
  

Issue 8: April 2024 

A very belated Happy Easter to you all! 

I’m sure you know the feeling of life taking over, and so you’ll understand why this issue of the 

journal is about four weeks later than planned - although thankfully still in April. I’m immensely 

grateful to a number of friends and correspondents who have submitted articles or given  

permissions for what you’re about to read. It is particularly pleasing to see the three elements of 

bynames, genetics and lore all featuring to one degree or another within these pages. 

As ever, please let any friends who may be interested know about the journal.  

Yours, 

William 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Clach Stein, Allt na Muilne, Swordale and Bayble. Point, Lewis. 

(Reproduced with the permission of the National Library of Scotland) 

 

http://rtresearch.co.uk/
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The ‘Bonney’ letters 

 

In 2016 I came across the following message online: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After establishing contact with Helen, I mentioned the letters to Andrew P. MacLeod (ACMS  

Genealogy Co-ordinator). Helen was then was kind enough to send Andrew copies of the letters; 

she and her cousin Linda have recently given permission for them to be included in these  

pages. Andrew has done a huge amount of work both in transcribing the letters and also in  

considering the implications of the information contained therein. Those implications will follow 

after all the letters have been reproduced. 

This issue sees the beginning of a series in which scanned copies of the letters will be made  

available. Andrew has agreed that his transcriptions appear opposite the original letters.  

The letters were written by Annabella McLeod (writing before 1910) and her elder sister Mary 

Catherine Macleod (writing after 1910). There are two letters from Annabella (neither of which is 

complete) but at least sixteen from Mary (thirteen of which are complete). 

Mary (1830 - 1914) and Annabella were the daughters of Norman MacLeod (1803 - 1859) and 

Catherine Gemmell. It is plain that they had been told of their heritage and were keen to see it  

remembered. These letters are therefore a potentially significant record of conversations from as 

early as the 1840s.  

The 1841 census for Liverpool indicates 

that the family moved from Scotland in 

the 1830s; all bar the youngest child had 

been born north of the border. 

More biographical detail on the family 

shall follow in future issues. 

 

 

 

The first (partial) letter appears on the 

following pages. 

https://www.genealogy.com/forum/surnames/topics/macleod/811/
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Grateful thanks are due to Helen (MacLeod) Bonney and to 
Linda (McLeod) Bec for granting permission for the original letters to be published. 

I am also very thankful to Andrew P. MacLeod 
for permission to include his painstaking transcriptions. 
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Clach Steinn 

Every village has it’s own memories, and one such was recounted to my brother Iain in 1995 by 

our great-uncle Donald Roddy Macleod (‘DR’, 1923 - 2011), originally of 25 Swordale, but latterly 

of Tain. I am most grateful to Iain for the time and expertise he has given in considering this  

snippet of local history. 

DR believed that the incident referred to dates to the late 19th century, and recalled that the  

original poem (or perhaps song) consisted of over fifty verses, only three of which he could recite.  

Good hearths and lintels (whether for doors or fireplaces) were hard to come by, and DR referred 

to the people of Swordale and Bayble both needing such things, which may imply that the poem 

recalls the competition for the raw materials between these two villages. The 

potentially devious means by which this stone was acquired were plainly considered worthy of 

remembrance. 

The remnant of the poem, which  DR knew as ‘Clach Steinn’, is as follows: 

 A Chlach Ghlas a th’ ann an Allt na Muilne 

 bheil thu cluinntinn mar a thachair? 

 Tha mise seo nam shìneadh 

 ’s mo leth ìseal ris an talamh. 

 Thathas ag ràdh gur e Dòmhnall Mhurchaidh Mhòir 

 a leòn mi leis an teine. 

 Ach am faigheadh e clach ùrlair 

 no clach dhìreach airson a’ bhalla. 

 Ach cha b’ e Dòmhnall Mhurchaidh Mhòir a bh’ ann 

 no Iain Òg, bha iad nan cadal. 

 Bha timcheall ormsa còignear 

 Bha fir-phòsta ann agus balaich. 

Iain has translated this, providing a literal translation (on the left) in addition to one which scans 

more easily (on the right): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A number of questions come to mind.   Where was the stone, and are there any remains? Why the 

apparent secrecy over the breaking of the stone? Who were the wrongly accused ‘Donald of Big 

Murdo’, and young Iain? 

O Grey Rock that is in Allt na Muilne. 

Do you hear as it happened? 

I’m here in my lying 

and my lower half to the ground. 

O Grey Rock that is by Allt na Muilne. 

Do you hear what happened? 

I’m lying here  

and my lower half is on the ground. 

It is said that it was Donald of Big Murdo  

that wounded me with the fire 

so that he would get a floor stone  

or a straight stone for the wall. 

 

It is said that it was Donald of Big Murdo 

that cleaved me with the fire 

so that he would get a floor stone 

or a straight stone for the wall. 

But it wasn’t Donald of Big Murdo 

Or young Iain, they were in their sleep. 

There was around me five people. 

There were married men there and boys.  

It wasn’t Donald of Big Murdo  

or young Iain, they were asleep. 

There were five people around me. 

There were married men and boys. 
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The poem is titled ‘Clach Steinn’, this being a standing stone just to the north of the village of Low-

er Bayble. It is now fallen, and the poem is very probably describing the moment of its fall. The 

three surviving verses make no mention of Clach Steinn, but instead refer to Clach Ghlas (the 

‘Grey Stone’). This well-known rock sits on the banks of Allt na Muilne behind Knock Free Church 

of Scotland in Garrabost. It is marked as a ‘boulder’ near the top-right corner of the 25-inch map 

of Point which was published in 1897. 

Clach Ghlas and Clach Steinn are around 1.5 miles apart, and a close reading of the poem in con-

junction with the title suggests that Clach Ghlas is being asked - perhaps by Clach Steinn - whether 

she witnessed what happened. This notion is backed up by the fact that Clach Steinn is cleanly 

broken. Historic Environment Scotland report of Clach Steinn that: 

 

 

 

The Canmore website includes some photographs of the broken stone; it is very much in Bayble 

territory. The secrecy implied by the poem and the difficulty of locating good stone for critical  

features of a house, suggest that perhaps some ’men and boys’ set fire to Clach Steinn one night 

with the deliberate plan of shattering it along the grain. When DR recounted the poem he implied 

that this was the case. The ‘married men and boys’ would then have had the difficult task of trans-

porting the spoils over the moor before they were discovered.  

The fact that the poem was remembered in Swordale suggests that it may have been Swordale folk 

who purloined the stone, and that those in Bayble believed that ‘Donald of Big Murdo’ and ‘young 

Iain’ were the perpetrators. It is unlikely that these individuals can ever be identified with any cer-

tainty, but it may be possible to suggest likely characters. Given that they were asleep at the time, 

perhaps they were boys. I have only found two likely characters: 

  Donald son of Murdo Macleod (14 Swordale) was born on 8th June 1889. he was the fourth of    

  nine children born to Murdo Macleod and Mary Maciver. Murdo’s granddaughter only knew of  

  him as Murdo Iain, but that is not to say that he was not known as Murdo Mor. 

  John son of John Munro (23 Swordale) was known as Iain Beag (that is, Small Iain), but may 

  also have been known as Iain Og, his father having the same forename. He was born on 10th  

  December 1889 and went on to enlist with the 4th Seaforth Highlanders in World War One. He    

  was awarded the Military Cross for conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty but was killed in  

  action on 16th April 1918. His obituary said of him, that ‘to know him was to love him’. 

These boys were second cousins through their Maciver ancestry, and second cousins once  

removed by their Macleod roots. They would have grown up together, and it is highly plausible 

that they may have been jointly accused of the misdemeanour. DR was born in 1923, and it may 

be that the ‘late 19th century’ which he believed the poem dated to may actually have been early 

20th century, meaning that these boys would have been of an age to be potentially guilty. 

One also wonders who the author of the poem may have been. He was plainly one of the five per-

petrators, and he also wanted Donald of Big Murdo and young Iain to be exonerated. Might he 

perhaps have been a father or an uncle to one of them? 

If you know more of this old poem, it would be wonderful to hear from you! 

The monument is a fallen monolith, probably of late Bronze Age date. Beside it is 

another large prostrate stone. The larger stone, which has split cleanly in two, 

would originally have been 3.3m long and is 1m wide. The broken pieces measure 

2m and 1.3m long.  

https://maps.nls.uk/view/82901610
http://canmore.org.uk/site/4396
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A “MAIDSEAR” MACLEOD FAMILY MYSTERY AND THEORY 

Author:  Katie Bryant, terra7754manor@gmail.com  

Note from author: I have received permission from anyone whose initials or 

names I have used.  Anyone else has been completely anonymized.  

 

In early 2020 I discovered a DNA match to D.A.  on Ancestry that was on my only MacLeod line.  

We both traced back to two different MacLeod men living almost next to each other in Ontario, 

Canada in 1861.  But we knew nothing more about either man or how they or their wives were  

related.  D.A. and I began corresponding frequently, comparing DNA matches and records, in 

hopes of solving this mystery. 

I was extremely fortunate in 2021 to be able to confirm my Canadian MacLeod ancestor as a 

grandson of John “Maidsear” MacLeod, bc 1742, who was a shepherd in a remote area called 

Scaparaid on Lewis, southwest of Acha Mor.  But was D.A.’s ancestor, Murdoch MacLeod, b.1822, 

related to these “Maidsear” MacLeods, and if so, how?  This was still a mystery.  With the help of 

DNA, oral history, and circumstantial evidence I’ve developed a theory and the following explains 

my rationale:  

The Ancestors  

John “Maidsear” MacLeod:  The patriarch of the “Maidsear” MacLeods was John (“Iain”) Mac-

Leod, born circa 1742.  For ease of reference, I’ll refer to him as John1742.  John1742’s parentage 

is unknown. According to oral historians, he and his sons were boundary shepherds for Major 

MacIver.   

The family lived in the relatively remote area of Scaparaid, now abandoned, on the Isle of Lewis. 

One of his grandsons, John MacLeod bc 1815, (John1815) married Lillie MacRae.  They lived at 14 

Acha Mor before emigrating to Canada between 1851 and 1855. 

Murdoch MacLeod:   Murdoch first definitively appears in the 1861 census of Bruce Township in 

Bruce County, Ontario, with his wife Mary and 6 children.  He was born around 1822; I’ll refer to 

him as Murdoch1822.  Murdoch’s birthplace on the Ontario census is given as Scotland, and a 

likely death certificate states that his birthplace was the Isle of Lewis.  Murdoch’s oldest child, 

Mary, was born around 1844 and some census records indicate she was born in Scotland, others 

in Nova Scotia.   

In 1861 Murdoch and his family were living in Ontario, Canada very close to my ancestor, John.  

Murdoch’s parents and his relationship to both John1815 and John1742 is unknown, although 

Murdoch’s descendants share many DNA matches with known descendants of John1742. 

The DNA Story 

The diagram below shows the relationships between the DNA testers.  The two people highlighted 

in yellow did “Big-Y” DNA testing on FamilyTreeDNA.  The people highlighted in blue had  

autosomal DNA results on Ancestry. 



9 

 

The Y-DNA results from FamilyTreeDNA definitively showed that Murdoch1822 and John1742 

shared a male ancestor, as reported in a previous article by William Cumming (see “The R1A  

MacLeods of Lewis” in Issue 2).  From further analysis provided by FamilyTreeDNA, we can be 

reasonably confident that Murdoch b.1822 was either a grandson, great-grandson, grand-nephew 

or great-grandnephew of John1742. I’m ruling out son as John1742 would have most likely been 

too old to be Murdoch’s father.  More details on this Y-DNA analysis can be found in the  

addendum. 

 

The autosomal DNA results between the families suggest that D.A. and BKC are most likely 4th 

cousins and at most 5th cousins. Combining the Y-DNA results with the autosomal DNA results, 

we can narrow the possibilities further and reasonably conclude that Murdoch must 

have been either a grandson or great-grandson of John1742, and not a grand- or great-

grandnephew, as those would fall outside the 5th cousin range. More details on this autosomal 

DNA analysis can be found in the addendum. 

 

Assuming Murdoch was a grandson or great-grandson of John “Maidsear”, then from which son 

of John “Maidsear” did he descend?  Three sons were documented by Bill Lawson in his Croft  

History book for Acha Mor: Malcolm born c.1767, Donald born c.1771 (father of John1815) and 

Duncan, born c.1781.   A 2005 article in Dusgadh, the publication of the North Lochs Historical 

Society, based on oral history provided by the late historian Angus “Ease” Macleod, MBE,  

mentioned a fourth son, Norman “Sidhear”.   Descendants of Malcolm, Donald and Duncan were 

listed in Croft History books and in census records (starting in 1841) but none appear to be  

candidates for the father of Murdoch b.1822.  Going back to the autosomal DNA, the most 

likely scenario is that Murdoch is a son of Donald – this would make D.A. and BKC 

4th cousins 1x removed.  The next likely scenario is that Murdoch is the son of a  

different brother – this would make D.A. and BKC 5th cousins 1x removed which is 

on the outer range of possibilities.  
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HISTORY AND CIRCUMSTANCE  

Aside from DNA, other information and circumstances may provide additional clues that should 

be considered, including: 

1. Murdoch1822 had several sons named “Norman” (the first two did not survive infancy).   

Obviously that name held some importance to him or his wife.  The Pairc Historical Society’s 

Croft History for #3 Garyvard states that John1742 had a son “Tormod Sidhear”, or 

“Norman the Soldier” but nothing else is known about Norman other than he settled 

“somewhere at Loch a Ghanabhaich” (Lochganvich).  Lochganvich  is not far from  

Scaparaid, where John1742 lived, and also close to where John1815 was living in 1851.   

Perhaps Norman and his wife were the parents of Murdoch1822, and left Isle of Lewis when 

Murdoch1822 was just a boy for Nova Scotia.   

2. A genealogical report by Bill Lawson states that John1742’s son Donald had a son Murdo, 

“who was a drover and, according to oral tradition, was mauled by a bull at Tarbert, Harris.” 

Nothing else is known about this Murdo.  Could this Murdo/Murdoch have survived the bull

-mauling and left for Canada in his youth? 

3. Donald’s known wife Kirsty was 20 years his junior, and all his known children with Kirsty 

were born after 1815, when Donald was in his mid-to-late 40’s.   It is possible that Donald 

had an earlier marriage with other children, one of whom could have been the father of  

Murdoch1822. If those children did not stay on Isle of Lewis and live until census or death 

records started being kept then no written record of them likely exists. (The first census was 

in 1841, civil death registration did not start until 1855. Old Parish Registers record some 

early 1800 records but vary greatly according to location and parish.) 

4. The close proximity of Murdoch1822 to John1815 (grandson of John1742) in Canada in 1861 

leads one to believe that they knew each other from Scotland, although clearly Murdoch1822 

had lived in Nova Scotia for a number of years before going to Ontario, and John appears to 

have gone more directly to Ontario;  if he stopped in Nova Scotia it was for not more than a 

year or two.  

CONCLUSIONS: 

Based on the Y-DNA and Autosomal DNA comparisons between the two families, I conclude that 

Murdoch1822 was a grandson or great-grandson of John1742 and therefore  

definitely a “Maidsear” MacLeod.  Beyond that, the evidence is just not strong enough to say 

which of John1742’s sons he descended from.  Although odds based on autosomal DNA slightly 

favor him being the son of Donald, other circumstantial evidence leads me to believe he may have 

been the son of Norman (or another son).  Hopefully more evidence will come to light through 

DNA or other records that will further help resolve this mystery! 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT: 

Getting to this point in our research has truly been a team effort!  I am heavily indebted to Neil 

and Anne MacLeod, of Stornoway, for sharing their knowledge, hearts and time with us.  Neil, 

who passed in 2022, was himself a Maidsear descendant (his ancestor being son Malcolm).  Neil 

was also instrumental in obtaining a Y-DNA test from one of the direct-male descendants. He is 

greatly missed.  I’d also like to thank D.A. for her persistence, research and friendship in figuring 

out these MacLeod connections. Without a coordinated, team effort, we would never have gotten 

this far.  
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ADDENDUM 

This section provides more specifics on the data and analysis, for those who may be interested 

and to document for the record. 

DNA Comparisons: 

A. Y-DNA  

Y-DNA is passed only from father to son, with no or minimal changes, and can be used to  

determine if males share a common ancestor, although it cannot identify the specific  

common ancestor. 

 

As noted in a previous article by William Cumming, (see “The R1A MacLeods of Lewis”, Issue 2), 

Y-DNA tests by a direct male descendant of Murdoch1822 (P.W)  and a known direct male  

descendant of John1742  (A.M.) show that they do share a common male ancestor and are  

currently assigned to the same haplogroup (R-FT370061).  FamilyTreeDNA’s new beta 

“Discovery” feature combines analysis of the two types of Y-DNA comparisons (SNPs and STRs) 

to come up with an estimated time of birth for the Most Recent Common Ancestor (MRCA).  

 

An estimated birth year (1826) is provided for the MRCA of our testers,  but that is based on  

averages only and clearly must be earlier since Murdoch was born in 1822.   Looking instead at 

probabilities, there is a 68% probability that the MRCA was born between 1752 and 1888, and a 

95% probability they were born between 1658 and 1932. (From Murdoch’s birth date,  we can rule 

out anything more recent than about 1800). 

The 68% confidence supports John1742 or a son or grandson as being the MRCA, although the 

95% confidence expands the possibilities to a father or even a grandfather of John1742.  This 

translates to the following most likely possibilities based on Y-DNA alone (I am eliminating  

Murdoch1822 being a son of John1742 as John1742 would have been approximately 80 years old 

at his birth).  
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Possibility #1.MRCA is John1742 – (68% confidence) 

1.A. Murdoch1822 is a grandson of John1742 

1.B.  Murdoch1822 is a great-grandson of John1742  

 

Possibility#2. MRCA is John1742’s father – (95% confidence) 

2.A  Murdoch is a grand-nephew of John1742 

2.B  Murdoch is a great-grandnephew of John1742 

B.  Autosomal DNA 

 a) General 

Autosomal DNA is inherited from both parents, and can be used to estimate the closeness of 

a relationship between two individuals up to as many as 8 generations, although due to its 

randomness it is not an exact tool except for very close relationships.  

b) Ancestry.com Matches and Estimates 

Baseline Comparison:  BKC is a known 4th gr-granddaughter of John1742 through his son 

Donald.  She has numerous DNA matches on Ancestry.com with other known descendants of 

John1742; varying from 4th cousin to 5th cousin 1x removed.   In each case the Ancestry.com 

relation estimate of 4th-6th cousin has been correct.  The anonymized table below shows the 

DNA match in centiMorgans (cMs),  Ancestry relationship estimate, and known relationship 

of BKC and other “Maidsear” descendants. It is important to note that although the Isle of 

Lewis, being small and remote, is known to be endogamous (people related to each other in 

multiple ways), and endogamy can affect DNA results, in BKCs case there are no other 

known Scottish lines to affect the amount of DNA as her ancestors (John1815 and wife Lillie) 

emigrated to Canada in the 1850s and the descendants did not marry people of Scottish  

ancestry.  
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BKC Comparison with Murdoch1822 Family 

D.A, a 3rd-gr-granddaughter of Murdoch1822, shares a 24cM match (all on 1 segment) with BKC, 

and is estimated to be a 4th-6th cousin.  D.A.’s relevant Scottish ancestry is also limited to two of 

her sixteen gr-gr-grandparent lines, and to date there appears to be no connection between BKC 

and D.A. on one of the lines.  According to Ancestry, 90% of people who share that amount of 

DNA are 5th cousins or closer,  and 85% are 4th cousins or closer.  D.A. also has a 1st cousin 

who shares a 34cM match with BKC (longest segment 30cM).  According to  

Ancestry, there is only a 2% chance that their relationship with BKC is more distant 

than a 5th cousin, and only a 10% chance that the relationship is more distant than a 

4th cousin.  The Shared CM tool at DNAPainter.com provides similar estimates.  

All of the above suggest that at most, D.A. and BKC are 5th cousins and most likely 4th 

cousins.  That would rule out #2 of the Y-DNA possibilities, i.e., the MRCA being the father of 

John1742 as that would make D.A. and BKC at best 6th cousins 2x removed.   The following  

possibilities are left:  

 1.A. Murdoch1822 is a grandson of John1742 

  1.A.1.  Through son Donald (ancestor of Y-DNA tester A.M. and BKC) 

   This would make D.A. and BKC 4th cousins 1x removed 

  1.A.2.  Through a different son  

   This would make D.A. and BKC 5th cousins 1x removed 

 1.B.  Murdoch1822 is a great-grandson of John1742  

  1.B.1.  Through unknown son of Donald – (different wife)* 

   This would make D.A. and BKC half 4th  cousins 2x removed  

                                                         (equivalent to 5th cousins 1x removed per this paper) 

  1.B.2   Through son of another son (timing unlikely) 

   This would make D.A. and BKC 5th cousins 2x removed  

                                                         (equivalent to 6th cousins) 

 

c) WATO Relationship Estimator 

DNA Painter (dnapainter.com) has a tool called “What Are The Odds” (WATO) which predicts the 

most likely relationship between two people, given enough DNA match amounts with known  

relatives. 

I entered known DNA matches between D.A. and John1742 descendants into the tool, and looked 

at probabilities of the possible relationships.   

The v2 beta version of the tool gave Possibility 1.A.1 as the strongest likelihood, at 32 times 

more likely than Possibilities 1.A.2 and 1.B.1.   Note that the WATO tool prefers that the average 

cM matches be more than 40 cM, and the average I had available to use was quite a bit lower at 

only 20 cM, so the results are not conclusive. 

 

Families of Lewis 

This series continues with five articles (printed in 1951) on the Mathesons. Please see page 9 of 

the April 2023 issue for the acknowledgements due to various individuals and organisations. If an 

as-yet-unpublished article is of particular interest to you, please submit a short piece of your own 

and I will see what I can do for you! 

https://hapi-dna.org/2020/11/how-often-do-two-relatives-share-dna-2/
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Terms & Conditions for submissions 

 

 

1) There is no fee to be paid at any point. 

 

2) Submissions may be of any length and should be emailed to cummingwj@hotmail.com. 

A fifty-word piece of oral history is as welcome as a ten-thousand word essay. 

 

3) Copyright remains with the submitter. 

 

4) Submissions should be submitted as Word documents. These may be edited for formatting, but 

will otherwise be published as submitted. Images should be submitted as high resolution .png 

or .jpg files. If the compiler believes that there are issues to be concerned about, these must be 

resolved before publication.  

 

5) In making a submission, the submitter is stating that there are no copyright issues. If that is 

later found to be incorrect then the submitter is liable, rather than the compiler of the journal. 

In particular, the work done by Bill and Chris Lawson of Seallam! may not be quoted at any 

length. Instead the work referred to should be cited so that the reader can refer to the original 

text. 

 

6) All submissions must relate to a family which lived in Lewis prior to the year 1900.  

 This could be a fairly tenuous link; for example, if a Raasay tradition has a Lewis connection 

this would be very welcome. 

 

7) Where a tradition is known in the original Gaelic, please provide the original, but also translate 

the text for the benefit of those of us who, sadly, do not speak the language. 

 

8) It is inevitable that submissions will sometimes contain errors.  

 These may be corrected by the submitter or politely challenged by others in future issues. 

 

9) Submissions relating to DNA testing must have received consent from the individual whose 

DNA was tested. Individuals other than the submitter must not be identifiable, unless it can be  

confirmed that specific permission has been granted by those other individuals.  

 

These conditions will be updated from time to time. 

 

 

 

 

 

Please email me (cummingwj@hotmail.com) if you would 

like to be notified when a new issue is published. 

mailto:cummingwj@hotmail.com

