Episode 6: Fear a’ Choire
Deirdre Graham [host]: Hallo agus fàilte chrìdheil oirbh gu Gaelic Song
Stories, am pod-chraoladh far am bi mise, Deirdre Ghreumach, a’ toirt sùil air
na sgeulachdan air cùlaibh nan òran.
Hello and a very warm welcome to the last in this series of Gaelic Song
Stories with me, Deirdre Graham.

In this final episode I am going home and going back to my childhood, revisiting songs, not only from my local
area, but from the very source that steeped me in them. For today, I am proud to share with you a special
conversation that I had with my mother, Kirsteen Graham.
Kirsteen was brought up in a Gàidhealach household in Edinburgh - her father, my Grandpa Calum, was born in
Varcasaig in Skye where his father was the cìobair - or shepherd - and her mother, my Granny Ruth had close
links to Lemreway in Lewis.
Although she didn’t have Gaelic growing up, Kirsteen always had a fascination for the language, for she used to
hear her father and his friends conversing in it, enjoying great cèilidhs in the house when she was young. This
curiosity led to her joining a Gaelic choir in Edinburgh, led by Ethel Basin, who had been a singing teacher in
Skye and was in school with Grandpa Calum, and who also wrote the book The Old Songs of Skye: Frances
Tolmie and her Circle.
As a ten year old she was aware that she was learning songs that you didn’t usually hear at a mòd or at a cèilidh
and she would then spend hours in the library on George IV Bridge to find more verses to some of the songs that
Ethel Basin had given her.
Kirsteen moved up to Dunvegan in Skye in the 1970s which, at that time, had a vibrant music scene and was a
magnet for musicians. There would be a dance in the hall or music in one of the hotels three or four nights a
week in the high season and she would sing with a dance band alongside well known Skye musicians Iain
Chord-a-Bhox, Alasdair Henderson, John Matheson and Pop Campbell, among others - mainly on Skye
although sometimes they got to the mainland!
Kirsteen quickly became involved in the local tuition festival Fèis an Earraich when it began over thirty years
ago and she was the chair from 1997-2019. She was also the singing tutor for the Gaelic Medium schools in
Skye for 24 years and she recalls them as laithean sona or happy days. Over those years she tutored hundreds of
pupils in Gaelic songs and their stories - I vividly remember my song sheets were covered in her drawings that
brought the stories to life. Her ability to create plays that would weave songs together sparked my imagination
and compelled me to learn more.
Mum was awarded the Skye and Lochalsh Community Award in 2014 and she was inducted into the MG Alba
Scots Trad Music Awards Hall of Fame for Services to the Community in 2015.
As one ex-pupil of hers recently told me, “everyone has a Mrs. Graham story”! And today, we are going to hear
some of those stories that enchanted me as a child.
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Deirdre Graham (host): Well, hello mum. [laughter]
Kirsteen Graham (guest): Hello a’ nighean
DG: This reminds me of primary school when I didn’t know what to call you.
KG: What? Mrs MacMammy?
DG: Mrs MacMammy! [laughter] Well hello mum, or hello Kirsteen. Thank you very much for agreeing to talk
with me this evening, and I’m really looking forward to exploring a couple of the songs that are local to this area
but also songs that we both hold dearly, I would say, that… well... [laughter] You’re pulling a face!
Definitely songs that were very uh, imprinted on my childhood through you teaching them in the schools.
KG: Yes, and they’re songs that maybe shouldn’t be encouraged because these songs bring in stories of
witchcraft and… I believe that these are true stories, and that eh… And I certainly know that there were some
very odd goings on.
DG: I don’t know that they shouldn’t be encouraged, I think that you know any kind of sinister side to that went
right over our heads when we were younger, and actually rediscovering them again as I’m older is quite
fascinating because the stories that we’re going to go into today are… ehm… They’re quite gripping!
The first one, what I love about this one is it’s gruesome, and I hadn’t realised the full story behind it until
recently, you sent me through ehm a whole… ehm, background information on it. But it’s, the other reason I
love it is it’s just across the water from the house, so you can actually see where it’s located, we’re sitting at
home just now, andWhat?
We are!
What do you mean we’re not!
KG: No! You’re thinking of the New Corry Lodge that wasDG: Oh!
KG: -built in 1790.
DG: I always get the Corries mixed up.
KG: Uh-huh. And that is the very elegant house, but! The MacKinnons, and the MacKinnons were a very very
important clan in Skye, especially South Skye. In fact, I only read today that the MacKinnons were in Skye long
before the MacDonalds ever put foot on Skye.
DG: Oh really? Oh wow, okay.
KG: I’ve only just noticed that as I was running through some MacKinnon lore just now. A very very important
clan and, well you know how many MacKinnons there are in Skye.
DG: Yeah!
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KG: Especially in the south end. But all over. The Corry Lodge, Coire Chatachan, it’s - you’ll remember
Donald John the VetDG: Yeah.
KG: Well that was where the house was.
DG: That was the big house?
KG: That was the big house/
DG: Okay.
KG: ThatDG: So it’s old Corry, below Beinn na Caillich.
KG: Yes.
DG: Okay.
KG: And you, looking round there, you can see that there was a sizable settlement. There’s lots of, just well
under the grass tobhtaichean that there was a really big big village there for many many hundreds of years.
DG: Mhm.
KG: There’s also stone circles there.
DG: Oh wow!
KG: Which is pre-Christianity.
DG: Mhm.
KG: And… also the High Pasture Cave that the archaeologists were digging over the last fifteen to twenty years.
DG: Oh yeah!
KG: And there’s a lot of fascinating stuff in the Strath. So ’s e Srath FhionghainnDG: Srath Fhionghainn, so the strath of the MacKinnonKG: -so Strath of the MacKinnonsDG: Right, okay.
KG: -was the original name. And… Strath is the parish name for the whole of South Skye, except for SleatDG: Right okay, all the way from Broadford, Kyleakin
KG: Probably from Luib...
DG: Oh yeah!

https://www.deirdregraham.com/gaelicsongstories

KG: Eh… Yes.
DG: Luib down to Kyleakin.
KG: Down to Kyleakin is all parish of Strath.
DG: Okay. So… Fear a’ Choire then. There’s a great, there’s a reel - and it’s often played, often played as tune,
as a fiddle tune as well, but the song, the reel, tells a story of a grumpy old man.
KG: Yes, not a very nice character! Um… He was obviously well off, had a very fine house, and one of the lines
in the song about him says: he just spoils everything! And he does things just because he can.
DG: [laughter]
KG: It says ’s e fear a’ choire dh’ fhaotadh, ‘’s e fear a’ choire b’ urainnn sin. And then he said, bidh e an gaol
leis a h-uile tè. So he was obviously a womaniser as well.
DG: Okay.
KG: But I don’t think he got far!
DG: [laughter]
KG: Because they were running him down because he was wee… and bald and he hid it with a fancy…
DG: No offense to wee or bald people at all!
KG: [laughter] No! Not at all!
DG: [laughter] We need to put that disclaimer in.
KG: Well yes. But! I don’t think he was a very nice man.
DG: No he was renowned for being, for mistreating his tenants, and ehm. The first verse as well: Tha Fear’ a
Choire fiadhaich, tha Fear a’ Choire danarra. Fear a’ Choire - The man of Corry was… wild or angry…
KG: Cross.
DG: And danarra, grumpy or stubborn.
KG: No, it’s sort of fearsome or…
DG: Danarra - This is the song that actually, in Uni, when I was in a band - my first or second year band in Uni,
that’s where we got the name Danarra from!
KG: That’s right.
DG: Not that it really represented us as fierce and stubborn.
KG: Because you were bold and feared!
Yes. Ehm, he obviously had lots of money because… He abandoned eh, in the late eighteenth century…

https://www.deirdregraham.com/gaelicsongstories

DG: Mm.
KG: He abandoned this lovely historical house and it was just left rack and ruin. The walls are still standing, you
can see how substantial they were, and it’s actually, it’s in the middle of a midden because the cows are all
around it. [laughter]
DG: [laughter]
KG: But it’s a, you can see what a good house it was. And he built three other - wait, wait til I go counting - no,
two other houses for himself. One of them being at Camas Fhionnaraigh, soDG: Down at the bay?
KG: Mhm. You’d climb up the shoulder of Blà Bheinn and you go down there.
DG: Ah, uh-huh.
KG: And the big house there it’s said, because it says “rinn e taigh an Laoghras, rinn e taigh ann an iomadh
àit’, rinn e taigh an Laoghras, ’s fear eile an Camas Fhionnaraigh.
DG: So he made a house in LiverasKG: Liveras, yes.
DG: Where is Liveras again, in Broadford?
KG: Ah, along the front of Broadford, towards the pier.
DG: Oh yeah.
KG: That’s, that’s Liveras, and it’s something to do with a plague thing. A pandemic it must have been.
DG: Oh not another one! [laughter]
KG: [laughter] From long ago.
And eh, probably because it would have been easier to get about from these places, because…
DG: Ahh.
KG: Coire Chatachan wasn’t on a shore.
DG: Wasn’t on water, of course!
KG: Good river!
DG: [laughter] But at that time of course the boats, that was your main kind ofKG: The mainDG: -mode of transport wasn’t it?
KG: Yes!
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DG: That makes sense. So he had a house in Liveras, a house in Camas Fhionnaraigh, and he had abandoned
his house in Coire Chatachan.
KG: Yes so that’s right along the Corry road there, under the Ben.
DG: Under the Ben, okay.
KG: See it’s lovely fertile land there, so he probably left people toDG: To work the land!
KG: -to work there. But live in his secluded among the trees but with a jetty out to sea so that he could’ve… I’m
only surmising! [laughter]
DG: [laughter]
KG: But I can see it all happening!
DG: Yeah! Because actually what’s phenomenal is you’ve got this incredible knack of taking these songs and
building them into these massive plays. And action songs. That was a lot of my childhood in your singing
classes in school, we used to - you used to just spin these incredible full scale productions out of a few songs
that you would sew together.
KG: Yes. Because what’s… What is a song but a story?
DG: Mhm.
KG: And eh, it’s eh… There’s, but there’s so much interesting about this house at Coire Chatachan: Bonnie
Prince Charlie was there as he made his way over to Elgol to escape.
DG: Really!
KG: Yes. And do you know that Seumas that has the Misty Isle boats, he is a direct descendant of the man that
rowedDG: Rowed Bonnie Prince Charlie?
KG: Mhm. After he’d been hiding in the Elgol caves.
DG: [laughter]
KG: But here’s a nice wee story.
DG: Okay.
KG: Ehm, the Prince had people - well he’d already been to the Broadford Hotel and told them about Drambuie,
but that’s uh, a by-the-way.
DG: Bonnie Prince Charlie?
KG: Well that’s how the Broadford HotelDG: Yeah but not Fear a’ Choire though.
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KG: No, not Fear a’ Choire
DG: Bonnie Prince Charlie handed over the recipeKG: For Drambuie.
DG: In the Broadford Hotel.
KG: Yes.
DG: So he went to Fear a’ Choire’s house first and then gave the recipe then went to Elgol.
KG: No I think he would have, when he came down from the North End he had to go via the hills - of course
there was no road anyway.
DG: Mhm.
KG: But I think he came down to Broadford around the back wayDG: Uh-huh.
KG: The back of the hill at Dùnan.
DG: Right, okay.
KG: Possibly they spent a night there, got great hospitality there, and also at Coire Chatachain. The MacKinnon
heard that the Prince had arrived, and this is in the book, ehm, Skye: The Island and its Legends.
‘MacKinnon, on being aware of this illustrious arrival, hastened to wait on the Prince and to conceal him in
Prince Charlie’s cave - now that’s at Elgol - on the shore of Loch Skavaig, beyond Elgol. There, Lady
MacKinnon furnished him with a bed and food. The story goes that one of her maids came upon her carrying a
newly roasted duck and a covered dish. The girl, curious, offered to carry them for her. “No no,” said Lady
MacKinnon, with more presence of mind than truth. “I’m taking them to a wounded fox I’ve found.”
DG: [laughter]
KG: ‘ It knows me now but you might fright it! Do not speak of this for if your master hears he will kill the poor
creature.” The maid commented later: “Then I knew it was the Prince, for it was herself that was forever angry
at the foxes!”’ (see: Swire and Black, 2015)
DG: [laughter]
KG: So actually I’m looking at that now and saying, did he go to the house or not? Did she just look after him in
the cave?
DG: What makes you think he went to the house?
KG: I think I just decided. [laughter]
DG: [laughter]
--interval--
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KG: Other illustrious visitors, and in fact they went there twice because they were so impressed by Mrs.
MacKinnon, were eh Boswell and Johnson.
DG: Mm.
KG: On their tour of the Hebrides. Which was not terribly long after the ’45.
DG: What, I’m confused, where did Mrs. MacKinnon live?
KG: Coire Chatachan
DG: Ah!
KG: She was the Mrs. MacKinnon.
Now the funny thing is as well: why is Lord MacDonald a Lord?
DG: I don’t know.
KG: And MacKinnon, the important man, was just Fear a’ Choire .
DG: Oh yeah.
KG: And… eh… Dame Flora was Dame Flora, but the MacDonalds got to be Lords. That must have been done
in Edinburgh but often when they were sooking up. Anyways, better leave that out, in case the MacDonalds
never want to speak to us ever again.
DG: [laughter] We can leave it in! Right, so.
KG: Well, Dr. Johnson and his diarist, Boswell.
DG: What’s a diarist?
KG: [laughter] ...someone that writes a diary.
DG: [laughter]
KG: [laughter]
DG: Right toisich a-rithist - start again!
KG: Later in the eighteenth century, the illustrious visitors… Well, Dr Johnson thought he was very illustrious, I
don’t think he was a terribly nice man either. But anyway. They visited the MacKinnons of Coire Chatachan
and they were very impressed; they had a wonderful library. They… All the members of the family would speak
in LatinDG: Oh wow.
KG: - so that the children and the servants wouldn’t understand them.
DG: Aw, that’s…
KG: I would imagine that the - they would have had Gaelic first but English, Latin, and quite often Greek-
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DG: Yeah but that would have beenKG: They wereDG: Yeah, multilingual.
KG: Yes! They were so well educated, and they had a great library and, Mrs. MacKinnon served um… A dish, a
kind of mutton stew, but it was salted mutton. And Johnson, who was not a very polite man, when asked how
was the… How was dinner? He said ‘It’s only fit for hogs!’ And she said ‘Well you’ll be having some more
then!’ [laughter]
DG: [laughter] Good on her.
KG: Co dhiù, this is where the other story comes in, of there being a great gathering in the house that night. And
the people were dancing. But… ehm, he noticed that the people weren’t terribly happy, a lot of them, so he said
‘Tell me why you’re having this gathering.’ And they said ‘Well these people are all going away tomorrow,
they’re going off to the Americas.’
DG: Wow
KG: And that, the song that they sang was. A-Null Thar nan Eileanan dh’ Ameireaga gun Tèid Sinn
DG: Oh really!
KG: And remember it?
A-null thar nan eileanan, dh’ Ameireaga gun tèid sinn
A-null thar nan eileanan, dh’ Ameireaga gun tèid sinn
A-null thar nan eileanan, dh’ Ameireaga gun tèid sinn
A-null rathad Shasainn agus dhachaigh rathad Èirinn
KG: This I think, is the story that the Runrig, the MacDonald brothers of Runrig, made the song, the dance. The
DanceDG: Called ‘America!’
KG: Called ‘America.’
DG: After that, occasion in Coire Chatachan.
KG: So I believe.
DG: Oh wow!
--interval-DG: So I’d like to bring us back to Fear a’ Choire again. And maybe we can sing a wee bit of the song together.
Tha Fear a' Choire fiadhaich
Tha Fear a' Choire danarra
Tha Fear a' Choire fiadhaich
'S bu riamh dha bhith ann an sin
Iu bhìl, Fear a' Choire
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Iu bhìl, coma leam dheth
Iu bhìl, Fear a' Choire
Bidh na coin an comaidh ris
Rinn e taigh an Laoghras
Fear a’ Choire ‘s maoil air
Fear a’ Choire ’s currac air
Fear a’ Choire ‘s maoil air
A’ daoradh a h-uile rud
Iu bhìl, Fear a' Choire
Iu bhìl, coma leam dheth
Iu bhìl, Fear a' Choire
Bidh na coin an comaidh ris
Rinn e taigh an iomadh àit’
Rinn e taigh an Laoghras
’S fear eile Camas Fhionnaraigh
Iu bhìl, Fear a' Choire
Iu bhìl, coma leam dheth
Iu bhìl, Fear a' Choire
Bidh na coin an comaidh ris
DG: I love that last line. It’s biting isn’t it?
KG: Yes, even the dogs…
DG: Iu bhìl… The man a' Choire.
KG: Would have nothing to do with them.
DG: The dogs what? Would have nothing to do with them.
KG: No they would eat with the dogs!
DG: Oh! [laughter]
KG: Yeeuch! Not a charming fella.
DG: So I think with that song, though, that the song itself is so descriptive in saying that he was very grumpy
and stubborn and not all that nice. But there’s another story connected to it that I want us to get into tonight
because this story is where ehm, it’s got an incredible story behind it and it’s to do with the witches.
KG: Well. I suppose there was always talk of witchcraft. In the olden days. When there were sometimes women
that were good with herbs, that were good with medicines. People that were different. However I’m not sure
about this one, I think it was maybe one ringleader, and some other women that… That just followed on, if you
like.
DG: Mhm.
KG: So there was a time in the Strath where the Fear a’ Choire of that time was cruel and mean. And the people
were very unhappy. They were probably starving!
DG: Mhm.
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KG: And they… Who started it? Who knows. But somebody, and probably an old woman of the place, the kind
of woman that children kept away from, said ‘I can tell you how we can get rid of Fear a’ Choire . But you must
promise not to tell anybody because we are going to cast a spell on him.’ If you like.
DG: Mhm.
KG: And they decided to make a clay effigy of Fear a’ Choire . Now there was strict rules in the making of a
clay effigy and this was all, well it was all told word of mouth of course, but written down at some point. Only
women could make it. but there had to be one male present as a witness of the deed being made. So maybe three
or four women gathered together and got the materials and they waited for a day that there were no men in the
village. I think maybe it would have been when they were taking the cows away.
DG: To market or something.
KG: On the drove.
DG: Ah okay!
KG: And that’s the most likely thing, because obviously if they stayed in the Strath they weren’t sea fisherman.
DG: Oh!
KG: So it, I think they would have been away on a drove. And therefore away for several days. Oh my goodness
they could have been going to Falkirk for all I know.
DG: Yeah, yeah.
KG: So they gathered together; the one man left in the village was the tailor, and they went to the house of one
of the women, sat the poor tailor in a corner, and he had to watch as they made the effigy. It would have been
clay from the river I suppose and they would have wound it round with sticks and bits of cloth.
DG: Mhm.
KG: And when they had, I suppose it would have dried off. And they went to a place in the river and they
maybe, well, we actually went to look at the river not so long ago.
DG: Oh yeah?
KG: Yes! I was trying to think ‘I wonder where they would have put it?’ And there’s little falls in that river,
little…
DG: Uh-huh.
KG: You could have just popped it behind a stone there, nobody would see it.
DG: So it had to go into running water.
KG: Yes. And as the water ran over the clay, what happens with theDG: Well it’ll start to disintegrate! Would it?
KG: Almost as soon as the clay began to dissolve, Fear a’ Choire became ill.
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DG: [laughter]
KG: Very, very ill.
DG: I’m meant to gasp at this point and not laugh, this is a great story. [laughter]
KG: [laughter] Well it is! So he took to his bed, and nobody could find out what was wrong with him. They
summoned - rich man, of course - they summoned doctors from all over. Nobody could find out. They would
have done all these old cures like leechesDG: Ugh!
KG: -and bloodletting, andDG: Presumably they’d sworn the tailor to silence in some way.
KG: The tailor was obviously so terrified he couldn’t open his mouth!
DG: [laughter]
KG: And probably the men were still away. If it was a long drove down to Falkirk, with the beasts and then
coming back, goodness knows it could be weeks!
DG: Wow.
KG: And… However, one day the tailor couldn’t bear it any longer. And he had to go and tell somebody. So he the poor, poor wee tailor - went and told the minister, I take it.
DG: Yeah.
KG: Rushed to the Taigh Choire Chatachain, and said ‘I know what’s wrong with him, come with me!’
Well oh, no actually! The tailor had to show him where the effigy had been placed and they lifted it. Either they
did, or made the women - now that bit I’m not clear on.
“Chaidh na laithean seachad agus dh’ fhàs an tàilleir gu math cionntach air na bha air tachairt dha Fear a’
Choire ’s am pàirt a ghabh e ann. Mu dheireadh thall dh’ aidich e na rinn iad ’s chaidh am pìos beag na bha air
fhàgail den iomhaigh a’ thoirt a-mach às an abhainn is a ‘chuir dhan talamh ’s a mhòinteach far am biodh e
sàbhailte.”
So… eventually as the days went past the tailor was feeling so guilty about the part he had in the… doings.
DG: Feeling complicit.
KG: Yes. Eventually he went and confessed and the little bit that was left of the clay image was taken out of the
river and buried.
DG: Oh!
KG: Where it would be, where it couldn’t, eh, dissolve anymore.
DG: Right, okay.
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KG: And I suppose the next thing, Fear a’ Choire is: ‘Oh gosh, I’m feeling better!’
DG: [laughter]
KG: And it was a while before he found out. What had happened. There’s always a clipe, wherever you go.
DG: [laughter]
KG: Somebody must have told Fear a’ Choire , I suppose maybe the minister, teacher, whoever it was who
found out. The women were arrested.
DG: Mhm.
KG: And taken to jail. And this is when we know when it happened.
DG: See this is what amazes me because as you’re telling this story I’m drawn into this dream world, like ‘Wow
this is such a great story.’ But there’s documentation of this trial, no?
KG: No I don’t think they went to trial, I think they were jailed, and in 1735, which was after the parliaments
being combined, it was a UK law made it a crime for a person to claim they had magical powers, or were guilty
of practicing witchcraft. And the women were freed!
DG: That’s amazing. Just in time.
KG: But. Who knows, what do you think may have happened to them?
DG: Gosh who knows. It doesn’t really bear thinking about, because I don’t imagine that law coming in would
have suddenly treated women better? Because they might not have been able to be tried for witchcraft...
KG: I think they would maybe haveDG: Outlawed?
KG: Well they could have been sent - they probably didn’t get their house back or who knows. They might have
been on the first ship that was passing.
DG: Yeah, it’s all supposition isn’t it?
KG: I know it’s all supposition. You just wonder were they allowed? Or did that Fear a’ Choire , it doesn’t
sound that they were very forgiving people.
DG: [laughter] No I don’t think we’re going to get a happy ending at the end of this.
KG: I don’t know, the happy ending wouldDG: Oh the happy ending would be that they didn’t get tried as witches.
KG: Yes that theyDG: And if you stop the story there it’s a victory, isn’t it? You think what happened to them, you go ‘oh.’
KG: Just wonder what would have happened to them afterward. Their poor families, their children. Or maybe
the man was just so relieved that he got his health back that he just left them to it.
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But I think over the years there were probably ehm… the same as anything. If you don’t… uh, as each
generation comes you’ll get good ones and you’ll get rotten eggs as well. [laughter]
DG: [laughter]
KG: But! As another ehm… As lately as 1951 there - 1735 UK law made it a crime, banned itDG: Mhm.
KG: It came into being in 1736. It was repealed in 1951!
DG: What?!
KG: And it was called the ‘Fraudulent Mediums Act’. That’ll be worth looking up. That’s just another by the
way.
DG: Did you know that story about Fear a’ Choire when I was in school, then? Because it was only recently
that I heard that story. About the witches.
KG: No, I haven’t. That’s not a story I’ve always known. It was something that I was looking into and then
thought: ‘Oh, there’s a bit more!’ And eh…
DG: Well I’m amazed how many stories are connected to that house.
KG: Yes!
DG: And I wonder, with the song Fear a’ Choire fiadhaich , I wonder where that song came in the order.
Although my gut feeling would be that it would be later because it’s a reelKG: Yes! Because of the house. We can tell, we date it with the house. Which, the Taigh an Laoghras, eh… the
Liveras House, which is still standing - a lovely house. It - Corry Lodge, it’s known as - and it was built in 1790.
DG: Oh! I spent many days in Corry Lodge.
KG: Yes! You used to go across and play thereDG: -and play there. Luckily no Fear a’ Choire around when I was there.
--interval-DG: Let’s move on now to another song and another story, connected to Skye. Connected to Skye?
KG: Oh yesDG: North Skye?
KG: Skye and Arisaig.
DG: Skye and Arisaig. And this is… probably my favourite story and favourite song that we would sing in
school. That you would sing in our school. And it’s Colann Gun Cheann.
KG: So a lovely little song with a very gruesome story.
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DG: [laughter]
KG: There’s various versions, the version that eh… That I have here was from Calum MacLean, Raasay. Well,
he recorded it.
DG: Calum MacLean, Sorley MacLean’s brother?
KG: Yes.
DG: He took a lot of recordings from the area?
KG: Oh yes, from Skye, Rothsay, down the West Coast and especially out in South Uist. So there was a poor
woman living in the place called Achateilasaig - I don’t know how to pronounce it, I’ve been trying to work it
out for the emphasis.
DG: Uh-huh.
KG: It is in South Morar. She was on her own with a very young child. I think it was very possible that her man
was away soldiering. And she had nothing. Tha cuimhn’ agad air an sgeul?
DG: Yeah, it’s coming back to me but I always remember this wrong. [laughter]
KG: So in the evenings, it was at the harvest time, in the evenings she would go out and she would glean. She
would pick up the oats. And the landowner was a very horrible man. We seem to be meeting quite a few of
them!
DG: [laughter]
KG: As it’s written here. ‘And she was bringing up the child in terrible poverty and it seems that the man who
owned the man around the hovel where she stayed, he suspected that at harvest time she was plucking the oats
as they ripened as food for herself and the child! So he just kept watch. And he caught the poor woman taking a
few of the oats to make - she would have ground them down to make a porridge DG: Mhm.
KG: And… And he leapt on her and he said: “You’re stealing from me!”’ And he had a sickle in his hand and he
just took the sickle to her and… Cut off her head.
DG: Oh.
KG: How did I get away with teaching that to small children? [laughter]
DG: I love that part of the story as well! [laughter] That’s terrible, I love gruesome stories. But it’s horrendous!
KG: It’s absolutely horrendous, and just… Showing that… what people in power could do! Well… AlthoughDG: That’s not the end of the story!
KG: No! Because she may have been dead, but she was not at peace.
DG: Mm.
KG: So. She used to float above the hills of ehm-
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DG: Beinn Eadarra
KG: No! Beinn Eadarrais where she came from in the first placeDG: Ahhh, yes.
KG: -she was a Trotternish girl.
DG: Okay. That’s the North Skye connection, then.
KG: Yes. This is the North Skye connection.
DG: Because she was from there originally but she would float aboveKG: She obviouslyDG: Arisaig and Morar, then.
KG: Yes, because she married over there and this was her child, never did find out what happened to theDG: Well we never asked as children what happened to the child, either! We just wanted to know about the
headless ghost! [laughter]
KG: You were so callous!
DG: [laughter]
KG: So, eh, I don’t think it was every night. But obviously when the weather conditions were good she would
float above the mountains, and any poor creature who was walking on the road, she would just take her head and
fling it down and kill them!
DG: [laughter]
KG: And the people, they were getting a bit fed up with this.
DG: [laughter] As you would!
KG: Well as you would indeed. And they said - I have this picture of everybody in my head, a picture in my
mind, of um, community council meeting that they are all sitting there round a bòrd saying: ‘We have to get rid
of this Colann Gun Cheann, we can’t let this go!’
DG: So Colann Gun Cheann as well, a body without a head.
KG: Body without a head, yes.
DG: Yeah.
KG: And I heard it as one of the heroes from Raasay, and his friend there was Raghnall Mac Ailein Òg. He was
the local. So they were probably guys who went out hunting and shooting together.
DG: Mhm.
KG: And they took over Iain Garbh from Raassay, and -
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DG: Iain Garbh, well known hero in so manyKG: Yes.
DG: -occasions, springs up in so many Gaelic songs.
KG: Yes so we’re not very sure. But certainly the Raghnall Mac Ailein Òg said that he would go and the young
men went out and it was one of the nights that the Colann Gun Cheann was busy floating through the hills and
looking out for victims. And she looked down and there were these men. And she took her head - I think maybe
a bit like Anne Boleyn, she might have helped to kept it under her oxter, but I’m not very sure about this one.
DG: [laughter]
KG: And she hurled the head down. But it’s okay because our hero caught it on the tip of his sword. And of
course she wasn’t very pleased, and she said ‘cuir air ais mi, cuir air ais mi’!
DG: ‘Put me back, put me back!’
KG: Yes! ‘It’s not very fair!’ And ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s not really very fair what you’re doing. You’re killing the
people of Morar and Arisaig. They never did anything to you!’ Except, you knowDG: Well except chop her head off!
KG: No well he was just - yeah, wellDG: [laughter]
KG: Very, very bad. But the ordinary people, it wasn’t their fault!
DG: No.
KG: And they would not give her back her head until she promised that she would go back to Beinn Eadarra in
the North East of Skye.
DG: In the North of Skye.
KG: In Sgìre Thròndairnis. And she still sings ‘round there. But she hasn’t been throwing her head for the last
possibly 400 years.
DG: [laughter] She’s at peace now.
KG: She is at peace now! She went home but you could understand why… why she wasn’t.
DG: Yeah. Absolutely! I love that story.
’S fhàda bhuam fhìn bonn Beinn Eadorra
’S fhàda bhuam fhìn bealach a’ Mhòrbhheinn
’S fhàda bhuam fhìn bonn Beinn Eadorra
’S fhada gun teagamh bhuam bealach a’ Mhòrbheinn
O bhonn gu bonn, bonn Beinn Eadorra
O bhonn gu bonn, bealach a’ Mhoire Bheinn
O bhonn gu bonn, bonn Beinn Eadorra
’S fhada gun teagamh bhuam bealach a’ Mhòrbheinn
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DG: Gorgeous! And there’s another part, see when you mentioned Iain Garbh. I want to bring the witches back
in again. Because Iain Garbh appears in many Gaelic songs. And he was a… warrior?
KG: Yes. He was, um, the son of MacLeod of Raasay.
DG: Mmm, okay.
KG: And I would imagine a very important young man. And there would have been big families because the
MacLeods - there’s MacLeods of Skye, MacLeods of Raasay, MacLeods of Harris.
DG: Of Harris, exactly. The different branches of the one clan.
KG: Yes, and I think MacLeod Ratharsaigh they were quite important and…
DG: So the story, eh… goes that Iain Garbh and his men, his band of men, were over in Lewis at a christening.
KG: Yes, they were at a christening party and I think they partied very very well.
DG: [Laughter]
KG: Which seems an awful thing to do at a christening party.
DG: Oh I don’t know… Fair play to them. So they were at the christening, and then they were sailing back to
Raasay, when a wind whipped up.
KG: A furious storm. And it was said that it was the most powerful witches on the West, there was a Doideag
Dhubh, she was one of them. There was one from Mull; she was really really evil. But there was four of them.
And they stirred up the storm, and the boat was getting whirled around. There’s something about eggshells, isn’t
there?
DG: Yeah, so I cannot throw eggshells away without crunching them up! Because… I heard, and maybe it’s
from that story, but I heard that the witches used to ehm, use an eggshell and put water in itKG: Yes!
DG: -and start tipping it from side to side, and that was meant to conjure up a storm and capsize the boats. So
every time I have eggs I have to crunch up the eggshells!
KG: However, I think because these young men were so important, they unleashed their full forces and they
turned into ravens.
DG: Oh wow!
KG: And they were zooming and swirling down the boat going ‘Caw, caw, caw!’ And the boat went down, with
all hands.
DG: And they were all drowned, weren’t they?
KG: All drowned.
DG: Ehm. I’ve got a book here, ehm, The Gaelic Otherworld, which is John Gregorson Campbell’s
Superstitions of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland and Witchcraft and Second Sight in the Highlands and
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Islands (see Campbell, 2005) all compiled into this amazing big book, by Ronald Black. Edited by Ronald
Black. And it has a mention of witches here:
‘The following story is common to many places: A boat man from one of the Southern Islands was long
detained in Lewis by adverse winds. He was courting a witch’s daughter and applied to her mother for a
favourable wind. He gave her a pound of tobacco and, assisted by neighbouring witches, after three days of
exertion she produced a string with three knots upon it. The first knot was called thig gu foill, come gently, and
when he loosened it as he left the shore a gentle breeze sprung up. The second knot was called teann nas fheàrr,
come better, and on its being untied the breeze came stiffer. As he neared the harbour, he out of curiosity
loosened the last knot, the name of which was cruaidh chàs, hardship. A wind came to blow the hillocks, sage
and sèideadh nan cnoc out of their places and sent the thatch of the houses into the boroughs of the plough land.
And the boat man was drowned.’
So, it’s…
KG: Oh my goodness.
DG: Yeah! It’s really sinister. And I love the way that these songs seamlessly go from, a good story into truth - I
mean we have dates of Iain Garbh’s drowning.
KG: Yes.
DG: And we have that kind of belief in superstition, very strongly held belief. But where the truth lies, I feel it
kind of weaves in between. That’s my personal feeling.
KG: Mhm. But Iain Garbh’s sister was absolutely distraught.
DG: Yeah. She composed a song: every Friday after his death for a year?
KG: I think it was for a year.
DG: There’s a few of them recorded now. Ehm. I’ll sing you a wee bit of one.
KG: Mhm.
’S mi nam shuidh air an fhaoilinn,
Gun fhaoilte gun fhuran
Rìgh! Cha tog mi fonn aotrom
O Dhihaoine mo dhunaidh hill o
Hill o ro ho
Hill o ro ho
Hill o, hill o ro bha ho
DG: Gorgeous!
KG: Yes it is gorgeous. But it is such a deep - the tune itself, and the words marry-.
DG: Yeah.
KG: They’re just such a… They’re just heartbreaking.
DG: They’re just really kind of exposing her vulnerability and kind of her devastation, isn’t it?
KG: Mhm.
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DG: What a cheery note to end on.
KG: Well we’ve cut heads off…
DG: [laughter]
KG: We’ve been involved in…
DG: We’ve sent people abroad emigrating. We’ve had horrible landlords - many of them!
KG: [laughter]
DG: We’ve had drownings.
KG: Yes!
DG: We’ve had clay effigies… And beautiful songs.
KG: Yes.
DG: Thanks mam.
KG: Oh, thank you!
DG: That was a real pleasure, and a joy to rediscover those stories and those songs and have a lot of fun with
you.
I am enormously grateful to my mum, Kirsteen for sharing her knowledge on these songs and stories from the
area and for the influence that she has had on my love of Gaelic songs.
Over the course of the last six weeks I have immersed myself in different people’s voices from across the
Gàidhealtachd and the globe, trying to evoke some of the emotions that are conveyed in their poetry. I’ve had
the enormous privilege of chatting with some wonderful guests, who have so keenly and honestly shared their
insights on these songs and their stories. We have spanned different areas that we can all relate to - through
female empowerment, political anguish, emmigration and, at the heart of it all, community.
I would like to extend my most sincere thanks to all of those guests, aswell as the numerous people that have
contributed in many other ways.
If you enjoyed this episode then please do share and review it - also check out the other episodes in this series if
you haven’t done so already.
The background music you hear is taken from my album, Urranta, which is available through my website
http://www.deirdregraham.com as well as on the usual streaming platforms.
Before I go I’d like to extend my ever grateful thanks to Creative Scotland for supporting this project.
There are countless other stories yet to be told and I look forward to you joining me again for another series of
Gaelic Song Stories.
Chun an uairsin, beannachd leibh!
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