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. JRIEF TISTORY OF THE 'MoPHEB' CLAN

Dear Clansnan,

You have already been contacted by other Australiar MacPhice in
an attenpt o awankon or revive your interest in our Clan.

In pursunnce of that aim I thought it nmay heip to create such en
intercat in thoge of jou who have not previously given much thought to your
origin or perhaps havo not had the opportunity to study the subjeci, if I, a
first goneration Australian with a life long intorest in our Clan and Scottish
Hiﬂzory in general, set down a vory brief outline of our history as I understand
1 o be,

My narrative mus* not be accepted no authoritative and is directed
to the'wninformed' in the hope that they will become interested in reading on
the suchct and particularly the works of recognised hiatorians. My information
has been obtained from verious sources including Skonec - & nost h.ghly regpeciod
Scottish genealogist - qu De Vere Loder in his "Colonsay and Oronsay" (1935).

I have not yet rend the works of Dr Earle Douglas MacThee.

When on holiday in Scotland last year I took the opportunity <o
nake a sentimental journoy to the island of Colonsay and tread our "native
heath".

Our Nane

The gaclic (Scottish pronunciation "pmllln") spelling of our nans
was dcrlvod fron two gaelic werﬁs, "Dubh" (pronouncod "dtooh") neaning Blgnl:,
and "Sith" \uronounccd "ghe ) neaning Peace. The Sith were the peacoful "Little
People" who were supposed Yo have inhabited Colensay. The literal translation
of our nano is therefore "Black of Peace" or "The dark featured Clar".

The original gaelic spelling of the nanme derived fron the cormbin~
ation of these two words is the subject of some controversy which I, not boins
o gaclic scholar, oo not qualified to discuss. The gaclic "Mac", noaninug scn,
was added 25 a prefiz to designate sons of the original of that nane.

Since there are differing opinions regarding the gaelic spelling
it is to bo expected that there will be different opinions rogarding *he -arl
icst anglicised vorsions. Skene contends that "the nmost ancient intabitants
of Colonsay were the 'MacDuffies' or 'Macphees'". He also uscs the spelling
"Macfie" and this was’ the spelling used in 1609 by Malcoln owr lest chiof and
by his brother Donald, Viear of the Priory on -6e¥emsey Oronsay. It is nlso
the cpelling used to decsignate the Clan crest and tartan. ’

Following the nurder of Malcoln by Colkdittc Macdonald in 162%,
the Macfies were dispossessed of their island and the Clen fanilics nigrated
to other areas. It would appear that this was the begining of the varied
spellings of the name that exist to-day as most of our present speilings can bo
traced to particular areas in Scotland where dispossessed families settled.
Whatever the spelling the pronunciation remains the same, therefore the spall-
ing is of little consequence and we are all descended from the origsianal i Jlb-

tants ol that little islend of Colonsay.

Qur "llative Heath".

The home territory of our Clan was the small hilly islond of
Colonsay and the cven snaller island of Oronsay; a causoway connecss the -aro
at low tide. Oronsay Priory was the burial place of the Chiefs.

These islands off the central west coast of Scotland are a short
distance from the island of Iona - the cradle of Christianity in Scotland -
and are part of the Inner Hebrides which, together with the Outer Heorides,
fornm the Western Isles.

The First Macfies.

The origin of the Clan is obscure but it is believed to have
existed for at least 10CO years. All authorities agree that our first arcestor:
were Celts (pronounced Xelts) who, as I will explain, were a nixture of nan:-
racos by the time they arrived on Colonsay.

The Celts are believed to have originated sonewhere in the Milll:
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East ané over a period of many centuries moved in a great body through Greece,
Italy - they once occupied Rome - France etc., and finally arrived in Britain
in advance of the Angels. It appears to have been the custom of the Celts to
occupy an area, or country, live there for perhaps hundreds of years, inter-
narry with the local inhabitants and then, for some unknown reason, move on en
nasse, However, they always preserved their identity, customs and gaelic
language intact.

Unfortunately for history the Celts during that period had no written
language. However, by phenominal feats of memory their Bards and Druids, - the
latter being their astrononmers aend wise men — retained mental records of their
language, history, science and songs end apparently with great accuracy.

The last strongholds of the Celts were in Wales, Isle of Man, Ireland,
The Western Isles and Highlands of Scotland, - the latter two via Ireland. The
internarriage with many races must have contributed greatly in maintaining the
virility of the Celts throughout their long history and no doubt the Celtic
strain has given the Welsh, Manxman, Irish and Highland Scots that fierce
national streak in their nature, produced such superb fighting men, and made
them such inveter,te wanderers.

In addition to our Celtic ancestors, it must be remembered that for
o long period Norway controlled the Westorn Isles and Isle of Man - a Viking
is buried with his ship on Oronsay - and, in consequence, there would bec an
infusion of Norse blood in the inhabitants in those areas. This control ended
in the 13th century when the Norsemen were defeated by the Scots at the battle
of Largs on the Ayrshire coast.

The inhabitants of tho Western Isles did not consider their territory
as part of nmainland Scotland and it was not until 1609 that thoy were forced
into submission by the armies of King James VI & I.

Following the defeat of the Norsenen the islands came under the
control of Macdonald, self styled "Lord of the Isles" and his twelve subord-
inate chiefs of whon Macfie of Colonsay was one. This control continued for
alrnost 400 years. Macfie was also appointed hereditory "Keeper of the Records"
for the Lord of the Isles, The appointment of the chief of probably the small-
est clan in the group - believed not to have excesded 100 families - comld
have been related to the fact a Priory was established on Oronsay at an early
date, and the Prior beins more literate than most of the inhabtitants of the
Isles could, under the authority of the chief, carry out the secretarial worlk,
My assumption is strengthened by Loder's statement that'when the Statutes of
Iona was signed by the 12 chiefs in 1609, Donald Macfie, Viear of Oronsay,
signed the document on behalf of his brother Malcolm, the Chief.

The Statutes of Iona was a kind of peace treaty agreed to by the 12
chiefs of the Isles after their defeat by the King's forces, and provided for
a new order in the arca. It was o simple document of nine clauyges and was
really a code of behavior and reforms that the chiefs underitook to introduce
in their arcas as gubjects of King James VI & I. The docunent was revised in
1616,

Following the murder of Malcoln and a few of his conmpanions at a
"standing stone" on Baleromin Mor, Colonsay, in 1623, our clan was disposs—
essed of the island by the Macdonalds and, with few exceptions, the families
migrated to toher areas wherc they lived under the protection of cther clans,
Having lost its only land, the Clan forfeited its right to have a Chief and
although there may bave been claimants for the position, the fact that the
chioftainship was not necossarily hereditary and ownership of land wes, I
understand, an cssential requirement, the validity of such claims would be
difficult to establish,

Ownership of Colonsay changed hands many times after the murdor of
Malcoln, alternating between the Macdonalds and Campbells and often depending
on which Clan was in favour with the.reigning nmonarch at the time. However,
the island appears to have been in the hands of the MelNeils from 1695 until
1904 when it passed to an Englishman, Lord Strathcone, in settlement of a
debt.

For 2 present day picture of Colonsay I recormend those interested
to read "The Crofter and The Laird" by John McPhee, an Australian edition of
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which was published by Angus snd Robertson in 1972 and is available at o cost
of $4.50. A moat interesting 1ittle book.

Tho Dioporsed Macfioes

The dioposavased familics leaving Colonsay moved to several aroas
including Islay, Bute and, according to Lodor, the greater number to Upper
Lorne and Lochabor where thoy took sholter under Loochiecl Cameron., It im
pogsidble that in onch area tho clansmen joined othor familics, who because of
the linited sizo of Colonsay, had migrated earlier from shoer nocesoity.

In each area tho Macfien - under various spollings = appoar to have
boen acouptod ns tonnants probably on a "man ront" basis, 1.0, on condition
that thoy suppliod fighting men to tho chief when roquirod. Thoy aloo retained
their own namos and did not become Septs of tho other clans, By all accounts
thoy also multiplied in cach areca., This situation is quito ovident at Lochaber
where tho namo is still plentiful under the spellings MacPhea, McPhee, and
Macphee. In Fort Willian I was informed that it is "a verra honoured namo in
these pairts".

A% Glenfinnan (near Fort William) where "Bonric Prince Charlic
raised his standard to commenco the Rising in 1745, there is a plague which
states that a "Macphee" and a "Macmaster" supported the standard when it was
raised, The Macphecs of Lochabor formed part of the Caneron force throughout
that 111 fated campaign which ended on Culloden FMeld in 1746.

Aftor the defeat of the Scots at Culloden = the first time in 400
years - the English wero dotermined to break up the Clans and rid themselves
of these troublesomo Highlandors for nll time, How this wao achieved is
documented by John Prebble in "The Highland Clearances", available in paper
back and well worth rending,

Migration from Scotland had been takdng place for a long time duc to
the linited amount of arable land and - inspite of famine and disease - over
population., However, during the 100 years after Culloden many tens of thousands
of Highlanders werc driven by force from their clan lands to sesk unaccustomed
work in the southern towns, or - to the lasting benefit of the countries

concerned - to migrate to Anerica, Canade, New Zealand, arnd our own Australia
and Tasmania,

Thus, for the sccond time the Macphees of Lochaber and other aroas
became dispossessed ard dispersed.

So ends my story of our beginings, you naoy take it from there -
We do have a neme to be proud of so let us take pride in being a McPhee,
MacPhee, MacPhie, Mocphee, Macfio or any other spelling,

Charles Macphee




