Lord of the Isles' money, and the death of the king in
February 1371 removed any need for John to pay up.

With the accession ofRobert Stewart as King Robert II in 1371, John
reaped yet more rewards. Within weeks ofbecoming king, his father-in-
law confirmed his hold on the MacRuari lands, and in 1376 he granted
hirn Kintyre and part ofKnapda!e. The extent ofJohn's lordship was now
considerable, possibly even rivailing that ofthe Kingdom ofthe Isles under
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Godred Crovan and his own ancestor Somerled. John did not have the Isle
ofMan or the islands in the Firth ofClyde, and it is not clear ifhe retained
control of Lewis. It was listed with the Earldom of Ross when lt was
confirmed to the Countess Euphemia and het husband Alexander Stewan,
the Earl of Buchan, in 1382. Perhaps it had been taken from John by
David II as a punishment. Skye also beIonged with die Eatldom of Ross
but both islands, alongwith areas ofWester Ross may have been firmly in
John's sphere ofinfluence. Possession ofLorn was to elude him. It passed
to John Stewart of Innermeath when John GaUda (MacDougaU) died
sometime between 1371 and 1377 leaving no male heits, andwas acquired
by the Earl ofArgyll in 1469. He had, however, the substantial territory of
Lochaber in Inverness-sbJre, part ofthe old province ofMoray.'

As befits his kingLy status there is evidence ofdie patronage exercised by
John, his building works, and d*e flourishing of a distinctive West
Highland cuIture. l^e Book of ClanranaM recotds his devotion to the
Church. He kept monks and priests in his company, made donations to
lona and built or restoted the chapels on Orsay, at Finlaggan, bodi Islay,
and on Eilean Mot in Loch Sween. Remarkably, a haif-gtoat of David lI or
Robert II was recovered in excavations at the chapel at Finlaggan,
embedded in its mortar, confirmation of this account. He aIso erected
'the monastery ofthe Holy Cross' - presumably meaning Otonsay Priory,
one of the last priories or abbeys to be founded in ScodanA,

John's territories contained many castles and other dwellings, many of
which were inherited from his predecessors and the MacRuairis and
MacDougalls. He must have spent much ofhis time progressing around
his estates, enjoying local renders of rent Jn kind, dispensing hospitality
and ordering the affairs ofhis lordship. On Islay his main residence was at
Finkggan on the site of the earh'er casde.

Although protected by the waters ofLoch Finlaggan it is striking that
the residentiaI complex that developed on Eilean Mor in the fourteenth
century was not defended by fortifications. It was not a castle. There was a
chapel, already mentioned, with an associated burial ground, and several
houses, including workshops, stores and kitchens. At the end ofthe island,
adjacent to Eilean na Comhairle, there was an area separated off by a wall
from the rest ofthe isSand, containing a hatt and other buildings, probably
the private quarters of the lords. Thc main building on the island was a
great haU with a slate roof. It would have dominated the view ofFinlaggan
seen by visitors as diey approached (Plates XV, XVI). It, rather than casde
walls, was an approptiate symbol ofJohn's status in a society that measured
the greatness ofits leaders by their generosity in entertaimng.'^

The late-fourteenth-century Chronicle of John of Fordun records that
theLordoftheIsleshadthecasdeofDunyvaigandtwomansionsonIslay.
Finlaggan was one of these mansions. The other was at Kikhoman. There
is no trace of this mansion today. It is probabIe that it survived into dre
seventeenth century to be the 'choice mansion house' of the Campbell

Lairds ofIslay. A report published in 1800 describes near KIkhoman 'an
old, ruinous, gloomy building, which was once the seat of the turbukm
Macdonald, ptince of the Isles'. It was then occupied by the minister of the
parish. '

On lsIay and elsewhere in the West Highlands the vitality ofculture in
the Lordship of the Isles is evident in the many fme grave-slabs and
commemorative crosses that survive from the Medieval Period. This
tradition of sculpture seems to have Hfted off in the time of John I Lord
of the IsIes. Fine examples that probably date to his Iifetime include the
cross at the old parish church of Kilchoman that commemorates members
ofthe locaI medical family, the Macbe&s or Beatons, and a small grave-
slab, possibly a child's, in die chapel at Finlaggan (Plate XVU).

By the time of his death, probably in 1387, John had achieved a
remarkable transiormation ofhis family's fortunes, passing on a legacy that
was to endure for over a hundred years. He is said to have died at his castle
of Ardtornish on the coast of Morvern, and to have been buried with his
fadier in St Oran's Chapel on Iona.

By his first wifc, Amie MacRuairi, John had several sons, the most
notable ofwhom were Ranald, the eponym ofClanranald, and Godfrey of
Uist. By his secondwife, Margaret Stewart, his sons included DonaId, his
successor as Lord of the Isles; John (Iain Mor), die ancestor of the
MacDonalds of Dunyvaig and the Glynns, leaders of Clan Donald South;
and Alexandcr of Lochaber, ancestor of the MacDonaJds of Keppoch.

Sometime prior to 1373 John granted his son Ranald d"ie lands he had
inherited from Amie MacRuairi. According to the Book of Clanranald,
Ranald was already ruIing the lordship as Steward at the time of his elderly
father's death. It is sureIy significant that he had a commemorative cross
erected to himselfat the chapel ofTexa, opposite Dunyvaig Castle on Isky
(Plate XVUI). Perhaps this sttonghold was the main centre of his
administration prior to it being given to his younger half-hrother John.

Nevertheless, it was Ranald himself who is said to have proclaimed
Donald, his younger half-brother, Lord ofdie Isles in succession to John.
The Book of Clanranald says that Ranald had invited the nobles of the
Isles and his own 'brethern' to Kildonnan on the island of Eigg and there
handed him the sceptre. This nomination of DonaId, however, was
contrary to the opinion of the men of the fafes. Possibly there was
concern that Donald wouId turn away from his father's policy ot building
up a Gaelic kingdom in the Isles and would aIlow himseIf to be dominated
by his mothcr's kin and Lowland cuIture. This was not to be the case. The
law of primogeniture did not hold sway in Irish or Gaelic cuIture at this
time and Donald must have owed his election to the fact that he was yotmg
and strong. RanaId, himself, may have been ruled out because ofhis age or
health. He is said to have died six years after his father.''

Links, which could reasonably have been viewed as treasonable by the
Scottish government, were maintained with the English court. King
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Richard II authorised the Bishop ofSodor {Man) to treat with Donald, his
brodier John and haIf-brother Godfrey in 1388, and from 1389 to 1396
John is listed as an alIy of Rlchatd II in negotiations for the truce with
France and het allies, induding Scotland. There was a curious sequel to the
MacDonalds' relationship with Richard II a few years later. It is claimed
that Richard, having been deposed and imprisoned by his successor Henry
IV, managed to escape and make his way to the Isles. Here he was
recognised and discovered in the kitchen of DonaId Lord of the lsles by
either a jester who had been trained at Richard's coutt, or John MacDo-
nald's Irish wife. Donald had him sent to the Scottish court where he was
treated with respect and given royal honours. He died at Stirling CastIe in
1419."

The discovery of the deposed English king in DonaId's kitchen - at
Finlaggan? - must have been about 1401. It cannot reasonably be doubted
that this Richard was an impostor. This must have been known to the
MacDonaIds and also to the leading tigares at the Scottish court - so who
was kidding whorn and for what purpose? Was it a pIoy by Donald and
John to distract attention ftom the fact that in l401 they were issued witK
safe conducts to go and treat with the new EngUsh king, Henry IV? It
certainiy suited the Scottish Governor, the Duke of Albany, to entertain
this Richard and try and use him as a means ofgetting support from the
French for war with England.^

It is clear from the above that the traditionaI interests of the MacDo-
naIds in Ireland were not forgotten aitet the succession of Donald. There
were by this time several MacDonald ramilies of GaUoglass (hereditary
warriors} estabIished in that island, some of them descended from
Alexander son of Angus Mor. The main player from our point of view
was Donald's younger brother John, not least because he was the
progenitor of a btanch of the MacDonaIds that were important land-
owners on Islay until the early seventeenth century. John was given die
epithet 'great' and hence the clan that looked to him as its founder was
known as Clann Iain Mhoir. It could also be referred to as the MacDo-
naIds of Islay or Clan Donald South.

John married Margery Bisset, heiress of the Glynns ofAntrim, about
1390. The Glynns are a substantial track of land in north-east County
Antrim consisting of seven tuatha (countries or lordships) that were to
remain with John's descendants until the eighteenth century. They gave
John great power and prestige in the Isles, as well as Ireland, and put him
in direct contact with the English kings Richard 11 and Henry W."

John had received from his father I20 merks ofland tn Kintyre and 60
merks of land in Islay, These Islay lands can be identiFied as those
extending to aImost 60 merks that were included in the Barony of Bar
created in 1545 forJohn'sdescendant,JamesMacDonald (Fig. 5.1). They
included lands in Kildalton, the Oa, Kilarrow and Kilmeny. John's main
residence, from which he took his territorial designation, was the castle of
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Figure 4.1 Map of Lordship of the Isles and Earldom of Ross.
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Dunyvaig. By the time he acquired it, the small enclosure castle of the
twelfth or thirteenth century had been developed into a much larger
comp!ex with a hall-house on the roek stack jutting into the sea, frontcd by
a smali inner, and large outer, courtyard. This outer courtyard had a sea-

gate large enough for drawing in gaUeys.
Alexander, the younger brother of both John and Donald Lord of the

Isles, is said by Hugh MacDonald to have refused his father's offer of
Trotternish in Skye in favour of the Lordship of Lochaber. He expanded
MacDonald power from Lochaber up the Great Glen by extortion and
blackmail. An indenturc of 1394 between him and Thomas Dunbar, Earl
of Moray, shows how the earl had to pay Alexander a yearly fee of80 merks
as protection money for the lands ofthe Earldom and Bishopric ofMoray.
The document specifically lays down that Alexander will not burden these
lands with his own men or other caterans. The indenture was for seven
years, and in July 1402, presumably because it was not renewed, Alexander
demonstrated the price of non-compliance by sacking the Chanonry of
Elgin and burning much ofthe town ofElgin itseIf. In October ofthat year
Alexander, having been excommunicated by the Bishop of Moray, felt
compelled to return to E^in to seek forgiveness and absolution, but

he only did so at the head of a large arrny.
Sometime between 1395 and 1398 Alexander also took the royal casde

of Urquhart. The castle overlooks Loch Ness and controlled the route
from Loch Linnhe through the Great Glen to Inverness and the Moray
Firth. With Urquhart Castle under their control the forces ofthe Lordship
would have been able to sail their gaUeys through thc lochs of the Great
Glen. This acquisition, however, was seen as a step too far by the
government. A general council at Perth in April 1398 agreed that a large
army should be sent against Donald, Lord of me Isles, and his two
brothers.TheleadersofthisarmyweretobeKingRobertIirsbrother, the
Earl ofFife (also called Robert), and the heir to the throne, his son the Earl
of Carrick. Fife was now made Duke of Albany and Carrick Duke of
Rothesay, pethaps as a deliberatc propaganda drive to stress the role ofthe
royal ramily as leaders and not persecutors of the Gaels. Both titles would
have been seen to locate their spheres of interest in Gaelic regions of
Scotland and suggested the Gaelic roots of the dynasty. The army was
gathered at Dumbarton that summcr and an expedition launchcd against
the Lordship, resulting in the submission of Donald and his imprisonment
of his brother Alexander. Despite the council's wish that Urquhart Castle
should revert to royal control there is no certain evidence that this
happened, and Donald had released his brotherwithout royal permission

by November 1399.̂
Clearly the power and influence of the MacDonald brothers were not

significantly curtailed by the events of 1398, and an even greater extension
ofMacDonald power was to come through the marriage of Donald with
Mariota Leslie, sister of Alexander Earl of Ross, sometime prior to l402

(Fig. 4.1). In that year, the earl died, leaving a daughtcr, Euphemia, as his
heiress, but the earldom, which was the largest territorial earldom in
Scotland, was claimed by Donald in right of his wife. Euphemia was
supported by her grandfather, die Duke of Albany, who then governed
Scotland on behalfofhis brother, King Robert IlI. Donald may have been
in eflfective control of much of the earldorn, including its main castle of
Dingwall, by l4ll, when the forces ofthe lsles ramously clashed with a
roya! army at Harlaw, near lnverurie in Aberdeenshire. The incitement to
battle said to have been composed by a MacMhuirich bard prior to the
confHct is a stirring string of exhoctations for the 'chikiren of Conn of the
Hundred Battles' to be stout-hearted, vigorous and dcxterous, for now was

the time to win recognition.Writing in the early sixteenth century, tbe historian ]ohn Major saw the
battle as a struggle between the wild and the civilised Scots, and tells how
as a schoolboy it was thc theme ofhis games. It was cenainly the case that
Donald's army, perhaps as many as 10,000 strong, was drawn from the
Highlands and Islands while the forces that opposed him were largely
contingents from the norrj>eastetn Lowlands, commanded by Alexander
Stewart, Earl of Mar. Donald's precise aims are not altogether clear,
though contemporaries feared that he would take control of Scotland
as far south as the River Tay. His route probably took him through the
Earldom ofRoss, picking up support as he went, and thence he moved on

to threaten Abetdeen.The battle was hard fought with many casualties, the main one on
Donald's side being Hector MacLean ofDuart, the chiefofthe MacLeans.
Both armies parted at the end ofthe day, perhaps neither very sure which
had come offbetter. ln the immediaie aftermath, Albany, at the head of
another army, recaptured Dingwall Castle from the MacDonalds, and the
following summer gathered three forces to attack Donald. The latter camc
to him at Lochgilp and offered oaths and hostages to keep the peace and
provide protection fot the king's subjccts. In l415 Aibany's grand-
daughter Euphernia resigned the earldom and it was re-granted by Albany
tohJsson]ohn, EarlofBuchan. After Buchan diedin l424 itwas retained

by King Janies I.The reality on the ground, however, was undoubtedly somewhat
different, with all ot most ofthe lands ofthe earldom under MacDonald
sway through to John II Lord ofthe Isles' forfeiture in l475. Donald's grip
on earldom lands was strengthened through the support he received from
the main kindreds in Wester Ross, including the MacKenzies, Mathesons
and Gillanders. A rare surviving charter issued by him in l4l5 records a
grant to Angus MacKay of Strathnaver, the head of another important
northern clan, of lands in Sutherland associated with the Eaildom of

Ross."We mentioned above that the Bishop of Sodor was authorised by King
Richard I1 of England to treat with Donald, his brother ]ohn and half-
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brother Godfrey in 1388. The negotiations, assuming they took pUce,
must largeiy have been about eccIesiastical afrairs, most importantly che
schism in the Church that resulted in two lines ofpopes from l378. The
Roman popes were supporred by the kjngs ofEngland, and mevitably, the
rivaI line ot Avignonese popes was supported by the Scots. The Bishop of
Sodor was based in the Isle of Man, the only part of his diocese under
English control, and he adhered to the Roman Pope. Another bishop,
Michael, was now insta!led in the Scottish part of the diocese, probably
choosing Snizort on Skye as his cathedral. This marked another split in the
Church in the lsles conforming to political realities. The new Scottish
Bishopric ofthe Isles ateo broke its links with Nidaros (Trondheim), and
when the Archbishopric of St Andrews was established in 1472 it was
clearly fully part ofthe Scottish Church.^ The break away ofthe Church
in the Isles from the control of a bishop based in Man presumably suited
Donaid. lt would have strengthened his hoSd on his vast lordship,

The datc of Donald's death is given in lrish sources of the seventeenth
century as l422. He may, as indicated by the Book ofClanranald, have
resigned control of the lordship to his son Alexander prior to his death.
This history aiso states that he became a monk in the monastery at Iona,
but afterwards passed away on Islay. Hugh MacDonald beUeved he died at
Ardtornish in Morvern. The Book of ClanranaId also credits him with
giving land in MuU and Islay to Iona Abbey.''

In a Gaelic charter of 1408 relating to lands on Islay (see Chapter 7)
Donald signs himsetfas MacDhomnuill (The MacDonald). This style of
using tKe surname as a title parallels, if not anticipates, the way that Irish
kings designated themselves in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.
Donald did not, as far as is known, adopt the title ofEarl ofRoss, which
he may have regarded as of lesser status dian MacDhomnuill or Ri Innse
Gali, though other contemporary documents refer to him as lord of the
earldonv ' In any case, Donald may have been prepared to aim much
higher than a mere earldom. His main protagonist was the Duke of
Albany, by l4Q6 ruling Scotland on behaifofhis nephew King James I, a
prisoner in England. Hector MacLean ofDuart had been given an English
safe conduct in 1405 to go and visit James I, presumably at the behest of
Donald, but whether this was because James was looking for support from
Donald, or vice versa, in a potentiaI struggle with Albany, is not apparent.
Donald must, like many of his contemporaries, have doubtcd whether
James would ever succeed to tKe throne. His 1411 campaign may really
have been about making a bid for the Kingdom of Scodand rather than

just Ross.
The Gaelic charter of l408 is a unique survival of a type of document

that might have been issued by Donald to many of the leaders of Isles
society to record grants of land and other arrangements. His title,
MacDhomnuilL, appears to have been written in his own hand, and his
doctor, Fergus Macbeth, also signed his own narne. This is, perhaps, the
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oldest known deed in Scodand witb the signature of laymen, It is the
earliest surviving original document issued by a Lord of the Isles. The
second oldest is a charter of l4lO issued by Donald at Aros on Midl in
December l4lO, confirminga grant byChristina MacRuairi. lt iswritten

in competent Latin of the period/ *
These documents provide a tantalising glimpse of whac may have been a

considerable output ofdocuments in tKe two languages, Gaelic and Latin.
Although it appears that it was Fergus Macbeth who drew up the l408
charter, it was probably more nocmal for such tasks to taiI to die clergy
who are noted by the Book of ClanranaId as the companions of Donald,
and John 1 before him. The Lords' chaplaim may often have doubled as
secretaries for such duties. The chapel at Finlaggan on Islay would have
had an important role as a place where documents would have been drawn
up and witnessed. TKe earliest surviving evidence of tKis is a notarial
instrument of l4 June l456, recocding a decision ofJohn I1 Lord ofthe
Isles, Adjacent to the chapel the foundations ofa house and byre (buildings
H and J) have been discovered in excavations. Thesc may have been

Qccupied by the chaplain.' ^
By the time James 1 was released from EngUsh captivity in l424 Albany

had been succeeded by his son Murdoch, not just to the extensive Albany
estates bm also to the governorship ofthe realm. Neither he nor his father
stretched diemselves to achieve the release of tKeir royal kinsman, and it is
not gready surprising that James moved against Murdoch early in l425> as
soon as he was confident he had enougK support to achieve his ends. He
was able to caU upon the new Lord of the Isles, Alexander, to sit on the
assize that tried and condemned Murdoch and otKer members of his

faction. "A desire to eliminate Albany may have been the only thing that the Lord
ofthe Isles and his king had in common, and any rapprochement between
the two was to be very short-lived. Indeed, die year after Duke Murdoch's
execution the MacDonalds were supporting his son, James 'the Fat'. He
had managed to escape to Ireland where he must have made contact with
John of Dunyvaig and the Glynns. It was believed that he intended to
invade Scotland and make a bid for the Crown. King ]anves at this time
hadnochildrenofhisownandJames'theFat' wouldhavebeenseenashis

hrir*An Act of Parliament of March V426 forbade unauthocised contact
between Ireland and those parts of Scotland adjacent to it because of the
presence ofthe king's rebels among tKe lrish.' " Other actions by the king
suggest that he was sizing up his options, if not actively planning for the
downfall of the MacDonalds. These deeds included the sending of an
embassy to King Eric of Denmark and Norway in l426 to rearrange
payments ofthe annual sum owed since 1266 for the Western Isles, thus
presumably putting his overlordship of tKe Isles beyond any doubt. HugK
MacDonald was iater to claim that Alexander refused to recognise the



in

tH

trf

lV

fci';
l

o2 ISLAY

sovereignty ot the Kings ofthe Scots over his isUnd possessions. James also
showcd renewed favour to the MacDonalds' opponem at Har!aw, the Earl
ofMar, bolsteringhis position in thc north and in l427 strengthening the
royal castle of Inverness which was in that earl's keeping. The rights of
Robert, a brother ofMurdoch, late Duke ofAlbany, to the Earldom of
Ross were probably bought out. ^ Most significant of all, there was no
recognition by James of Alexander of the Isles' right to be Earl of Ross.

Whether the king was reacting to the MacDonalds' unfriendly actions
or the MacDonalds to a hostile king cannot be known, but the two sides,
while moving apart, were closing in on trouble. Alexander and his clerk,
'sir Nigel', were paid expenses by the royal treasurer in l426, perhaps for a
visit to court to resolve differences, but by l428 there was clcarly no
thought of negotiation in the king's hcad when he invited Alexander, his
mother and other leaders of northern society to come to his casde of
Inverness for a parliament. There, in what can only he viewed as a breach
of trust, he had them arrested and imprisoned. Apart from Alexander and
the Countess of Ross, the prisoners included MacDonald aUies like the
chiefs of the MacKays, the MacKenzies and the Mathiesons. The
MacKenzies and Mathiesons were the two most imporrant kindreds in
Wester Ross at that time.

The king clearly now sought to find a more acceptable leader among the
MacDonalds, one who would be more pliant to royal will. It appeared that
John MacDonald ofDunyvaig might be that man. He was tanist or heir to
the Lord of the Isles, ambitious and experienced, What tealistic hopes
James had to engineer a replacement ofAlexander by his uncle John is not
known but his plans went disastrously wrong when the royal go-between,
James Canipbell, murdered John at a meeting set up to discuss such
marters. The king clearly did not feel strong enough at this point to
dispense with the leaders of Clan Donald altogether and was left with no
effective choice but to deal with Alexander. Alexander was offered a vision
of loyal scrvice bringing rewards, and was set free in l429. His mother
remained in custody, perhaps as a guarantee of his good behaviour.

Whether the king understood it or not, there was little chance that
Alexander woidd now be a good subject, even if he would have been happy
with a life as a royal couttier. His position depended on his ability to lead
his clansmen and there would have been no shortage of cries of revenge for
the death ofJohn MacDonald and other royal insults. The MacDonald
response was almost immediate. Inverness was burnt and a fleet was sent to
Ireland for James 'the Fat', to bring him home and have him establtshed as
king. This nightmare scenario for King James failed to materialise since the
Albany heir died beforc being able to embark. Meanwhilc the king raised
a large atmy and set off to encounter Alexander.

The two sides met in Lochaber on 23 June l429. The MacDonald army
was apparendy as strong in munbers as at Harlaw but not so resolute for
the fight. The Clan Chattan (MacKintosh) and Clan Cameron supporters
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of Alexander were not prepared to fight against the k'mg in person,
withdrew, and surrendered to royal authority. In the ensuing fight the
MacDonald forces were routed. The king followed up this success by
taking the castles ofDingwaU and Urquhart and led a new force into Argyll
to root out Alexander. Castle Sween and the castle of Skipness were taken
and with Kintyre and Knapdale given into the joint keeping of two
Ayrshire knights, Alexander Montgomery of Ardrossan and Robert Cun-
ningham of Kilmaurs.^ Alexander was forced to sue for peace. He was
required to make a humiliating submission at Holyrood Abbey, where,
clad only in his shirt and drawers, and on his knees, he had to offer up his
sword to the king. He was imprisoned in Tantallon Castle in East
Lothian.^

Even now, King James did not feel able or willing to dispose of this
troubler of his peace, and the power of Clan Donald was soon to be
manifest on another battlefield in Lochaber, this time at lnverlochy in
September l431. A royal army led by the earls of Mar and Caithness was
routed by a rnuch smaller force ofIslesmen, Caithness himsetfbeingkiUed.
The hero of the day for the MacDonalds was the eighteen-year-old Donald
'Balloch' (freckled), son of the murdeted John MacDonald of Dunyva'ig.
He thus, in the chronicler Bower's words, 'raised his head from his lair',
giving notice that he would be a power to reckon with.

Remarkably, King James released Alexander from captivity very shortly
afterwards. Perhaps he realised that his best hope ofneutralising the threat
posed by Donald Balloch was to restore Alexander to his lordship ancl
leadership of his clan. Perhaps this time Alexander abo saw a threat to his
own position from his cousin Donald, who would, on rhe strength of his
victory at lnverlochy, most hkely be elected by the clan leaders as Lord of
the Isles should Alexander falter or die.

Alexander had by l431 married a Lowland wife, EHzabeth Haliburton,
perhaps at the instigation of the king. She was from Dirleton, near his
prison in Tantallon Castle. Hugh MacDonald believed that he took a
contingent of 3,000 of his men to join the king's army at the siege of
Roxburgh Castle in l436, In his mother's lifetime he had called himsetf
Lord of the Isles and Master of the Earldom of Ross, but by the beginning
ofJanuary 1437 he had adopted the title ofEarl ofRoss, probably with
King James's approval. The death of the Earl of Mar in l435 would have
meant that Alexander had no effective competitots as the most powerful
lord in the northern parts of the kingdom. It was possibly also James who
had Alexander appointed as justiciar north of rhe Forth, prior to his
murder the foUowing Eebruary. Alexander appears in government records
fromthe middleofl437 as earl, andas justiciar from the beginningofdie
following year.

The restofhislife mayhavebeenspentasaloyal servant oftheCrown.
He was the first head ofhis kindred to be so integrated with mainstream
Scottish society, and the only one to play a major role in the government
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and administration of the country. ln the latter part of his life he was not
onlyoneofthe mostseniorpost-holders ofthe Crown butalso oneofthe
very few earls of adult age or any experience.

There is not much to be gleaned from documentary sources about his
roIe as head of his kindred and administrator of the vast estates of the
Lordship of the Isles and Earldom of Ross. He is known to have granted
charters at FinIaggan in 1427 and l432, and it may have been in his reign
that Finlaggan reached its ml!est development with a remodeIled greac haIl
and copious kitchens. He held the lands of Greenan on die coast of
Ayrshire, just south of the burgh of Ayr. It is not known how or when
these lands came into die possession of the MacDonalds but a foothold
here would have provided useful access to the trading and manufacturing
resources of Ayr and the other Ayrshire burghs. Inverness and Dingwall
would have provided commercial opportunities for the lands of the
Earldom of Ross. Such activities are not wel! documented, but a
grave-siab of the fourteendi or fifteenth century at the church ofKilchiatan
on Islay may provide a clue. Its decoration inciudes a barrel, and an
inscription identifies its owner as John and Donald, surely two merchants.

Alexander would certainly have had some say in the proposal by his
uncle, Angus Bishop of the Isles, to move the cathedral of the Isles from
Snixort in Skye to 'some honest place' and to create tweIve canonries and as
many prebends for the clergy to serve in it. The Pope was petitioned for
licence to carry this out in l433 but there is no evidence of the plan being

realised.
Alexander is said to have died at Dingwall on 8 May l449 and to have

been buried at the Chanonry of Ross - that is in the cathedral of the
Diocese of Ross at Fortrose. He was succecded as Earl ofRoss and Lord of
the lsles by his son John, then about nfteen years of age. ]ohn was
betrothed, probably through an arrangement made by his father, to
Elizabeth, daughtcr of ]ames Livingston, the chamberlain and one of
the most powerful men in the government during Klng James II's
minority. A poem by Giolia Coluim that appears to date to the 147Qs

or '80s describes John as

. . . the sternest to win land that is not yet thine;
to oppose thee, thou king of Islay, great the effort!

A more accuratc picture, possibly, is given by a later clan historian who
c!aimed that John was a meek, modest man, brought up at court - a
schoIar more fit to be a churchman than to lead Clan Donald. It was also
in l449 that James II took over personal government ofhis kingdorn and
begaii to turn against diose that had held the reins of power in the
preceding years. James Livingston was an early casualty, arrested that year
and forfeited the following. This left John II Lord of the lsles stripped of
powerful allies at court and denied any dowry for his new wife.
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The death of Alexander of the Isles may also have had the eflfect of
unleashing Donald Balloch. He is said to have tled to Ireland in the
aftermath of his victory at lnverlochy in order to escape royal vengeance.
Nothing much is heard ofhini fVom l431 until the succession ofJohn as
Lord of the lsles but it is likely that in the intervening years he not only
consolidated his family's hold in Ireland but also built upon his status in
the lands of the Lordship. In l433 he combined with the O'Neills in
Ireland to inflict a series of defeats against the O'Donnells and other
enemies. He may already have been expanding his Scottish lordship
eastwards to the island ofArran where one Ranald mac Alexander, possibly
a close kinsman, was occupying royal lands in the north of the island,

including Lochranza, from the l430s onwards.
It was probably Donald Balloch who persuaded the young and

inexperienced John II to take by force what he was denied by an
unsympathetic king. In l451 he captured the royal castles of Urquhart
and Inverness and destroyed Rudiven Casde in Badenoch. According to
the Auchinleck Chronicler, John claimed he had been promised the
keeping of Urquhart Castle for three years by the king and he now
instaUed his father-in-Iaw, James Livingston, as its keeper. His motive for
destroying Ruthven Castle would undoubtedly have included damaging
the interests of a new regional rival, the Earl of Huntly. Ruthven was the
caput ofhis Lordship ofLochaber. In the followingyear Donald Balloch
led a devastating raid on royal lands in the Firth of Clyde including
Inverkip on the coast ofRenfrewshire and the islands ofBute, Cumbrae
and Arran. The castle of Brodick was destroyed.

This second MacDonald raid was undertaken, at least partially, in
support ofthe Black Douglases, all-powerful during KingJames's minority
but now being viewed by him in a hostile manner. The Earls of Ross,
Douglas and Crawford signed a bond of friendship, probably soon after
the kmg began his personal rule. ^ This need not have been seen by the
king as a hostile act. Such bonds were an importam and characteristic way
of nurturing friendship and avoiding misunderstandings among the
Scottish nobility. James did, however, see that this bond posed a threat
to himself, and perhaps he was not wrong. The refusal of the Earl of
Douglas to renounce it was to lead to his rnurder at the king's hand in

1452.James II achieved the extirpation of the Black Douglases before his
warlike reign was cut short in l460 by the blowing up ofone ofhis own
guns. John I1 remained beyond his reach and relatively quiet, and the king
preferred to acquiesce to his taking of coyal castles rather than have him
join forces with the Douglases. There is some evidence of friction in the
north betwcen John II and the Earl ofOrkney after the latter was awarded
the Earldom of Cajthness in l455. The earl was a loyal and trusted
supporter ofJames II, and the MacDonalds may have felt threatened by
this development. The king was more concerned to tackle Donald
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BaUoch, and there is evidence for a royal expedition to the Firth ok Clyde
in l457 or 1458, probably to redaim Arran. About the same time CoIm
Campbell of Lochawe was created Earl of Argyll. There can be no doubt
diat diis Ioyal supporter of the Crown was seen as a bulwark against die
MacDonalds.

The minority ofJames III appeared to provide new opportunities for
the MacDonalds. John lI led a delegation ofsenior Islesmen to the fitst
pariiament of the new reign in February l46l but got nothing for his
troubles. He was clearly unhappy with the arrangements made for the
minority government and the fact that the young king was to be looked
after by the Earl ofOrkney. His response was a devastating raid on Orkney
that summet. MeanwhiIe DonaId Balloch appears to have taken Arran
again, raided Bute and besieged the royai casde ofRothesay. An attempt
was made by the government to bringJohn back into the fotd through a
meeting held on Bute with Bishop Kennedy ofSt Andrews, but John had
another option to pursue.'

This was one of the most infamous events in the whoIe history of
the MacDonalds, the signing of the so-calied treaty of Westminster-
Ardtornish. It was actuaUy an indenture between King Edward IV of
England, on the one hand, andJohn II, Donald BaIloch and Donald's son
John, on the other, by which the latter woidd becoine subjects of the
English king and receive wages from him. Furthermore, they agreed that
should Edward conquer Scotland with MacDonald support then John II,
Donald Balloch and his son woiJd divide Scotland north of the Clyde-
Forrh isthmus equally among them while the exiied Earl of Douglas
would be reinstated in his lands in the southern part of the country.

Donald Ba!loch and his son clearly had more to gain from this than
John. It is tikely that Donald was the driving fbrce, perhaps using his
position as a landowner in Ireland to make the initial contacts. It was
his brother Ranald along with Duncan, the Archdeacon of the Isles,
who was appointed to go to England to draw up the agrcement. Was
this mere irtesponsible opportunisrn, with John II being coerced by his
uncle Donald Balloch, or were there deeper reasons? Given that John II
feIt excluded from court and government and had powerful enemies
there, perhaps this was a logical approach - strike before stricken.
There was no move, however, by Edward IV to conquer Scotland, nor
did John gather his forces for a challenge against royal authority.
Indeed, in Inverness in August 1464 John reached an accommodation
with the Scottish administration, which probably covered several issues,
including the activities of Donald Balloch in the Firth ofClyde and his
support for his nephew, Allan MacDougall, in his bid to be head of the
Clan Dougall, against the interests of the Earl ot Argyll. Donald
Balloch must have lost his grip on Arran by l467 when Lord Boyd,
then in contro! ofthe young KingJames III, had his son Thomas made
Earl of Arran."
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Donald BaUoch's niain interest after l461 may have been in his Irish
lands, but the source of much of his power - manpower and ships -
remained in Scodand. As a proven war leader he must have been able to
attract a fouowing from areas beyond his personal lordship, but several of
theshipsheledinthegreatraidsofl431, l433and 1452wouldhavebeen
fVom Islay. A charter of the Tenandry of Lossit in 1617 tndicates that this
quarter land was to provide a boat witb lourteen oars (or else flO) instead
ofthe more normal mix ofproduce and money. This rnay he a unique
survival of a type of service that was pUced on several lands in Islay and
eIsewhere in the Lordship. From a 16l5 repon to the Privy Council on
West Highland shipping it can be deduced that the I^ossit boat was a
btrlinn, each of its fourteen oars pulled by three meii. Many West
Highland ships of the period would have been bigger vessels known as
gal!eys, with eighteen to twenty-four oars each. The Auchinleck Chronicle
gives Donald Balloch's forces in the mid of l452 as 100 gaUeys contalning
a total of 5,000 to 6,000 men; that is somewhere in the region offifty to
sixty men and sixteen to twency oars per boat. The overaU size pfthis force
may indeed be reported realisticaUy at 5,000 or 6,000 men.

Donald's main Scottish stronghold, Dunyvaig Castle on Islay, overlooks
a sheltered bay, albeit difficult of access to those without local knowledge
of the rocks diat partiaUy block its entrance. There is a boat landmg, a
cleared area among the rocks below the casde waUs, and a sea-gate opposite
it that a birlinn could be taken through.

It was probably no coincidence that James III became aware of the
MacDonalds' agreement of 1461 with Edward IV in the aftermath ofthe
Scottish-English Treaty of l474. John II was summoned to answer
charges of treason before Parliament in December 1475 but did not
appear. Sentence of forfeitute was passed against him. A deterrnined king
raised artnies to hound him in the foUowing year, empowering rhe
MacDonalds' main rivals; including the earls of Argyll and Huntly, to
join the chase. Donald Balloch, now in his sixties and perhaps within
weeks of his own death, was not there to support his chief, and the latter
submitted to royal authority. ThatJuly he was stripped ofhis Earldom of
Ross, Knapdale and Kintyre, the shertftship ofInverness and die casdes of
Inverness and Nairn. He was allowed to kcep Islay and aU the other island
territories he held beforc forfeiture, Morvern, Garnioran, the Lordship of
Lochaber, lands ofDuror and Glencoe, the lands ofGreenan in Ayrshire
and the lands ofKingedward in Aberdeenshire. To add insult to injury, he
was created a lord ofparliament as Lord ofthe Isles, a status that equated in
no way to that he and his forebears had enjoyed as Ix>rd of the Isles.
Although the title was the same, his peers would have been in no doubt of

the change.
This humiliation of their dan chief evidently precipitated schisms

among the MacDonald chiefs and other leaders ofWest Highland society.
John continued to command the support of cIan chiefs like MacLean of
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Duart, MacLeod of Harris and MacNeilI of Barra, perhaps because he
rewarded them generously, Some of the MacDonaid chiefs, however,
!ooked to John's son, Angus Og, for Ieadership. Angus Og, born of a
concubine rather than John's estranged wife, Elizabeth Livingston, had
efTectively been recognised as John's heir in the royal charrer rescinding his
forfeiture.' He was clearly made of sterner material than his father,
Indeed one ofthe charges againsthis fatherin Parliamentin l475 was that
he had usurped royal audiority by appointing his bastard son as his
lieutenant. Hugh MacDonald's history suggests that Alexander Og chased
his rather out of Islay. This may partially exp!ain the liferent of lands in
Kintyre given toJohn by KingJames III in l481, perhaps in compensa-
tion, and as an attempt to bolster the authoriry of the pliant father against
the mireasonable - from the king's viewpoint - son. Another reason was
the effort John made in l481 to capture the envoy sent by King Edward
IV of England to enomrage Donald Balloch's son and hdr, John, to rebel
against the King of Scots.

A note in the F,xchequer Rolls indicates that Arran had been devastated
by the Islesmen about l476, probably in a raJd by Angus Og, also
mentioned by Hugh MacDonald. Angus Og was not for giving up the
Earidom of Ross without a fight. The king's uncle, John, Earl of AthoU,
was rewarded in l481 for his part in suppressing the rebellion ofthe Lord
ofthe Isles, and Hugh MacDonald describes how Angus Og defeated an
army led by Atholl at Logiebraid in Ross. It is not cIear ifAngus Og was
campaigmng in Ross in 1480-81 or whether Logiebraid took place in
l476 when King James III had mobiIised considerable forces to bring
down Angus's father. Atiioll may have been taken prisoner by Angus and
imprisoned for a spell on Islay. Whatever the case, as James III's authority
disintegrated from l482, leading to civil war and his murder in l488, it is
probabIe that Angus Og retained some conrrol of the earldom/

Continuing enmity between John II and Angus Og resuited in a navaI
engagement berween father and son - 'the BattIe of Bloody Bay' - fought
near Toberrnory, MuiI, perhaps in l484. John II and his supporters came
offworse. Wider hostilitJes are suggested by a claim in 1542 that MacLean
ofDuartdeeds to theirlands in IslayhadbeendestroyedatatimeofdeadJy
feud by Angus Og/'

A charterofNovember 1485 byAngus, described as Master ofthe lsles
and Lord of Trotternish (in Skye) specificaI!y states that it was granted
with consent of his father and council. This is perhaps not so much an
indication of rapprochement between father and son but the subservience
of the former to the fettCT,

Angus Og met his death in lnverness inl490. This 'Islay's king offestive
goblets' is said to have been murdered in his sleep by his Irish harper,
Diarmid O'Cairbre. The Book of Clanranald says that Angus was
entertaining the men ot the North in Inverness. Possibly the murder,
as inferred by Hugh MacDonald, was che result ofhostiIity between Angus
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and the MacKenzies. That Angus should have been with the men ofthe
North in Inverness at this time suggests diat he retained considerable
authority in Ross and the Great Glen, presumably a large part of the reason
he was killed. The Exchequer Rolls indicate rhat large areas of Ross were
waste in l485 and l486, perhaps as a resutt ofAngus Og's activities in

expanding his power in the region/
Angus had been married to a daughtcr of Colin Campbell, the Earl of

Argyli, and had a baby son, Donald Dubh. There was no question of
leadership ofClan Donald going at ihis time to this child or reverting to
John II. In any case, it appears that Donald Dubh was taken at this time by
his mother to live with her father's family. Instead, Alexander MacDo-
nald of LochaJsh, John II's nephew, ernerged as the new Clan Donald
strongman. He was described in Irish sources as John II's deputy.
Alexander mounted a devastating raid into Ross in the early l490s at the
head of a coalition of clans incIuding the MacDonalds of Clanranald,
Camerons, Macintoshes and the Roses of Kilravock, partially aimed at
strengthening the MacDonald grip on the earldom and at taking revenge
on the MacKenzies. Inverness and its castle were destroyed. This was no
doubt the main reason for the final forfeiture ofJohn II in l493. Although
he may not have sanciioned the raid, and probably had little influence on
his clan, he was held personally responsible, He became a pensioner at the
court ofJames IV, dying in Dundee in 1503,

King James IV was determined that there would never again be a
Lordship of the Isles to chaUenge him or his successors, or cause
disturbances in the West. In the summer and autumn of 1493 he went
to Argyll to receive the submission of many of the leaders of Isles' society.
Theywere givencrown charters ofthoselands theyhadheldofthe Lordof
the Isles, and Alexander of Lochalsh, rar from being pumshed for his
raiding in Ross, was knighted. So was John Mor of Dunyvaig and the
Glynns, son of Donald Balloch. The creation of these two Islesmen as
knights was more than a sign ofroyal favour. It was an attempt to establish
a personal relationship with them, to instil in them some ofthe values and
status ofthis dignity as long understood in courtly circles. In l494 King
James returned to the West and proceeded to build a new castle at Tarbert,
guarding the narrow isthmus between Kintyre and Knapdale, where boats
could be taken across from West Loch Tarbert to the Firth of Clyde. He
also put a garrison in Dunaveny Castle at the south end of Kintyre.

Clearly this royal interest in Kintyre, long dominated by the MacDo-
nalds ofDunyvaig, was most unwelcome to the then chief, John Mor, who
had lost title to them, but presumably not possession, by the first forfeiture
ofJohn II in 1475. He is said in a late and unreliable source to have
stormed the castle in 1494 and hanged its royal governor from the walls
within sight of the king as he passed in his fleet. Certainly, he was
surnmoned that September to answer a charge of aIIeged treason in

Kintyre."
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Whatever the truth ofthis colourful taJe, it seems from later everus that
John Mor broke with King ]ames - or rather the king with John Mor -
soon after hewas knighted m l494. The AnnakofUbteridenuFied him as
'King of Innse GaU' (Lord of the Tstes) and it may have been his
assumption of this title, or election to it by the leaders of Clan Donald,
diat brought royaI opprobrium. As noted above, onIy a tole ofdeputy to
John II had been claimed by Alexander of LochaIsh. The leaders of Clan
Donald may now have agreed to depose John II. About the same time,
AJexandct ofLochaIsh was murdered on Oronsay, possibrjbyJohn Mor's
son, John Cathanach and John MacIan of Ardnamurchan.

The MacIans ofArdnamurchan, with their maln stronghold at Mingary
on the Sound of Mull, were a senior branch of Clan Donald descended
from Angus Mor, Lord ofIslay in the thirteenth cenrury. They also had a
foothold on Isky, lands granted them by AJexander Lordofthe Isles, and
were baiilies ofIslay, at least from the time ofJohn II, probabiy with their
main residence on Islay on die crannog of Eilean MhurreiU in Loch
Finlaggan, within site of the lordly residence on Eiiean Mor. That John
MacIan should have been aUied with the MacDonalds ofDunyvaig is not
surprising. What is, is that a few years later he turned against his own
kinsmen, perhaps after pressiire from James iV when the latter visited
Mingary on another expedition to the Isles in l495- '

In 1499 the king granted a charter to MacIan at Tarbert Castlc as a
reward for capturing Sir John, his son John Cathanach and their accom-
plices, and aIso for handing over the lands of mid Kintyre with the office of
steward. The Anntih of Ubter record that in 1499 John Mor, King of the
Isles, his son John Cathanach and two others were hanged by James IV.
From the Book of CUnranald and Hugh MacDonald's History we learn
that John Cathanach and two or three sons were treacherously taken
prisoner on the island of Finiaggan and taken to Edinburgh where they
were executed. Perhaps Sir John was captured in difTerent circumstances
thanJohn Cathanach. There may be a clue in the MacIan charter of l499
in the requirement for MacIan to give up the lands ofMid Kintyre. He
could have acquired these, aIong with Sir John, as a result of a military
campaien through the MacDonald of Dunyvaie territories in that

. î 82pemnsula.
The capture ofthe MacDonalds at Finlaggan by treachery is intriguing.

ArchaeologicaI excavations have demonstrated that at that time neither
Eilean Mor nor Eilean na Comhairle was fortified. They were not
properties that had belonged to the Dunyvaig family, they and the
neighbouring land of Portaneilean to which they were attached almost
certainIy being demesne land retained by the Lords of the Isles for
themselves. Perhaps, however, the MacDonaId chiefs, inchiding MacIan,
were there for a counciI meeting when MacIan struck. The archaeologicaI
evidcnce also suggests that at some time about the end of the fifteenth
century there were dramatic changes on Eilean Mor, with the great haU
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and other buildings being dismanded and replaced by the more humble
houses and barns of a fanning township. It is possible that MacIan had
instructions from his royaI master to destroy Finlaggan, to prevent it ever
again being the administrative and ceremoniaI centre of n Gaelic Lordship

of the Isles.
The thoroughness ofKingJames's efForts to eliminate any future rhreats

from the Isles is suggested by the creation of a line of defences on the
Kintyre peninsula protecting the Lowlands. Apan from Dunaveny and
Tarbert thete was Kilkerran Casde erected by James at the site ofthe future
burgh ofCampbeltown abouc 1498; Airds Castle at CarradaIe, granted in
l498 to an Ayrshire laird, Sir Adam Reid; SaddeD CastIe, erected about
1508-12 by David Hamilton, Bishop ofArgyU, a loyal supporter ofthe
king; and Skipness Castle, a MacDonaId stronghold granted in 1493 to Sir
Duncan Forrester, an officer of the royal household. Castle Sween in
Knapdale was aIready in the hands ofthe Earl ofArgyU, as was the royaI
castle at Dunoon in Cowal. ArgyU also had another stronghold at Carrick

on Loch Goil. ^
MacIan, as James IV's trusted agent in the West, built up a considerable

landholding in Islay, largely at the expense of the MacDonalds of
Dunyvaig (Fig. 4.2). A royal conftrmation of I505 shows he had been
granted Dunyvaig Casde itself. Information extracted from the grants to
MacIan and the Islay rentaI ofl507 indicates that he held land there with
an extent ofil30 at a time when the totaI for the Iands on the island listed
in Uie rentals was computed at f212 5s 4d These fl30 lands un-
doubtedly included the 60 merk (f,4ff) !ands that had been granted to the
founder of the house of Dunyvaig in the fourteenth century.

InJune 15Q6 MacIansubmittedanaccountofdie rents oftheisland to
the king's commissioners at Dunadd in mainland Argyll. A large part of
the meeting appears to have been taken up with defusing possible conflict
over land between MacIan and Lachlan MacLean of Duart, another major

Islay landholder.^
LachIan MacLean's father, Hector, had been one of the followers of

John II at the Battle of Bloody Bay and may have been rewarded with
lands on Islay for his support. In 1542 Lachlan's son Hector pcrsuaded
King James V to grant him lands on Islay, with an extenr of over i20, on
the basis that they had belonged to his grandfather but that thc doctiments
to prove this had been destroyed in the time of deadIy feud with Angus
Og. These lands wete in three groups, in geographicaI terms. Firstly, there
were lands in the Rhinns, including Coull, Sunderland and Foreland. By
1540 there was a castle in Loch Gorm that belonged with the land of
Sunderland, and this island may have been the main MacLean residence
on Islay in tbe time ofthe Lordship ofthe Isles. Secondly, there were lands
on the east side of Loch Gruinart and along the north coast of the island,
including Corsapol, Killinallan and Bolsa. And thirdly, there were lands in
the gIen up the middIe of the island, including Daill, Robolls, Kepolls and
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Figure 4.2 John Madan's Islay buids, using MacDougall's map as a iemplate.
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Scanist!e. The iast three were included among the lands gramed by Jarnes
IV to John Maclan, and were no doubt the cause ofthe MacIain/MacLean
squabbiing in 1506. While die MacLeans certainly had a considerable
presence on IsIay in the later sixteenth century it is not clear how successful
they were in preserving what they regarded as their tights before then in
the face of Maclan opposition. Lachlan was in trouble widi the govern-
ment in 15l6 and 1517 for uplifting the king's rents ln Isiay
and ekewhere, a clear indication that he was then trying to establish or
maIntaJn his rights to lands on the island by force.

LachlanwasgivenacharterbyJamesiVin 1496ofIandsinMuU,Tiree,
Juta, Knapdale, Lochaber and elsewhere, which he had held hereditarily,
ail then to be incorporated in a free barony to be known as the Barony of
Duart. Included in these lands was Torlissay on Istay, which then gets
listed in aIl succeeding grants of the Barony of Duart down to the
seventeenth century. Torlissay has never been satistactorily identified
and it can not be credited that the MacLeans had possession of it
throughout the sixreenth century. One possibility is that it was a regional
name for some or all of the Sands held by the MacLeans on Islay in the
fifteenth century, but if so, they miut have forgotten rhis by the late
sixteenth century.

The MacNeirls of Gigha, who were constables of Castle Sween in
Knapdale on behalfofthe Lords ofthe Isles, also held lands in Islay in the
time of the Lordship. These were the five-merk land estate in Kildalton
parish of Knockrinsey and other neighbouring lands. They had belonged
to Malcolm MacNeiU who died r.l494, but it appears that his heir,
Torquil, did not gain entry to his father's lands until several years iater.
The Knockrinsey estate must be included in a holding of twenty-merk
lands, along with MacDonald lands about Dunyvaig, listed in the 1507
rental as the land of Largie.

The 1506 Islay rental Iists the reiatively modest holdings of eight local
gent!emen and officials (ofwhich more in Chapter 7), including a Hugh
MacKay, identifiable as the Coroner ofthe Rhinns, and 'Gilcristo McVaig,
surrigico', the then head of the Macbeths of BaIlinaby. 'Angusio filio
Angusii' (Angus die son of Angus), with a holding of ten-merk lands,
cannot be identified. lt is just possible that he was a descendant of the
Brian Vicar MacKay granted lands in perpetnity in 1408, still hoiding on
to sorne of them. That estate appears in the 1507 rental as the twenty-
metk lands of the Oa and the ten-merk lands of Kintra.

The 1507 rental also lists fA2 5s of church lands, many being
recognisable as the possessitms of Iona Ahbey listed in the papal letter
ofl203 discussed above. The island dwelling in Loch Lossit, now known
as Eilean Mhic Iain (Maclan's Island), niay have been the administrative
headquarters of these lands in Islay, The 33s 4d land of Kilmeny is known
from other sources to have belonged to the Bishop of the IsIes. It is
described in 1580 as a grange, and the medieval chapel, ofwhich there are
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fragmentary remains, would have served the bishop's tenants. The bishop
ako had Iand at lnnerloskin, a now-lost name, but perbaps the chapel site
at Laggan was part ofit. Two chapels are specifically mentioned with the
lands provided for the stipport ofdieir chaplains: the chapel ofSt Columba
(KeiIIs) with the 33s 4d lands of Knocklcaroch and Baloshin; and the
chapel of Finlaggan with the 33s 4d land of BallachlavEn. These generous
provisions probably result from the chaplains of both places being in the
service of the Lords of the Isles. The chapel at KciJls, on architectural
grounds, is ofabout the same date as that at Finkggan. The island ofTexa,
dedicated to Our Lady, had lands on that isIand as wcU as on Islay to the
vaIue of41s 8d. There are the ruins ofa chapel on Texa that must have
setved die lords ofnearby Dunyvaig Castle. It appears to be ofsimilar date
to the chapels of Finlaggan and Orsay. Iands belonging to the prioty of
Oronsay are identified including Sandak (Sanaig?) and 'Superior' (Over)
Sandak, and Gruinart, with a total extent of 48s 4d.

The 'ceUa' ofSt Columba of'Arrobollis' (Nerabus, in the Rhinns) is
included with a value off,4 3s 4d. The use ofdie word 'cella' indicates that
diis was the daughter-house of a monastic estabUshinent, known from
other sources to have been the Augustinian Abbey of Denry in Northern
Ireland. Nerabus was due to pay yearly sixty ells ofcloth - white, black and
grey - or Sd tor each ell. This provides a clue that the Augi^tinlans ran
Nerabus as a sheep rarm. There are the foundations ai Nerabus graveyard
of what may have been a substantial medieval chapel or grange with
another building alongside.

By die end ot the fifteenth century Islay was clearly well provided with
churches. Apart rrom die three parish churches ofKildalton, Kilarrow and
Kilchoman there were chapels on Orsay, Nave Island andTexa, and others at
Finiaggan, Keills, Nerabus and Laggan. The substantial churches at Kil-
naughton, Kiichiaran and probably Kilmeny, might have served as aher-
native parish churches for the parishes of Kildaltcn, Kilchoman and
Kilarrow rcspectively. The relatively large church on che Abbey of Iona's
estates at Kilnave would have been used by more than the abbey's tenants.

None of the parish churches of Islay were appropriaeed to religious
houses, but Kilarrow and Kilchoman remained in tKe patronage of the
Lords oftKe Isles while Kildalton was in the patronage ofthe bishops ofthe
Isles. The clergy were mostly local men, sometimes son succeeding father.
As elsewhere, the clergy often held more than one benefice, an apt excuse
here being their low value. Kiichoman had a vicar for the cure of its souis,
meaning that the buik of the teinds couId be appropriated to support a
parson, presumably an absentee. In l428 Angus Bishop of the Isles
successfuUy petitioned the Pope to ho!d it in commend (that is along
with his bishopric) because of his poverty. Angus was a son of Donald,
Lord of the Jsles.^

Apart from the MacDonalds of Dunyvaig, the Maclans of Ardna-
murchan, die MacLeans of Duart, the Church and the other Iandowners
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mentioncd above, the rest ofIslay in the years before John IFs forfeiture in
l493 may have been held by John himself, or usurped by his son Angus
Og. Some land would have been held in demesne, directIy for the Lord's
support when residing at Kilchoman or Finlaggan. Beyond Islay there were
other extensive lands in the Lordship retained by the Lords, and castles,
includingArdtornish in Morvern and Aros in MuIi. Prior to l475 there
was Skipness CastIe in Kintyre, DingwalI Castle, which was the caput of
the Earldom of Ross, and, at times, the castle of lnverness, and Urquhart
Castle on the shores of Ix>ch Ness. This was a rich heritage, which the
Islemen clcarly be!ieved should, and would, be enjoyed by a new Lord of
the Isles.


