
[image: Illustration]


 

 

James Hunter is Emeritus Professor of History at the University of the Highlands and Islands. He has written extensively about the north of Scotland and about the region’s worldwide diaspora. In the course of a varied career he has been, among other things, director of the Scottish Crofters Union, chairman of Highlands and Islands Enterprise and an award-winning journalist. His book The Making of the Crofting Community is widely regarded as one of the most significant books about the Highlands ever written. In 2016 his book Set Adrift upon the World: The Sutherland Clearances was Saltire History Book of the Year.


[image: illustration]


For Duror

This edition published in 2021 by

Birlinn Limited

West Newington House

10 Newington Road

Edinburgh

EH9 1QS

www.birlinn.co.uk

First published as Culloden and the Last Clansman
by Mainstream Publishing in 2001

Copyright © James Hunter 2001, 2021

The moral right of James Hunter to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

ISBN 978 1 78027 720 2
eBook ISBN 978 1 78885 322 4

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form without the express written permission of the publisher

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Typeset in Adobe Garamond by Hewer Text UK Ltd, Edinburgh

[image: illustration]

Printed and bound by Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A.


Contents

Map: The Appin Country

Introduction

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Notes

Bibliography

Index


[image: illustration]


Introduction

One day in the mid-1950s, when I was maybe eight years old, I was rummaging, not for the first time, in one of the several bookcases to be found in Duror’s schoolhouse. Solidly built and dating from the nineteenth century, like the one-room school beside it, the schoolhouse was home to my grandmother, Flora Hunter, and to her daughter Mary, who was both my aunt and my primary school teacher.

She was a formidable woman, my grandmother. Flora MacPhail, as she’d been before her 1911 marriage, grew up on a croft at Cornaig in Tiree. Like most islanders of that era, she’d spoken only Gaelic when starting out in a school where English was the only permitted language of instruction. She made good progress all the same and, when older, helped – as what was called a pupil-teacher – with the education of children younger than herself.

On becoming a teacher in her own right, something that could be accomplished at that time by way of what amounted to an on-the-job apprenticeship, Flora moved from Tiree to the neighbouring island of Coll. There she met my gamekeeper grandfather, James or Jimmy Hunter, for whom I’m named. But there would be no question of my grandmother giving up her job – as most female teachers were then expected to do on marrying and starting a family. Flora would continue teaching for another forty or so years, first in Coll, next in Portsonachan beside Loch Awe and finally in Duror, the North Argyll community where she and my grandfather settled in 1928.

In the course of the fifteen or so years following her marriage, Flora, still teaching and taking only minimal breaks when each baby came along, had six children – four boys (my father, Donald, among them) and two girls (including my aunt Mary). During those years, too, my grandmother, perhaps feeling a need to acquire a formal qualification of some kind, took a degree-level course by correspondence from the University of St Andrews – being informed in July 1924 that she’d ‘passed the university examination in Honours History’.

This helps explain why Duror’s schoolhouse contained a lot of books. But non-fiction texts purchased to help with my grandmother’s studies, or with her profession, weren’t what I searched for when I got the opportunity. What interested me were adventure stories of a sort bought, back in the 1920s, for my father and his brothers – novels by once best-selling (but today forgotten) authors like Percy Westerman and Dillon Wallace. With my granny’s blessing, I’d already transferred a number of those books from the schoolhouse to the home, less than a quarter-mile away, where I lived with my sister, my father, my mother and my mother’s father. Perhaps I’d tired, by the day I’m recalling, of Westerman and Wallace. Or perhaps I’d already expropriated the schoolhouse stock of titles like Troop One of the Labrador and Terror of the Seas. The book I settled on, at all events, was something different. It was entitled Kidnapped and it had been written by Robert Louis Stevenson.

My walk home took me past a little farm called Insaig, a name that features in the narrative that follows. And though, at this remove, I’ve no recollection of my mood, I suspect that, on passing Insaig, my expectations of Kidnapped weren’t all they might have been. Stevenson, you see, was someone whose name I recognised because I’d met up with his poetry.

What Argyll County Council’s primary school syllabus had to say of poets I don’t know. But poetry certainly played a big part in my aunt Mary’s teaching. Like the rest of the fifteen or twenty children then attending Duror school, I’d been exposed as a result to A Child’s Garden of Verses, a Stevenson production that was as popular in the 1950s as it had been when first published seventy years before. Some of Stevenson’s poems – ‘Windy Nights’, for instance – I very much liked. But lots of others I thought soppy. And I might well have wondered if I’d find Kidnapped to be just as lacking in dash and excitement.

I didn’t. I’d no idea when I first read Kidnapped that it’s one of Scotland’s finest novels. But it struck me right away as a great story. Terrifying, too. I was to read Kidnapped over and over again. Each time, when small, I was relieved to have got safely through the book’s fourth chapter – ‘I Run a Great Danger in the House of Shaws’ – where only a chance lightning flash saves Stevenson’s narrator, David Balfour, from the otherwise certain death his ghastly uncle has planned for him.

But it’s with the hijacked and shipboard David’s initial encounter with Alan Breck that Kidnapped, considered as a tale of derring-do, gets properly into its stride. By the close of Chapter 10, ‘The Siege of the Roundhouse’, you’re gripped by Alan and David’s bloody struggle with men who aim to strip Alan of the gold he’s carrying and, at their voyage’s end, sell David into servitude in colonial America.

‘The roundhouse,’ Stevenson writes, ‘was like a shambles; three were dead inside, another lay in his death agony across the threshold; and there were Alan and I victorious and unhurt.

‘He came up to me with open arms. “Come to my arms!” he cried, and embraced and kissed me hard upon both cheeks. “David,” said he, “I love you like a brother. And oh, man,” he cried in a kind of ecstasy, “am I no a bonny fighter?” ’

Irrespective of where I’d been raised, Kidnapped, I believe, would have thrilled me. But I’d been born and brought up in Duror. And here, I now discovered, was Duror in a book. That such a thing was possible had never before occurred to me. But in Kidnapped there was mention of places I knew well and mention, too, of folk of whom I’d heard. Alan Breck, or Ailean Breac, as I’d heard older people call him, was one such person. But more recognisable was another Kidnapped character, James Stewart, still known widely in the Duror of my childhood as Seumas a’ Ghlinne, James of the Glen.

From well before I started school, I’d been in the habit of going to play with a boy of my own age whose father managed a nearby farm. This farm, a half-mile from our home, was called Acharn. And though it had been equipped with an up-to-date farmhouse, one of that farmhouse’s predecessor homes still stood there. Much of what had survived up to then of this building would be demolished in the 1960s. But in the early 1950s, when I was a regular visitor to Acharn, its four walls, though not its roof, were still intact. My pal and I spent quite a bit of time behind those walls which, in our minds, doubled as a fort, a castle or some such. When not incorporating it into one of the make-believe worlds that small boys can readily conjure up, we called this building ‘James of the Glen’s House’ – because we’d somehow learned, or been told, that’s what it had once been.

Nor was this roofless house the only spot where I’d been made aware of this same James’s links with Duror and with the wider district – this being Appin – of which Duror was, and had long been, a part. Sometimes on Saturdays my parents would take my sister and me by train (on a railway long since closed) to visit an aunt, an uncle (my mother’s brother) and two cousins (both boys) who lived in Glenachulish – a trip of something like nine miles. We’d walk from the station serving Ballachulish Ferry to my aunt and uncle’s home. Then, with my cousins, I’d head for the ferry slipway to watch the ferryboats chug to and fro across the entrance to Loch Leven. Tiring of this, we’d cross the road and climb the rocky knoll that overlooked the ferry. At its summit was (and is) a monument that then seemed higher than it has seemed when I’ve more recently been back there. ‘Erected 1911 to the memory of James Stewart of Acharn,’ this monument’s inscription reads. ‘Executed on this spot, November 8th 1752, for a crime of which he was not guilty.’

Nearer our Duror home, in a long-ruined church at Keil, there was another such memorial in the form of a metal plaque set into a crumbling wall. Occasionally as a family we’d go to look at it when taking Sunday walks – braving the brambles and other vegetation that made this difficult. The Keil plaque’s message, unlike its counterpart at James’s place of execution, passed no judgement on how the person it commemorated had come to lose his life: ‘Here lie the remains of James Stewart, Seumas a’ Ghlinne, who died 8th November 1752.’

At Acharn, beside Ballachulish Ferry and at Keil, then, I’d been exposed to glimmerings of James Stewart’s story. These were reinforced when during holidays from school my father took me with him up Glen Duror, where the Forestry Commission, not long after its formation in 1919, had established one of its earliest plantations. This was where my Hunter grandfather got a job as Commission trapper (today’s term is ranger) when he and my grandmother came to Duror. And this was where my father, not long after his discharge from the army at the end of the Second World War, had taken over from his father on the latter’s retirement – in much the same way as my aunt Mary (who’d taught previously in Glasgow) became Duror’s teacher in succession to her mother. To be with my father in Glen Duror as he checked traps set for foxes or, better still, to keep low and quiet beside him as he stalked a stag was, from my perspective, as exciting as life got. And to be in Glen Duror, I gathered from my father, was to spend time in a place that had been well known to James Stewart.

About halfway between Achindarroch, at the glen’s foot, and the point, near the glen’s head, where Glen Duror Forest ended, an area had been left clear of trees. Here there was a tin-roofed building that, prior to the Forestry Commission’s arrival on the scene, had housed a shepherd. Today this building, maintained by the Mountain Bothies Association, is one of many such shelters where climbers and hillwalkers can doss down overnight. Some sixty or seventy years ago, however, its main function was as a place where the Commission’s Duror workforce (far larger in the 1950s than it has since become) could find shelter in bad weather. Here my father and I would now and again stop to take our midday ‘piece’ – cold fried bacon sandwiches washed down with hot tea from a vacuum flask. And hereabouts, I heard, James Stewart lived for a long time – not in what we called ‘the shepherd’s house’ where we were seated but in a home that earlier stood not far away. It was his having lived in this spot, my father said, that led to James being known, even after he’d moved to Acharn, as James of the Glen or, in his first language, Seumas a’ Ghlinne.

How much of all of this was clear to me before I read Kidnapped, and how much of it came later, I can’t today be sure. But it was certainly Kidnapped that helped me make a kind of sense of what took James Stewart to a gallows. Stevenson, to be sure, acknowledged that he’d by no means hesitated to bend facts to his purpose. ‘If you ever read this tale,’ he tells the friend to whom Kidnapped is dedicated, ‘you will likely ask yourself more questions than I should care to answer: as for instance how the Appin murder has come to fall in the year 1751 . . . or why the printed trial [by which Stevenson means a 1753 account of James’s court appearance] is silent as to all that touches David Balfour . . . This is no furniture for the scholar’s library, but a book for the winter evening school-room when the tasks are over and the hour for bed draws near.’ In Kidnapped, in other words, the past is now and then manipulated. Thus Stevenson brings Alan Breck to James Stewart’s Acharn home within hours of the shooting dead of Colin Campbell, a government representative whose assassination is to have political repercussions right across Britain. That Acharn encounter didn’t happen. But the contrivance enables Stevenson to have David Balfour (who’s in Alan’s company) describe the alarm that definitely gripped the real-live Seumas a’ Ghlinne and his household on their being informed of Campbell’s killing:


James of the Glens* turned to me for a moment, and greeted me courteously enough; the next he had turned to Alan.

‘This has been a dreadful accident,’ he cried. ‘It will bring trouble on the country.’ And he wrung his hands.

‘Hoots!’ said Alan, ‘ye must take the sour with the sweet, man. Colin Roy is dead, and be thankful for that!’

‘Ay,’ said James, ‘and by my troth, I wish he was alive again! It’s all very fine to blaw and boast beforehand; but now it’s done, Alan; and who’s to bear the wyte of it? The accident fell out in Appin – mind ye that, Alan; it’s Appin that must pay; and I am a man that has a family.’

While this was going on I looked about me at the servants. Some were on ladders, digging in the thatch of the house or the farm buildings, from which they brought out guns, swords and different weapons of war; others carried them away; and by the sound of mattock blows from somewhere further down the brae, I suppose they buried them. Though they were all so busy, there prevailed no kind of order in their efforts; men struggled together for the same gun and ran into each other with their burning torches; and James was continually turning about from his talk with Alan, to cry out orders which were apparently never understood. The faces in the torchlight were like those of people overborne with hurry and panic; and though none spoke above his breath, their speech sounded both anxious and angry.



In the edition of Kidnapped I carried home by way of Insaig those passages were accompanied by a black-and-while sketch of James Stewart’s Acharn home. When first looking at this sketch I was young enough to be puzzled as to why an artist could have turned out a drawing that owed nothing to Acharn’s setting or to what could still be seen of James’s house. But as I got to grips with David’s adventures (his being separated from Alan when they’re shipwrecked off the coast of Mull; his falling in again with Alan moments after Colin Campbell’s life is taken by a gunman) I began to appreciate, or so I think now, that Duror was a place where things of note had happened. Duror, in short, had a history – a history I’d get a firmer grip on when, as a teenager, I read Culloden by John Prebble, a man I’d one day get to know a little and to respect a lot. What Prebble made apparent was the extent to which the Appin murder was bound up with the Jacobite rebellion of a few years previously – bound up still more with the state-organised assault on Highland clanship the rebellion would unleash.

I’d go on, as it happened, to study history and to write some history myself. The focus of this writing, for the most part, lay elsewhere. But then, some twenty years ago, I started to research the Appin murder and to write the book that you’re about (I trust) to read. As always when exploring a topic of this sort, it was necessary to be in archives and in libraries. But it was necessary, too, or so I felt, to go to Duror (where I hadn’t lived permanently since going to university in 1967) and there walk the ground that looms large in what follows. My being again in places like Glen Duror was, I guess, a kind of pilgrimage. But it was also to renew my acquaintance with landscapes known well by James Stewart – who’s at the centre of the story this book tells.

I haven’t tried to solve the mystery of who exactly fired the fatal shot that, on the afternoon of 14 May 1752, echoed round the Wood of Lettermore – not far from where James Stewart was to hang. The gunman’s identity, I think, never will be known for sure. But what can be understood, and what I’ve set out to look into, are the circumstances that gave rise to the Lettermore assassination – circumstances that were such as to make it essential, from the standpoint of the men in charge of Britain, that Colin Campbell’s murder should result in a hanging. The chosen victim was Seumas a’ Ghlinne – this man whose name I first became familiar with when, as a little boy in Duror, I played in what, two centuries earlier, had been his home.

* * *

This book was first published, with another title, in 2002. It’s been good to have had this opportunity to tidy up, and here and there correct, its text. And as always, I’m grateful to Hugh Andrew, Andrew Simmons, Deborah Warner and their colleagues at Birlinn for their help in getting my words into print.



 

* Stevenson translates Seumas a’ Ghlinne as James of the Glens – plural. He was strictly James of the Glen – singular.


Chapter One


James was as fairly murdered as though the duke had got a fowling-piece and stalked him.

– Robert Louis Stevenson, Catriona



In Inveraray, capital of the Highland county of Argyll, at a little after eleven o’clock on the morning of Monday, 25 September 1752, sentence on James Stewart was pronounced by the Scottish High Court’s dempster. Nothing is known of that functionary. But it’s possible, despite this, to guess the way he spoke. From time immemorial in Scotland, the ‘dooms’ or judgements handed down by trial judges had been proclaimed publicly by doomsters or dempsters. Such dempsters must have cultivated forceful voices. It’s likely, therefore, that what the High Court’s dempster had to say in Inveraray was said in tones that carried clearly. His words would definitely have reached all the many folk thronging the church where, due to Inveraray’s lack of a large enough courtroom, the High Court had been sitting since the previous Thursday. Those same words may also have been audible to those who’d gathered outside the church’s door to learn the outcome of one of the longest and most contentious trials Scotland had ever staged.

In one of the ledger-like volumes kept by them for this purpose, the High Court’s clerks were meanwhile penning – with their customary care – the words enunciated by the court’s dempster. More than 250 years after they were inscribed there, those words can still be read in the High Court’s records. The passing of centuries has done little to mitigate their harshness.

James Stewart, the dempster told his listeners, was guilty of having been implicated – though as accessory rather than perpetrator – in the murder of Colin Campbell of Glenure. Campbell, when shot four months earlier, had been attending to his business as factor, or manager, on the Ardshiel estate – which the British government, in the wake of the Jacobite rebellion of 1745–46, had seized by way of punishing its owner, Charles Stewart, for his leading role in that failed uprising. James Stewart was Charles’s half-brother. And during the several years since Charles (who’d long since fled abroad) had set foot in Duror (the North Argyll locality which included Ardshiel), James – as he freely conceded – had been doing his best to ensure that his half-brother’s confiscated lands were administered in a manner that kept open the possibility of Charles (or, failing this, Charles’s wife and children) continuing to get some kind of income from the lands in question.

Prior to its judges turning things over to their dempster, the High Court had heard that James Stewart’s interventions in the management of the Ardshiel estate were such as to have brought him into conflict with Colin Campbell – James opposing, even seeking to sabotage, Colin’s plans. And for all that James had taken no active part, as was universally acknowledged, in Campbell’s assassination, people in Argyll (James included) were not greatly surprised when, shortly after Colin Campbell’s murder on 14 May 1752 in the Wood of Lettermore, not far from James Stewart’s Duror home, James was arrested on suspicion of having colluded in the factor’s killing. Nor was anyone in Argyll (James again included) surprised by the verdict reached in Inveraray on 25 September. The murder of Colin Campbell, after all, was reckoned on all sides to be a deeply subversive act. Both in Edinburgh and in London, politicians were united in their insistence that someone must pay a heavy price for it. And given the failure of the authorities to apprehend the man alleged by those same authorities to have fired on Campbell in the Wood of Lettermore, James Stewart – jailed in connection with the Lettermore crime and known to have been at loggerheads with the dead factor – was the obvious candidate to pay this price. There was thus a certain inevitability about James Stewart’s fate.

That fate had become all the more inescapable as a result of James’s trial having been presided over by a man with his own axe – indeed a whole set of axes – to grind in the matter of Colin Campbell’s death. Archibald Campbell, Duke of Argyll, was Scotland’s Lord Justice General. As such, he was entitled both to adjudicate on High Court cases and, when so adjudicating, to take precedence over such other judges – Lords Elchies and Kilkerran on this occasion – as might be present. But Duke Archibald’s decision to involve himself more than was usual in the case of James Stewart, or so it was widely suspected at the time, had less to do with his judicial position than with his other roles. The duke was both the British government’s leading representative in Scotland and the chief of Clan Campbell. In each of those capacities, the murdered factor having been an official of the government he served and a member of the clan he headed, Duke Archibald had a personal interest in avenging Colin Campbell’s death. Something of this would be revealed in the aftermath of what the High Court’s dempster had to say. For the moment, however, the Duke of Argyll, like the rest of the dempster’s Inveraray audience, sat silently while James Stewart’s sentence was spelled out.

James, the dempster declared, would be held in Inveraray until Thursday, 5 October when he would be taken north to Fort William, today a substantial urban centre but in 1752 a heavily garrisoned military strongpoint. At Fort William, the dempster went on, James would be kept in army custody until Tuesday, 7 November. Then, under armed guard, he would make one final journey, by way of Onich, to North Ballachulish, where the fiord-like Loch Leven joins the wider waters of Loch Linnhe and where, until it was replaced by a twentieth-century bridge, there was for several hundred years a well-used ferry. James, the dempster continued, would be ‘transported over [this] ferry of Ballachulish’ and ‘delivered . . . to the sheriff-depute of Argyllshire or his substitutes [and] . . . carried to a gibbet to be erected by the said sheriff on a conspicuous eminence upon the south side of, and near to, the said ferry’. This eminence is known as Cnap a’ Chaolais, meaning the hillock by the narrows. It is within a mile of the place where Colin Campbell died. And because of its proximity to the ever-busy Ballachulish Ferry, Cnap a’ Chaolais in 1752 was as public a site as could have been chosen for a gallows.1

At Cnap a’ Chaolais, the High Court’s dempster announced, James Stewart, ‘upon Wednesday, the eighth day of November next [and] betwixt the hours of twelve at noon and two after noon [would] be hanged by the neck until he be dead’. Thereafter, as a dire warning to other wrongdoers, actual or potential, the hanged man’s corpse was to be sheathed in chains and suspended high above the approaches to Ballachulish Ferry for an unspecified period of time – a period which, in the event, would last for several years.2

A letter written by one of his lawyers on the day he was sentenced reports that James Stewart heard out the High Court’s dempster with ‘the greatest resolution and appearance of innocence’. James, his lawyer commented, then ‘addressed himself’ to the Duke of Argyll in these words: ‘I do declare, in the presence of Almighty God, that I had no previous knowledge of the murder of Colin Campbell of Glenure.’3

Those statements and others to the same effect – not least James’s defiant declaration that prosecution witnesses had told ‘untruths’ in the course of their evidence – were received, or so James’s lawyer wrote, with ‘great surprise’ by Duke Archibald. Angrily, the duke responded to the condemned man’s comments by making a speech of his own. No notes of this speech were made during its delivery. But some months later the Duke of Argyll’s remarks, with a view to their inclusion in a semi-official account of James Stewart’s trial, were reconstructed from the recollections of those of his hearers who were in agreement with the duke’s sentiments. By James’s sympathisers this published rendering of Duke Archibald’s comments was thought less brutally direct than what the duke had actually said by way of winding up James’s trial. The ‘speech spoke’, one such sympathiser insisted, ‘was much more acute [cutting] and bitter than the speech printed’. Maybe so. But even if the published speech is a watered-down version of the words he used on 25 September 1752, the Duke of Argyll’s observations, in their surviving form, remain extraordinarily revealing.4

Archibald Campbell, it must be emphasised, was one of the more eminent Scots – some would say the most eminent Scot – of his day. Administratively supreme north of the border, he also carried great weight in London. Nor were Duke Archibald’s interests confined to affairs of state. He was a lover and collector of books; he studied science and engineering; he was a gardener, a forester and an agricultural improver. He strove to promote the economic expansion both of Scotland and of the United Kingdom – a country which, during the Anglo-Scottish union negotiations of 1706 and 1707, he’d helped create. In Archibald Campbell, Duke of Argyll, then, qualities may be discerned that, by later commentators as well as by Duke Archibald’s contemporaries, were thought enlightened and progressive. Those qualities, it might be said, were what gave shape and direction to the policies with which Archibald Campbell had identified himself politically – policies, as his admirers might have added, that were helping to turn the United Kingdom of Scotland and England into one of the eighteenth-century world’s great powers.

And yet, when he spoke to James Stewart at the end of his trial, the Duke of Argyll showed himself to be other than a supremely self-assured symbol of a nation carrying all before it. As his words reveal, Archibald Campbell harboured profound anxieties – anxieties centring, that September morning in 1752, on the prisoner whose life the duke and his fellow judges had, minutes before, declared forfeit. Something of this is evident in the duke’s exploration of the nature of the crime that had brought James Stewart before him. For all its ‘uncivilised’ nature, the killing of Colin Campbell – a killing the duke labelled ‘heinous’, ‘horrid’, ‘base’ and ‘infamous’ – was not, Duke Archibald suggested, a piece of casual and unconsidered violence. On the contrary, the duke contended, Colin Campbell’s murder had the most deep-seated causes. Those causes – ‘the true original source’, as the duke put it, of James Stewart’s offence – were to be discovered in the ‘obstinate and almost incurable disaffection’ that had resulted in numerous Highland clans, including the one to which James belonged, more than once resorting to arms in the hope of overthrowing Britain’s ruling regime.5

This regime owed its existence to what the Duke of Argyll, still addressing James Stewart, called ‘the happy revolution’ of 1688. As the duke’s hearers (none more so than James) were well aware, that particular upheaval inaugurated a political and constitutional order which Duke Archibald and the bulk of his Campbell kin had been determinedly propping up – to their considerable benefit – ever since. So close, indeed, was the duke’s identification with post-1688 arrangements that, had the United Kingdom of 1752 been searched for someone thought to be archetypally representative of those arrangements, the search would probably have ended with Archibald Campbell. This, since Duke Archibald regarded Colin Campbell’s murder as amounting to an assault on the 1688 settlement, accounts for a good deal of the strong feeling he displayed in the course of his comments to James Stewart. Accounting for much of the rest of his aggravation is the fact that if the United Kingdom had also been ransacked for a set of folk more rooted than any other in their opposition to everything accomplished in 1688 and subsequently, then the search may have ended with James, with Charles, James’s half-brother, and with their Stewart relatives. Those were people for whom battling with the British state, and with this state’s Campbell servants, had long been a way of life.6

In James Stewart, then, the duke saw no straightforward criminal. He saw, instead, an enemy – an enemy against whom Duke Archibald considered himself to be waging a war his side might yet lose. This war had already gone on, if intermittently, for the best part of a century. And in the assassination of Colin Campbell of Glenure, the Duke of Argyll glimpsed the possible beginnings of yet another outbreak – an outbreak, the duke feared, that might unleash forces capable of blowing to smithereens everything he’d worked so hard to nurture and to safeguard.

From a twenty-first-century standpoint, the Duke of Argyll’s apprehensions seem wildly exaggerated. We know that he and his kind were ultimately to prevail; that they were to make their world safe for themselves and their successors; that the threat posed to the duke’s position, whether by James Stewart or by the beliefs James held, was, in the end, of no great consequence. But it’s easy to overlook, and vital to remember, that the Duke of Argyll in September 1752 knew none of this. Our past was his future. And that future, from the duke’s perspective, appeared anything but secure.

After all, though the constitutional structures dating from Duke Archibald’s ‘happy revolution’ of 1688 had been in place for more than sixty years when Colin Campbell met his death in the Wood of Lettermore, there continued to be many people – the Ardshiel factor’s killer, or killers, prominent among them, the duke believed – who wanted that revolution reversed. Their key objective was to restore to power the heirs of the Stuart king whose dethroning had been the principal outcome of the events of 1688. The supporters of a Stuart restoration were called Jacobites. That title derived from the Latinised name of the monarch, known in England as James II and in Scotland as James VII, who had fled to France rather than do battle with the army landed in Devon towards the end of 1688 by the Dutch-born Prince William of Orange, whom King James’s enemies had invited to take charge of what had been James’s kingdoms. During 1689 a challenge to the new dispensation, in the shape of a largely Highland rebellion in the former King James’s interest, was seen off – after some fierce fighting – by William’s followers. But Jacobitism as a cause, an ideal, even in some respects an ideology, survived this initial setback. In 1715, 1719 and 1745, Scotland’s Jacobites mounted further insurrections which, had they gone as planned, would have led to the now-dead King James’s son (in 1715 and 1719) or grandson (in 1745) occupying Britain’s throne. Since the Duke of Argyll would have been among the casualties of any such Jacobite comeback, and since the Jacobite attempt of 1745 had come closer to success than its predecessors, there was every reason for Archibald Campbell, just seven years after that attempt’s commencement, to be hostile to Jacobitism. There was particular reason, as already noted and as he himself now stressed, for Duke Archibald to harbour a profound dislike, even hatred, of the Stewarts of Appin – a clan whose territories included James Stewart’s native Duror and whose leading men included James’s half-brother, the exiled Charles Stewart of Ardshiel.

In 1715, the Duke of Argyll told James Stewart, his clansmen had joined ‘the rebel army’ which had besieged Inveraray that autumn and which, at Sheriffmuir some weeks later, fought a pitched battle with a pro-government force.7

Although he made no explicit mention of this on Monday, 25 September 1752, that force had included, as all the duke’s courtroom audience knew, the young Archibald Campbell – who’d sustained at Sheriffmuir a leg wound sufficiently serious to have left him with a permanent limp.

‘In the year 1719’, Duke Archibald next informed James Stewart, ‘your clan . . . did again rise in rebellion, and assisted a foreign enemy in an invasion; in this you are said to have acted a part, though at that time very young.’8

Afterwards James would deny that he’d been involved in the events of 1719 when, despite the presence in the West Highlands of the Spanish troops who’d constituted the duke’s ‘foreign enemy’, a further Jacobite uprising had quickly fizzled out. But there was no denying James Stewart’s active participation in the more far-reaching, and more recent, events to which Archibald Campbell now turned. ‘In the year 1745’, the duke observed, ‘the restless spirits of the disaffected Highlanders again prompted them to . . . rebellion. You and your clan formed a regiment in that impious service . . . in which you persevered to the last. The Divine Providence at first permitted you to obtain some advantages . . . [But] at last heaven raised up a great prince, the son of our gracious king, who, with courage equal to that of his ancestors, and with conduct superior to his years, did, at one blow, put an end to all your wicked attempts.’9

Thus the duke summarised, for the benefit of his Inveraray listeners, the cataclysmic events in which James Stewart had become caught up during 1745, when, as a rebel officer in a rebel army, he’d been integral to the attempted dethronement of William of Orange’s latest successor, George II, whose father, George I, had been brought to Britain from Hanover with a view to keeping the country out of Jacobite clutches. Nor had James Stewart and his Jacobite comrades in arms, as Duke Archibald acknowledged, been easily thwarted. During 1745, in the space of just three or four months, they’d managed to conquer Hanoverian Scotland and to advance so far into Hanoverian England as seriously to menace London. But then, from a Jacobite perspective, everything went wrong. In April 1746 on Culloden Moor near Inverness, the Duke of Cumberland, George II’s son and Archibald Campbell’s ‘great prince’, routed what remained of the Jacobite force that, the previous autumn, had looked to be on the verge of a shattering military victory.

But what, the Duke of Argyll went on to speculate, if there had been no Culloden? What if the Jacobites, as they’d come so close to doing, had managed to defeat their Hanoverian opponents and gone on to take control of the United Kingdom? ‘If you had been successful in . . . rebellion,’ Archibald Campbell remarked almost musingly to James Stewart, ‘you had been now triumphant . . . You might have been giving the law where you now have received the judgement of it; and we, who are this day your judges, might have been tried before one of your mock courts of judicature.’10

In reaching their verdict on James Stewart, the Duke of Argyll thus sought to emphasise, he and his High Court colleagues had been mindful of the danger posed by James, and by men like him, to Britain’s civilisation – this civilisation being identical, from the duke’s perspective, with the country’s governing class. In order to defend that class from its Jacobite enemies, the duke reminded his courtroom hearers, it had been necessary on occasion for Britain’s ruling establishment to have recourse to measures owing absolutely nothing to humanity and justice. As long as it was certain – and it seemed so to the Duke of Argyll – that Colin Campbell’s death had resulted, even in part, from pro-Jacobite and anti-Hanoverian sentiment, it was perfectly proper, Archibald Campbell came close to hinting, for humanity and justice to be set aside again. Hence the significance of the Duke of Argyll’s final words to James Stewart: ‘Th ough you don’t now stand accused as a rebel . . . yet I may say, with great force of truth, that this murder has been visibly the effect and consequence of the late rebellion.’11

James Stewart would have been vehemently at odds with much of the rest of the duke’s long speech. But he might well have agreed with this last comment. Had he and so many other Duror men not become Jacobite soldiers in 1745, then James Stewart, as the man himself must have known better than anyone, never would have become entangled in the happenings that brought him to that courtroom on 25 September 1752 and caused him to be hanged.


Chapter Two


‘What,’ cried I, ‘were you in the English army?’ ‘That was I,’ said Alan. ‘But I deserted to the right side at Prestonpans, and that’s some comfort.’

– Robert Louis Stevenson, Kidnapped



On the evening of the day he got word of the event that was ultimately to bring about his execution, the chances are that James Stewart was in the company of Donald Carmichael, the man then in charge of Taigh na h-Insaig, Duror’s dramshop. This establishment – where, seven years later, he would be arrested by troops sent to seize him in the aftermath of Colin Campbell’s murder – was certainly one of James’s favourite haunts. And it was the place where Duror’s menfolk (eighteenth-century women being left out of such discussions) would have gathered when, as was the case this evening towards the end of July 1745, there was important news to debate. The news in question concerned the arrival in Moidart, just forty or fifty miles from Duror, of Prince Charles Edward Stuart, whose aim in coming to the Highlands, as he’d immediately announced, was to obtain the armed backing he needed to retake the throne his grandfather, James II and VII, had abandoned in 1688. Charles Edward’s plans, it would have been agreed on all sides that night in Taigh na h-Insaig, were bound to have consequences for Duror. And so it proved. Not only were developments in Moidart to lead to the hanging in 1752 of James Stewart, they were also to lead to the deaths, on Culloden Moor in April 1746, of numerous Duror men, among them, as things turned out, Donald Carmichael, who, this July evening, was within two or three weeks of quitting Duror for the last time.

Taigh na h-Insaig stood on a little piece of flat, though slightly elevated, ground on the north bank of Duror’s westward-flowing river at a point about three-quarters of a mile from the river’s junction with Loch Linnhe. Although it is so no longer, the dramshop’s site was a congested one. In 1745, Taigh na h-Insaig, Donald Carmichael’s home as well as his business premises, was one of several dwellings constituting Insaig township. This township, whose tenants jointly worked the few acres of arable land in their immediate vicinity, has long gone. It was replaced, towards the eighteenth century’s close, by a single farm of the same name. In the 1950s, this farm, too, ceased to exist – its lands merged then with those of an adjacent holding. But Insaig’s former farmhouse, still bearing the name of the township of two or three hundred years ago, has survived into the twenty-first century. And if you know where to look in the present-day Insaig’s neighbourhood, you’ll come across the crumbling, nettle-buried remnants of buildings that date from the time of Donald Carmichael and James Stewart.

The Gaelic term taigh, as in Taigh na h-Insaig, means simply house or home. But when attached in this way to the name of a settlement, or some other easily recognisable feature, it denoted – advertised almost – an alehouse, a dramshop, a drinking-place of some sort. Such taighean, some of them offering overnight accommodation as well as endless streams of home-brewed beer and locally distilled spirits, were to be found throughout the Highlands of the eighteenth century. Among their customers was Edmund Burt, an Englishman who travelled extensively in the Highlands during the 1720s and who wrote – with some feeling – of a night spent in a hostelry of the Taigh na h-Insaig variety. On arrival at this particular taigh as night was falling, Burt recalled, he first had to stable his horses in an outbuilding so ‘weak and small’ he feared the animals ‘would pull it about their ears’. ‘My next care’, Burt went on, ‘was to provide for myself, and to that end I entered the dwelling house. There my landlady sat, with a parcel of children about her, some quite, and others almost, naked, by a little peat fire, in the middle of the hut; and over the fireplace was a small hole in the roof for a chimney. The floor was common earth, very uneven, and nowhere dry, but near the fire and in the corners, where no foot had carried the muddy dirt from without doors. The skeleton of the hut was formed of small crooked timbers . . . The walls were about four feet high, lined with sticks wattled like a hurdle, built on the outside with turf.’1

In Highland taighean, Burt reported, ‘the chamber pot’ generally consisted of ‘a hole in the ground by the bedside’. As for dinner, it was typically ‘two or three eggs’ – there usually being ‘nothing else to be had’. During dinner, Burt continued, ‘the landlord not only sits down with you . . . but, in some little time, asks leave and sometimes not, to introduce his brother, cousin, or more, who are all to drink your honour’s health in whisky – which, though a strong spirit, is to them like water. And this I have seen them drink out of a scallop shell.’2

Whether or not it was imbibed from scallop shells, plenty of whisky would certainly have been consumed in Taigh na h-Insaig. Hence the dim view taken of all such establishments by an eighteenth-century minister of Appin, the wider district of which Duror was part. ‘These houses’, this minister commented of the nine or ten taighean his parish contained, ‘cannot be supposed to improve the morals of the people.’3

Perhaps not. But rough and ready though it probably was, Donald Carmichael’s Taigh na h-Insaig, on the July evening with which this chapter began, can safely be assumed to have been packed with people eager for the latest information as to Charles Edward Stuart’s intentions. Carmichael’s customers would have belonged to one or other of Duror’s several townships: Dalnatrat, Keil, Cuil, Achara, Insaig itself, Acharn, Achindarroch, Lagnaha. And among those customers there must have been plenty – the always talkative James Stewart, for one – anxious to unburden themselves of their opinions as to what the unlooked-for happenings in Moidart might portend.

Lagnaha, Achindarroch, Acharn, Insaig, Achara, Cuil, Keil, Dalnatrat: all have altered enormously in appearance since the 1740s, but all, as placenames, continue to exist. Dalnatrat, Keil and Cuil are located on the shores of Loch Linnhe. Achara, Insaig, Acharn, Achindarroch and Lagnaha are to be found in a three-mile-long valley known in the eighteenth century as the Strath of Duror. In the vicinity of Achindarroch, this strath – running parallel to Loch Linnhe but separated from it by a hill which rises to the north of Cuil – makes a right-hand junction with Glen Duror. A much deeper valley than the strath it opens on to, Glen Duror is flanked to the south by Fraochaidh and to the north by Beinn a’ Bheithir – mountains which rise to just under 3,000 feet in Fraochaidh’s case and to well over 3,000 feet in the case of Beinn a’ Bheithir. Duror’s river, called the Water of Duror in eighteenth-century documents, flows swiftly down Glen Duror, slows slightly as it passes between Achindarroch and Acharn, then meanders close to Insaig before emptying itself into Loch Linnhe at the eastern end of a south-west-facing inlet called Cuil Bay.

Anne Grant, one of the first Highlanders – certainly one of the first Highland women – to write about the Highlands in English, glimpsed Duror when sailing up Loch Linnhe from Oban to Fort William in May 1773. ‘I never saw a place that had more attractions for me,’ she commented. ‘It is wild without being savage; woody, but not gloomy; and fertile, but not flat.’ Dorothy Wordsworth, who visited Duror in September 1803 in the company of her poet brother, William, was equally complimentary. Riding north by way of Dalnatrat and Keil, the Wordsworths – at this point in the vicinity of Insaig – found themselves, as Dorothy noted, ‘in a retired valley scattered over with many grey huts’. There were ‘hay grounds’ in the middle of this valley, she went on, and everywhere there were trees ‘growing irregularly or in clumps’. From the homes the Wordsworths rode by came the din of dogs barking, but such folk as they encountered were friendly enough: ‘We met a very tall, stout man, a fine figure, in a Highland bonnet, with a little girl, driving home their cow . . . He told us that the vale was called the Strath of Duror, and when we said it was a pretty place, he answered, “Indeed it was.” ’4

Duror has been inhabited for a long time. The township of Achara – Achadh a’ charraigh in Gaelic – owed its name to a twelve-foot-high standing stone which can still be seen a hundred or so yards to the east of the modern Ballachulish–Oban road. This stone was erected by the Duror people of some 5,000 years ago. And for all that few of its subsequent residents left monuments on such a scale, the locality has been inhabited ever since.

During the sixth, seventh and eighth centuries CE, Duror was one of the more northerly territories of the kingdom of Dalriada, whose principal families, immigrants from Ireland, introduced both their Gaelic language and their Christian religion to the Highlands. At the centre of Dalriadan Christianity was the monastery founded by Colmcille, St Columba, on the island of Iona. And since Duror’s medieval church at Keil (disused even in James Stewart’s day and now a ruin) was dedicated to Columba, it’s by no means inconceivable that this most prestigious of Highland saints, who certainly sailed close to Keil when voyaging on Loch Linnhe, came ashore on occasion in Duror.

By the ninth and tenth centuries, Duror, like most of the West Highland seaboard, was dominated by the Vikings. Later, in the course of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the district was incorporated into the Lordship of the Isles. This was a part-Norse, part-Gaelic principality ruled by the leading men of the MacDonalds – one of the numerous clans that took shape in the course of the middle ages and which were to be central to Highland society until, in 1746 and subsequently, clanship was dismantled by Culloden’s victors. The Lords of the Isles, it seems, came regularly to Duror – or so a nineteenth-century collector of Gaelic lore was told by one of his North Argyll informants. ‘In those times’, this man said, ‘MacDonald of the Isles was wont to go on a tour once a year . . . There were houses which belonged to him in certain places, and those houses, with bits of land, were given to certain persons who paid no rent – but they had to entertain MacDonald and his retinue when they came the way.’ Three such establishments were named by the tradition-bearer from whom this statement was taken down. One, it appears, was located at Dalness in Glen Etive, some twelve miles east of Duror. A second was situated in Glen Creran – on Appin’s southern boundary. The third lay somewhere in the vicinity of Cuil Bay.5

If, or when, the Lords of the Isles visited their Cuil residence – all trace of which has vanished in the 500 years that have elapsed since the lordship’s collapse – they could not have been other than impressed by Cuil’s outlook. From this part of Duror, the view is little short of panoramic. To the east and north-east are the high peaks of Beinn a’ Bheithir, Fraochaidh and their outliers. To the west and south-west, across the wide expanse of Loch Linnhe, are the hills of Ardgour, Kingairloch, Morvern and Mull. There are days when winds blowing off the Atlantic conceal this vista behind impenetrable curtains of rain and mist. But there are days, too, when sky and sea alike are the deepest of deep blues, when the visibility is little short of perfect, when the sun is warm and when the only sounds to be heard at Cuil are the mewing of gulls and the rattling drag of waves on shingle. On days like that – and such a day invariably comes along if you wait long enough – Duror has always been one of Scotland’s finest places.

Towards the close of the fifteenth century, the Lordship of the Isles, harried always by Scotland’s centralising monarchy, fell apart. This was greatly to the disadvantage of those clans, notably the MacDonalds, who’d been in charge of what had come close at times to being an independent state. But for clans rendered marginal by the success of the Lordship, its demise created opportunities – opportunities seized above all by the Campbells who, from their once diminutive heartland in the neighbourhood of Loch Awe, began to expand their territories and influence across mainland Argyll and into the Hebrides.

Among the early victims of Campbell expansionism were the Lords of Lorn. Their family name was Stewart and – since their ancestry was traceable to a continental immigrant who’d come to Scotland, by way of England, in the twelfth century – the Stewarts are sometimes described as alien incomers. But if the Stewarts began as foreigners, they were soon wholly Scottish. Following a fortunate marriage, a member of the senior branch of the family became Scotland’s monarch – a position his successors were to occupy for as long as the country possessed its own kings and queens. A number of the more junior lines of Stewarts, meanwhile, managed to equip themselves with extensive landholdings. The Lords of Lorn, whose title derived from their control of the mid-Argyll district of that name, belonged to one such grouping. On moving into Lorn during the fourteenth century, this particular set of Stewarts had done very well for themselves. When, in the 1440s, John Stewart – Gaelic-speaking and known in that language as Iain Mourach, Leper John – took over from his father, this latest Lord of Lorn looked to be in a strong position. As events were to show, however, this wasn’t so.

Well before the end of the fifteenth century, much of Lorn had passed under the jurisdiction of the Campbells. For the next 300 years a branch of this family, operating out of a most formidable stronghold, Barcaldine Castle, was to dominate lands that the Stewart Lords of Lorn had expected to be theirs indefinitely. This development might easily have signalled the end of the Stewarts as a force in West Highland affairs. However, in the person of John Stewart’s son, Dougal, they fought back – retreating out of Lorn to the north, but stubbornly refusing, either in the fifteenth century or subsequently, to subordinate themselves to their former territory’s new masters.

On the map, the area where Dougal Stewart and his relatives now set up home is roughly rectangular in shape. To the west, it’s bounded by Loch Linnhe; to the south and east are Loch Creran and Glen Creran; to the north is Loch Leven. Since early medieval times, this entire district had been known as Appin – a designation which points, or so placename experts assert, to its having been managed for a period by monks of the monastery founded in Columban times on the nearby island of Lismore. Be that as it may, neither Appin nor its component divisions, Duror included, were ever settled thickly by Stewarts. Though Stewarts, for the next two or three centuries, were to provide the locality with its rulers, they were always to be in a minority numerically. In Duror, as in Appin at large, from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, the majority of the population consisted of families named Carmichael, Livingstone, Black, MacInnes, MacIntyre, Colquhoun or MacCombie, MacLaren, MacCorquodale and MacColl. This latter name was easily eighteenth-century Duror’s commonest one, and its possessors were Duror’s most well-entrenched residents, a fact reflected in a remark made by the nineteenth-century tradition-bearer quoted earlier. ‘The MacColls were a long time in Appin,’ this man said, ‘before the Stewarts . . . came there.’ As often with oral tradition, this was absolutely correct.6

The comings and goings of the various individuals who exercised authority over Duror residents in the middle ages and after can be followed – up to a point – in the charters which, from the late-medieval period onwards, Scotland’s kings were in the habit of granting to their more powerful subjects. One such charter, dating from 1354, makes Duror over to the Lords of the Isles and another, of 1476, confirms this. Charters of 1500 and 1538 tell a different story, however. These mention, among other Duror localities, ‘the seven merk-land of Coule [Cuil]’, ‘the seven merkland of . . . Lagynhall [Lagnaha
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