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Two Lives or One?

It’s almost possible to put an exact date on an obsession that has stamped in and out of my life for the past twenty years. Mid-June, 1962. I had stepped off the overnight boat from the Hook of Holland after spending a few memorable schoolboy weeks at the Kieler Gelehrtenschule in Kiel, in North Germany. As we thronged along the Harwich Parkeston Quay railway station, newspapers and magazines were hurriedly bought for the long journey home, north, to St Andrews in distant Scotland. Somehow—even to this day I have failed to explain its presence, because it certainly was not a Sunday—a copy of the Sunday Express fell into my lap.

Idly flicking through its pages, a headline jumped out at me: DID A SCOTS GENERAL LEAD THE KAISER’S ARMY? Written by Edgar Lustgarten, the barrister-writer and broadcaster who specialised in real-life criminal mysteries, it posed a sensational argument: that a crofter’s son who had risen from the ranks to become a general in the British army and an aide-de-camp to Queen Victoria, had faked his suicide in 1903 and had taken the identity of a German officer who was destined to become a Field-Marshal in the Imperial German Army of Kaiser Wilhelm II and to die in Celle in 1945 at the grand old age of ninety-seven. The general’s name was Sir Hector Archibald Macdonald, late of the 92nd (Gordon) Highlanders, more popularly known throughout the British army as ‘Fighting Mac’; and the man whose identity he was supposed to have assumed was Field-Marshal Anton Ludwig Friedrich August von Mackensen, a dashing Hussar officer whose name was to be made during the First World War for the verve of his operations on the eastern and Balkan fronts.

“A whopping lie?” asked Lustgarten. “That wouldn’t be a novel German characteristic either in domestic or external propaganda. But usually their lies have an ascertainable object. What would be the object of a lie like this?” The story had all the hallmarks of Lustgarten’s probing, though excitable, legal style and it put much emphasis on a German document which was alleged to have been dropped on the Western Front during the First World War, claiming, “that one of our most famous commanders was born a Scottish peasant”. Other coincidences were thrown in for good measure. The military records of both officers were submerged in official secrecy, or, more simply, were not available for the inquisitive. Macdonald had committed suicide in Paris in March 1903 under somewhat bizarre circumstances, and had been buried hurriedly in Edinburgh at the early morning hour of six o’clock. He had been learning German and during his last few months as military governor of Ceylon had spent some time engaged in books dealing with German military tactics and history. Lustgarten even went so far as to hint that Macdonald had spent his last hours in the company of a German military attaché and that the suicide had been faked, that rumour had it that ‘Fighting Mac’ “had gone over to the Hun”. And to crown both his evidence and the startling nature of the article, the Sunday Express printed “the two faces that make it possible”—on the left Macdonald and opposite him von Mackensen. The faces immediately gripped my attention, because the portrait on the right was none other than that of der alte Feldmarschal, the grand-uncle of my host in Kiel.

I had met one of his sons, a Second World War general, and Knut, my schoolfellow and host in Kiel, the grand-nephew of the field-marshal, was imbued in the history and mythology of that proud Prussian military family. Stories about that venerable old character had helped to lift my stay in Germany from the ordinary to the legendary, and what stories they had been! The field-marshal had fought as a subaltern in the Franco-Prussian War of 1871, his exploits during the First World War verged on the heroic and the fact that he had survived to outlive Germany’s destruction for a second time in thirty years was mentioned with a sense of honour and not a little pride. His death at the age of ninety-seven, claimed Knut, had nothing to do with natural causes but was due to the fact that he had been forbidden to don his famous black Death’s Head Hussar uniform. During the nineteen-twenties when the mark became so devalued as to be utterly worthless, he had been forced to ride into town post-haste in a carriage filled with his pension and to spend it quickly before inflation took a further toll. Perhaps it was because of that hungry experience, he was able to boast convincingly that his waistline had not changed from subaltern to field-marshal.

In the hateful period that followed the lean nineteen-twenties he remained kaisertreu and although, no doubt, he was pleased to see the rejuvenation of the German army under Corporal Hitler, like other aristocratic officers, he despised the petty, mean, low-born Nazis. Everywhere I had looked in the Mackensen family album, his presence had been felt. Proudly sitting on a white charger. A smiling pater familias, secure within the bourne of a large, loving family. An august figure at state occasions, all polished boots, silver trappings and the stern face beneath the whitened skull of the Death’s Head Hussar’s busby. More than anything else, though, it had been the circle of his family in the photographs that had impressed me—the family likenesses in the faces of the sons and the other relatives, the sheer domesticity of it all.

Lustgarten’s story haunted me all the way back to St Andrews, and a few days later I wrote indignantly to the author, pointing out the impossibility of a fifty-year old Scot taking the place of an aristocratic Prussian with five grown-up children. How could a cover-up so gross and so clumsily thought up have been engineered, even by a country as wily as Germany was supposed to be? (And even by the early nineteen-sixties, as I had discovered, memories of the war were still to the fore in Germany and Britain.) No, the whole matter was clearly a piece of sensational journalism.

The reply from Edgar Lustgarten was cool and polite. It was the absence of hard facts, he explained, together with the web of rumour and innuendo, that made the Macdonald story so fascinating. He was merely postulating a theory and there the matter would have to remain. (Later I was to find that much of Lustgarten’s evidence came from an article written for Blackwood’s Magazine, and to take the coincidences a stage farther, it was for that magazine that I was to work on leaving university in 1968.) But it was impossible to take his well-meant advice.

Von Mackensen, it was true, was a shadowy figure to British eyes. Because he had not fought on the Western Front his name lacked the household coinage of a Hindenberg or a Ludendorff, and in the histories dealing with the period he emerged as a remote and ethereal figure, one who had done his best for the Fatherland in a theatre of war that seemed to have had little bearing on the outcome of the hostilities. At court he was known for his high-stepping chivalry and for introducing the habit of kissing the Kaiser’s hand, a habit which many Teutons of fiercer mien found to be distasteful, smacking as it did of French decadence or Ruritanian melodrama. From the family I heard that of all the senior officers at the Kaiser’s court, von Mackensen had remained the truest and when Wilhelm was laid to rest in lonely exile in Holland, the aged field-marshal wept openly before throwing his riding cloak over the dead king’s coffin.

All things considered, he was a far more satisfactory hero than Macdonald, a mere major-general who seemed to be little more than a footnote to history’s pages. A glance at the available biographies—standard Edwardian Boys’ Own hagiographies—seemed only to confirm his honest, good-natured endeavour in distant parts of the British Empire. Besides, Lustgarten had hinted that he was a homosexual and with all the priggishness that adolescence can be heir to, that seemed to warrant a halt to further interest in him.

It was only when I was in a pub in Perth a year later that I began to change my mind. While re-telling the strange saga of August von Mackensen, an old man, ex-Black Watch and a survivor of the First World War, turned to me and said that, yes, indeed, von Mackensen was none other than ‘Fighting Mac’ of the Gordons. It had been, he added, a well-known fact on his sector of the Western Front during the First Battle of Ypres that ‘Fighting Mac’ had “gone across to the Hun” and that he would never be used against his old comrades in arms. Hence, as von Mackensen, he had been sentenced to languish in some little-known part of Eastern Europe safely away from the danger of conflicting loyalties. He went on to say that Macdonald was still revered by the Scottish soldier, that his death had been rigged and that he had been forced into treachery by the enmity of one of his superiors, Earl Kitchener of Khartoum.

With several fine variations, I was to hear that same story again and again over the coming years. 1963 also saw the publication of John Montgomery’s Toll for the Brave: The Tragedy of Sir Hector Macdonald, a brief biography which provided a good deal of fresh insights into the life and times of the crofter’s son who was destined to rise through the ranks to a position of authority and power within the caste-ridden British army. Far from being a dull imperial policeman, Hector Macdonald came alive as a shy, retiring man, an expert tactician who earned the loyalty and respect, and in many quarters the admiration, of his fellow countrymen for his military integrity and for his honest courage. The more I looked at his life and career, and then stared myopically into the mist of deceit that covered his death, the odder it seemed that people in positions of authority presumably wanted the whole affair to be hushed up.

How had it been possible for a senior and well-liked officer to have been branded by unsubstantiated charges, to have committed suicide in a sad hotel room in Paris and then to have been hastily buried, without ceremony, in Edinburgh, five days later at a god-forsaken hour of the morning? It seemed to be inconceivable that one of the few officers to have emerged with honour from the Transvaal War and from the Sudanese campaign of the eighteen-nineties should have been committed to the earth with stealth and shame in Scotland’s capital. Suddenly Macdonald seemed to be very interesting indeed.

His story had all the elements of tragedy. Raised too high from the obscurity of the ranks of a Highland regiment, his star deserted him when he began to threaten those in positions of authority, those whose rank was a birthright and not a hard-earned privilege. While it was true that other officers of the period—Field-Marshal Sir William Robertson is the prime example—won commissions from the ranks, it was unusual for the private soldier in the Victorian army to find room in his knapsack, if not for the marshal’s coveted baton then at least for the general’s scarlet jacket. Yet in spite of those handicaps, or perhaps in Hector’s case because of them, Macdonald was the epitome of British pluck, a man who by dint of his own cool-headedness and courage had not only reached field rank but had also taken part in some of the most vicious fighting seen by the British army during Queen Victoria’s little wars in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.

Then there were the legends that surrounded any mention of his name. During the Second Afghan War of 1878, when Lord Roberts raised a field force to avenge the death of the British resident in Kabul, Macdonald, then a colour sergeant with the Gordons, distinguished himself at the Shutargardan Pass and then at the Battle of Charasiah, and for his pains he was supposed to have been offered the choice of a Victoria Cross or a commission. Good servant of the regiment that he was, he chose the latter and was welcomed into the peculiarly family ambience of the officers’ mess of a Highland regiment. Impossible, of course, but the story only served to fuel the legend of the man who was coming to be known as ‘Fighting Mac’. At Majuba Hill, that disaster for Victorian military pride, he again covered himself with glory, holding a spur of the hill until the last round of ammunition and ending up by pummelling the advancing Boers with his bare fists. His sword—a gift from his brother Gordons—was taken from him on his surrender, but was later returned into his safe keeping, the Boer General Joubert remarking that, “A brave man and his sword should not be separated.” In the Sudan he made his black Sudanese brigade the equal of any crack regiment in the British army, and by drilling them hard and treating them fairly and squarely he forged them into a fierce fighting force who were prepared to die for him to a man. Something of that loyalty was revealed during a long route march when Macdonald overheard three of his men plotting to shoot him in the back, come the first opportunity. Undaunted, he lined up the brigade and invited the soldiers three to carry out their threat.

“Now,” he said, “you three fellows are going to shoot me when we are next fighting, are you? But why wait so long? Why not do it now? You have your rifles, why not use them? Here I am—shoot me.” But the assembled ranks began to laugh. The three would-be assassins were shamed in front of their brothers and the incident passed without bloodshed. Of such stories are heroes made.

Given the mixture of so much romance and so much hard fact, Macdonald’s life should have been celebrated with honour and pride, but when “grave charges” were brought against him while he was serving as commander of the British troops in Ceylon, his end was destined to be shabby and lacking in dignity. After the confused events of the suicide in Paris and the hasty burial in Edinburgh, Macdonald became something of a tragic hero in Scotland, broad hints being passed that it was the folk in the higher reaches of army command who had “stabbed him in the back”. Although the memory of his career was to be dimmed by the maelstrom of the First World War, Fighting Mac was not altogether forgotten in Scotland and pockets of resistance continued to cherish his memory and persevered in their attempts to breach the wall of War Office silence.

There were also those who refused to believe that he had in fact died in Paris and while the von Mackensen myth was the most potent, as we shall see later, there were several other equally strong rumours about Macdonald’s defection. Macdonald and von Mackensen were both fascinating, and in their different ways, unusual characters and the story of the swap is an attractive one, but it should not be allowed to obscure the facts of Hector’s life. Similarly as I hope to show, many of the rumours and gossip that surround the events of the crucial days between the 25th and the 30th of March 1903, between the suicide and the burial, have been kept alive just to maintain the mystery. And Kitchener’s role in the whole affair, while shadowy and insubstantial, is perhaps more subtle than the villainous part in which he is usually cast.

The Public Record Office papers referring to Macdonald, or more sensationally, their supposed absence, are not the obstacle that the idly inquisitive suppose them to be. There are ample references to him in the Kitchener and Roberts papers, his service record is available and in the Colonial Office papers there is the evidence of the telegrams and memos between Ceylon and the Foreign Office. What is missing is any firm evidence about the nature of the charges brought against him. It is their lack of substance that continues to haunt Fighting Mac, and over the years several people have attempted to exorcise the ghost in the machine. Apart from Montgomery’s book, there have been two booklets on various aspects of the case, a stage play and two films (one of which I wrote for Scottish Television). Of von Mackensen the only reliable guide to his life is Wolfgang Förster’s Briefe und Aufzeichungen (1938), which is a splendid record of his career and campaigns through the evidence of his letters to people as different, though close to him, as his wife and his chief of staff. And, of course, there are still the photographs and other mementoes in Kiel.

My search for Hector Macdonald—which began all those years ago when I first came across the notion that he had two lives, not one,— has taken me back to the condition of Scotland during Hector’s youth and also deep into the army background of his adult years and into the part that it played in maintaining Queen Victoria’s world empire. It has also led to a new understanding of the line regiments of the British army, then as now, tightly-knit communities, with their own peculiar lares et penates. And from them, a picture emerges of what it was like to “go for a soldier” in the latter half of Victoria’s reign.

All those elements have their parts to play in the story of a very unusual and gallant gentleman, Major-General Sir Hector Archibald Macdonald, K.CB., D.S.O., A.D.C., LL.D., the crofter’s son who became a general, the darling of Scotland and acknowledged by one and all as the true hero of the Battle of Omdurman.
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The Crofter’s Son

At the height of his fame, English journalists liked to make much of the ‘fact’ that Fighting Mac had sprung from a long line of legendary Highland heroes and that the place of his birth, Mulbuie on the Black Isle in Easter Ross, was a Gaelic derivative meaning the ‘isle of Mars’. The truth was rather more prosaic. He was born at Rootfield, a small croft or small-holding, tenanted by his father from the estate of J.F. Mackenzie of Allangrange in the parish of Ferintosh and Urquhart, which stands on a long, spine-like ridge of the Black Isle, running from the Muir of Ord to the town of Cromarty at its eastern extension. Known as Mulbuie, or Milbuie (a Gaelic derivative certainly, but not the martial isle dreamt up by Edwardian journalists—it means the yellow mount or headland), it is today partially forested and modern methods of farming and husbandry have brought a new prosperity to its once sour and rocky soil. The land is steeped in antiquity with many chambered cairns bearing mute witness to the area’s prehistoric importance and to its attraction to Bronze Age men, and down the years the Black Isle has played a significant part in the history of the Moray Firth. Today, oil-related developments at nearby Nigg and the industrialisation of the Alness-Invergordon section have altered the calm of centuries and brought with them new housing, improved roads and an increased population but even those cannot entirely disturb the isolation or remove the sense of space that continues to pervade the lands around the flanking Moray and Cromarty Firths, those yawning river estuaries that give Easter Ross its special character.

A good, fast, metalled road, taking its freight of population and goods on the direct route south to Inverness, runs past the road-end that leads to Rootfield West, past the cylindrical monument erected to Macdonald by his schoolfellows, and the still extant schoolhouse of his childhood, but little else has changed in the natural scenery. Instead of the ribbon development of the crofts of former years, the farms are larger now, more prosperous looking than they would have been one hundred and fifty years ago. Despite its modernisation, it is possible to see in the farmhouse of Rootfield something of the shape of the modest house that belonged to William Macdonald, the tenant farmer who welcomed his seventh son into the world on a cold Spring’s morning, the fourth of March, 1853. (In later life, Macdonald’s birth was given frequently as 13th April 1852, but this was doubtless due to the fact that in 1870, when he joined the army, he told a white lie to the recruiting sergeant so that he would not have to wait another year before taking the Queen’s shilling.)

The weather was bitterly unseasonal, even for the early Highland Spring that has to fight to free itself from the grudging months of the northern winter. Hard frost held the ground in a vice-like grip and all around, the country was covered by a blanket of snow, as far as the eye could see, across the firth to the bulky shoulders of distant Ben Wyvis. Contemporary accounts commented on the severity of the storm that had swept over the countryside bringing havoc in its wake and casting up huge drifts of snow in the narrow, ill-kept country roads. March had, indeed, come in like a lion, and William Macdonald remembered, not without a sense of awe, that the weather was extraordinarily similar to the bitterly cold, storm-tossed days of his own wedding day, nine years earlier.

An Inverness-shire man, William Macdonald had been forced by circumstance to work as a stonemason and drystane dyker to help eke out a living for his parents, and it was on one of his expeditions to other parts of the county that he had met his wife, Ann Boyd, while he was engaged in building a farm steading at Killiechoilum in Stratherrick, in the uplands of Foyne near Inverness. They married in the winter of 1844 and for the rest of their life together they worked hard at the small croft of Rootfield, slowly improving it year by careful year, until it became a pretentious farm of some sixty acres. But during the early years of their marriage, the crofting community of Mulbuie was poor and disorganised. Living in small farming units, from which they could be easily and ruthlessly evicted at a landlord’s whim, they lacked the basic security and economic standing to expand their horizons and to build up their capacity to earn a decent living from the land. Communities like theirs straggled across Scotland from the north-east, through the Highlands, to the islands of the west, and, although they differed in terms of shape and size and in economic standing, the houses were basically similar in their level of poverty-stricken lack of comforts: “an old-fashioned farmhouse with offices attached, all thatched with straw and ropes, and situated on the south side of a hill... and having a morass or bog... to the south... at one end stood the byres and at the other the stable and kiln-barn, with a dung-hill in the centre”.1 The description of their childhood home in Banffshire by the brother of the Victorian photographer, George Washington Wilson, could equally well have applied to the Mulbuie of Hector’s boyhood.

It was only as the old ties of clanship began to loosen with the consequent re-organisation of the land available for farming that the crofters were encouraged to expand their holdings in order to up-hold the landlords’ vision of farming as a competent capitalist enterprise. William Macdonald owed his fortune, no doubt, to energy and good luck, but only one of his sons could inherit the farm (it was to be the third son, also called William), and he lived to see his children take the road south, to earn their livings elsewhere: Hector to the army and his brothers to Australia, London, and Devon. That was a common enough expectation and it was understood from an early age that all the boys would have to leave home once they reached man’s estate. Until then each child was supposed to pay his way and much of Hector’s childhood was spent in the hard darg of farm labour.

At the age of six he was sent to the Mulbuie school to get what education was available and it was scant enough, even in a country that had prided itself on the universality of its parish education. The schoolhouse—which still stands a hundred yards or so away from a later, turn-of-the-century construction—was a long, low-ceilinged building, dark, with walls of bare stone and lime and with precious little in the way of equipment. The master stood behind a pulpit-like desk at one end of the room and in front of him sat his charges, of all ages and abilities, as he struggled to give them a grounding in basic literacy. In Hector’s day, the master was a well-liked, simple, basically educated fellow called Alexander Treasurer who was to lose his job in 1870 when the Education Act of that year demanded stricter qualifications for country schoolmasters. He ended up working as a clerk for the North British Railway Company in Inverness but he lived to see the triumph of the Hector he remembered as a plodding boy who refused to be daunted by the mysteries of reading and writing. “A little thick-set fellow, whose head just topped the desk, he delighted in arithmetic, geography and history.”2 And even those basics would have been scantily enough taught, despite Treasurer’s cautious encouragement.

The schoolmaster was also to remember Hector’s delight in games and make-believe battles in which his gentle courage was always to the fore. While memory may be a great deceiver the image that stuck in Alexander Treasurer’s mind at the height of his young charge’s fame, was of his determination and personal bravery. “Well, I will say this for Hector. He did not swear like many of the other boys and he would never allow a big boy to bully a little one. Everything he undertook, he entered into with determination.”3 And other stories abounded too, in particular the story of the heroic battle between the boys from the northern part of the parish, led by young Hector and those from the south side led by an older boy, Donald McLennan. After the customary throwing of insults and clods of earth, battle commenced with the two gangs laying in to each other with whin sticks and old broom handles. Eventually parents were called in to break up the fray and there the matter would have ended had not Hector insisted on turning on Donald McLennan one last time because he had been called a coward.

Although Hector Macdonald left no record of his schooldays other than the platitudes of Alexander Treasurer and the rosier memories harboured by the men of Mulbuie in more successful days, something of the atmosphere of a Scottish village school can be felt in the autobiographical writings of Macdonald’s fellow countryman of an earlier generation, the remarkable, self-taught geologist, Hugh Miller, who had been born in 1802 in the busy fishing and trading port of Cromarty which lies at the end of the Black Isle where the Moray Firth meets the sea.


The building in which we met was a low, long, straw-thatched cottage, open from gable to gable, with a mud floor below, and an unlathed roof above; and stretching along the naked rafters, which, when the master chanced to be absent for a few minutes, gave noble exercise in climbing, there used frequently to lie a helm, or oar, or boathook, or even a foresail—the spoil of some hapless peat-boat from the opposite side of the Firth.4



And from that same autobiographical study, My Schools and Schoolmasters, Miller left a sketch of a country schoolmaster who could quite easily have been a prototype for Alexander Treasurer in Mulbuie at the other end of the Black Isle.


The parish schoolmaster was a scholar and an honest man, and if a boy really wished to learn, he certainly could teach him. He had attended the classes in Aberdeen during the same sessions as the late Dr Mearns, and in mathematics and the languages had disputed the prize with the Doctor; but he had failed to get on equally well in the world; and now, in middle life, he had settled down to be what he subsequently remained, the teacher of a parish school.5



Although a generation divided them, there are several similarities between Miller and Macdonald, quite apart from the accident of the county of their birth. Each was destined to make a name for himself in the world and to gain the notice of the leaders of their age, and both were to experience the awkwardness of rising out of one class into another at a time when social mobility was not dissimilar to crossing a minefield in no-man’s land on a moonless night. They forged their lives into their own creation, grasped Fortune’s wheel and turned it at the speed that suited them best. Very much Victorian men. As we shall see, death, too, had his say in binding both men together, in the odd circumstances of their suicides and in the arrangements for their burials in far-off Edinburgh. Finally, Hugh Miller was to make much of the fact that most of his learning came from the university of life, an instinct that was also very much alive in Macdonald.

He used it to good effect and one of the characteristics best remembered by his friends was his undaunted liking for study and his determination not to be beaten by facts. If they were there to be learned, Macdonald would commit them to his mind: to get on in life, to succeed, study was the key and Hector had many doors to open. As a mature man, though, he was to be predictably ambiguous about his background and the culture of the crofting folk from which he sprang. On the one hand he was fiercely proud of his country’s romantic past, of the scenic grandeur of Easter Ross and of the enduring strengths of the crofting community: on the other, like many another Victorian Scot who became a leader in the British imperial scheme of things, he argued for uniformity and a laissez faire cautiousness in political and social matters and in particular he felt that a standardisation of education could make English the lingua franca of the world empire, all dialects and minority languages having been banished beyond the reach of civilised man. “It may seem hard to kill, so to speak, a nation by making another language compulsory, but it is a sure way and the best,” Macdonald was reported as saying early in 1901 as the Boer War reached its closing stages. “Nothing but English should be taught, and then the children would think in English and act as English children.”6

Hector’s pronouncement was the subject of some mild disapproval in the Highland newspapers but it would have come as little surprise to those who, like him, had got on in the world. Gaelic was the language of his childhood and he remained conversant in it until the end of his life. He became an expert linguist, too, who picked up a number of other languages, including French, German, Arabic and Hindi and yet despite those accomplishments, in his public pronouncements he held rigidly to the belief that there could be no advancement in the world for his fellow countrymen until they shed their language and customs and adopted instead the niceties of English. Macdonald was certainly aware of the contradictions in his past because when he made the speech about the importance of English as a means of bringing the Boers within the sphere of British influence, he ended by drawing an immediate and telling comparison with his native country. When asked whether it would be possible to draw South Africa into the family of Empire, at the conclusion of such a bloody and divisive war, Macdonald replied, “There is the case of the Highlands as a parallel. The almost impossible was done there. I look for the future to education. It is through the young idea that we must succeed in South Africa. English must be the language there.”

To prosper, one had to drop the old ways, and in a century that saw the ultimate rise and spread of a British Empire that had to expand in order to survive, many Scots were to leave their homeland and to carve names for themselves as soldiers, administrators, doctors and engineers in far-flung parts of the world: from the Upper Niger to the Straits Settlements, from Hong Kong to the Falkland Islands. To stay at home, to try to achieve something in nineteenth-century Scotland was somehow to court disaster and defeat and so the idea of emigration was a powerful driving force in Scottish life. Macdonald was to spend most of his life abroad in places where social conventions were unimportant, where a meagre salary went farther and where expenses incurred in the line of duty were considerably less. Little wonder, then, that the self-made man who had succeeded, should have turned in later life against the background that had made him. That split in Macdonald’s personality, or at least in his intellectual make-up, is important, for having been orphaned from his poor crofting background, with all its contrasting strengths and weaknesses, he was never to be accepted totally by the caste that had adopted him. Certainly, by the time that he had become a major-general and aide-de-camp, Macdonald had moved far and long from the origins of his childhood in the Black Isle.

“We never thought of what we were to be. I supposed I would assist my father on his croft, but Hector never had a liking for the farm and when his brother would be troking about the place, he would be roaming the fields,” reported a schoolfriend to a journalist in reply to the question, “What manner of boy was he?”. “He always seemed at home with horses. The only thing he expressed a wish for was that he should travel a lot, and many’s the time when I went to Dingwall with him I have had to wait while Hector gazed into the shop windows, particularly the newsagent’s which was a sort of general store, examining the pictures.”7

It was Dingwall that claimed him first on the road to those travels to distant parts. The county town of Easter Ross, it stands at the strategic point at the head of the Cromarty Firth where the River Conon flows into the estuary and it had been an important site of Viking settlement in Scotland (it owes its name to a corruption of Thing Vollr, an early Scandinavian name for the meeting place of parliament; although the town has also used the Gaelic Inverpeffery or Inverferan). Like many other similar Scottish county towns, Dingwall is at first sight somewhat drab and unbecoming, a grey stone place with its buildings huddled along its narrow main street. For the inquisitive, though, close inspection brings its rewards. There is a town house and tolbooth of great antiquity in the High Street and a large nineteenth-century church whose graveyard rings to the names of the great Highland families of the vicinity who rest in the weatherworn burial enclosures: Mackenzie of Fairburn and Strathconon, Murchison of Tarradale, Mackenzie of Cromarty (Easter Ross was also great evangelising country and another possible influence on the young Hector might well have been the memory of the revivalist meetings held by the Rev. John Macdonald, the so-called ‘Apostle of the North’. Older people claimed that Macdonald’s life at the Battle of Omdurman was held secure through the influence of the ‘Apostle’, although, as he died in 1849, it is difficult to imagine how powerful that influence might have been.) In the narrow wynds off the main street are some spirited examples of Scottish vernacular architecture and close acquaintance with the town rewards the visitor with its sense of quiet charm.

With little enough to keep him at home, young Hector Macdonald was quick enough to see that the claims of the croft were hardly likely to make his fortune or to help him achieve his ambitions. During the summer months he worked, like the other boys, in the communal activities of the crofting community. Drystane dykes had to be repaired, peat dug in the springtime, cattle tended and fields prepared for harvest, but by the time he was thirteen he had left that all behind and was working as a stable-boy in the employment of A. S. Robertson, the proprietor of the National Hotel in Dingwall. There, no doubt, he would have had his taste for travel whetted by the hotel’s many visitors, the majority of whom would have been military officers. The hotel stands in a square at the end of the High Street near the railway station and it had been built originally as a superior government watering hole for civil servants and officers who had cause to spend a night or two in the Easter Ross area while on government duty. Later it became a commercial establishment, losing both the
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