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Duntroon's March:

There is a setting of this tune in the following manuscript source:
— Colin Mér Campbell's "Nether Lorn Canntaireachd,"” i, 66-7.

This is the sole source: none of the other pre-twentieth-century MSS or printed collections
has got it.

Colin Campbell sets the tune as follows:
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The following is a transcript of the key sections of the "Nether Lorne" setting:

Duntroon's March--ground
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and so on.
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There are a number of points of interest here concerning structure. The compiler seems to
have been in two minds whether in it was a three-line or four line piece, and there are
problems, too, with the third lines of the ffirst Motion and its doubling. As they stand, they
seem a couple of syllables short. On analogy from the later variations line three ought in each
case perhaps to have been "haven dheen hoen deen hiohodin himto." In setting the score
above | have availed myself of the player's liberty to dispose of cadence notes ad libitum as
the oldest authority, Joseph MacDonald's Compleat Theory (c. 1760) suggests as standard
practice, and as the notational conventions of the Nether Lorne seem to require.

Commentary:

This tune follows a rhythmical pattern which underlies a number of pieces, including "The
Blind Piper's Obstinacy,” "The Hen's March o'er the Midden," "MacLeod of Gesto's Salute”
and a number of others. There are obvious thematic links with "The Sound of the Waves
against the Castle of Duntroon" perhaps offering support for the suggestion that the surviving
versions of the latter may have lost their first line.

The long struggle between Campbells and MacDonalds and their allies for control of the
south-west Highlands provides the historical background to this tune, as we see in a piece
entitled "The Two Pipers of Duntroon,” by "J.A.C." in Good Words, (Vol. 22, 1881). This
popular Victorian magazine was edited by the Rev. Dr. Norman MacLeod, the Dean of the
Chapel Royal, and author of the introduction to Uilleam Ross's Collection (for further details
of his knowledge—slight—about piping, see Highland Pipe and Scottish Society, pp.168-9).
The Duntroon tales emerge from a skein of stories surrounding "The Piper's Warning to his
Master," the central theme being how a piper sacrificed himself to alert his chief to an
intended ambush, more usually associated with the castle of Dunyveg in Islay (for further
details see the "Set Tunes" PDF file on "The Piper's Warning").

For many a century Time has been working away at those grey old walls of Duntroon, and
sunshine and shade melt softly into each other as we look up at them this morning, resting,
after a long row, upon our oars in the bay.

They were rough enough doubtless two hundred years ago, when Coll MacDonald, the fierce
left-handed warrior, came over from Ireland to claim his inheritance in Kintyre, taken from
his father on account of rebellion, and gifted to the Campbells by James I. Determined to be
revenged, he passed on through Argylishire sparing nothing belonging to the hated name.
After burning the Earl of Argyll's Castle of Sween in Knapdale, Coll sailed down Loch
Sween, round the point of Keils, and up into Loch Crinan, intending to do the same at
Duntroon; but being uncertain as to the strength of its garrison, he first dispatched his piper
across the mountains to Crinan with orders to gain admission into Duntroon Castle and bring
him information regarding it. When the piper arrived, he was hospitably received and lodged
as a stranger within the castle; yet, treachery being for some reason suspected, he was not
allowed to leave again in the morning, but detained as a prisoner in one of the turrets.
Thence, after long waiting, he saw his master's ships entering the loch. What chance for him
now? The poor piper! The suspicions of Duntroon are confirmed beyond a doubt, and his
fate it is not difficult to foresee; but he does not think of himself. The Campbells are on the
alert. He must save his master. And over the waters of the bay sound out the notes of a
warning, composed on the spur of the moment, yet not to be mistaken in its meaning.
Tradition has joined to the air these words, and with the spirit of it they accord well:—

Coll, my love, keep from the tower, keep from the tower! Coll, my darling-, keep from
the sound, keep from the sound! | am in ward; | am in ward!
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MacDonald heard; and, veering northwards, landed his troops at the head of the loch, and led
them through the valley of Kilmartin, burning, pillaging, and cattle-lifting up to the shores of
Loch Awe. [...]

Coll's son Alexander, Allister MacCholla, as they call him in Gaelic, is better known to
history as the Major-General of the gallant Marquis of Montrose, whose career we will now
trace through a troublous year, in order to reach our second Duntroon piper. [...]

Montrose [...] divided his troops into three bodies, one commanded by MacDonald of Clan
Ronald, another by Sir Alexander MacDonald, and the third by himself, and with them swept
the whole county like a fearful, animated pestilence; driving away the cattle, burning the
villages and crops, slaying in cold blood every young man capable of bearing arms. Is it
wonderful that the "Raid of the Athollmen" is still remembered with horror throughout the
county they desolated, and that the name of Alexander MacDonald, and even that of James
Graham, is execrated in many a Gaelic curse? The inhabitants of almost every western parish
have some story to tell regarding this invasion. In Craignish they will show you the hill from
which they fired on the castle and were beaten back with heavy loss; in Melfort, the site of
the barn where men, women, and children fleeing for refuge were burned to death; but
nowhere has the devotion been forgotten of the brave boy, our second piper of Duntroon.
With the surrounding country full of retainers ready to give the alarm, it would have been
folly to approach Duntroon from the land side, so Alexander MacDonald, following his
father's example, determined to approach it by sea; though at this time an assault from either
side might probably have been successful, for it happened that only Duntroon himself and a
few friends were living in the castle—garrison there was none—and so unsuspecting of any
kind of evil were they, that while the enemy's ships were entering the bay a dance was going
on in the hall overlooking

it. Darkness fell, ship after ship sailed up stealthily and anchored below the rock, and in the
room above it still the dance went on. Were ever dancing and death nearer one another than
they were that night? [...]

The order is given to land quietly and secure the gate; the men are beginning to obey,
when suddenly the stillness is broken by the sound of a pibroch, played wild and shrill from
on board one of the ships, and as the first notes of it died away in the darkness, the lights in
the castle windows are extinguished. The secret of the Athollmen is betrayed, but by whom?
Allister, mad with passion, shouts for the traitor to be seized and brought before him. That is
not difficult, since the pipes are still playing; but his amazement almost overpowers his
anger when he recognises the player, a lad picked up by chance in the north of Ireland, and
pressed into service because of his music.

"Why have you chosen to betray your leader?" he asks.

"I have chosen to rescue my leader," replies the boy.

"Did I not hire you to encourage my followers in battle, not to give warning to the
enemy?"

"Have | not encouraged your followers? But | dare not betray my chief."

"Am | not your chief by wage and contract?"

"Duntroon is my chief by a higher allegiance. | am his clansman, born beyond the hill
yonder at Slochivullin."

Time permits of no further parley. The garrison may be about to fire on them. "Cut off his
traitorous fingers, and hang him to the masthead !" is the savage order.

Ah, pity, Allister! have you forgotten your father's piper?

And the touching tradition closes by telling us how, when nothing but the bleeding stumps
of his fingers were left him, the faithful clansman still played on, the music growing fainter
and ever fainter as the chanter filled with blood, ending only when his pipes were taken from
him, and with them his life.

The Athollmen pressed on to find the castle gates unbarred, and no one waiting to oppose
their passage. In the dark hall, where half an hour before the dancing went on merrily, an old
woman, too old to care for life, sits by herself, who tells them that she, thanks to the boy's
pibroch, is now the garrison of Duntroon. These are the notes of his pibroch, worthy of being
played in blood :—
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These the handed-down words of his last greeting to his chief:—

All hail to thee! all health to thee! all hail to thee, Duntroon!
All hail to thee all health to thee! all hail to thee, young Neil!
They are on thee, they are at thee: be heedful, O Duntroon!"

His or not, they are alive with the unselfish, reverent devotion of the Celtic heart, which the
thing we call civilisation has elected to crush out and destroy. (pp.201-5)

(Duntroon Castle looking towards Crinan).

* * *

Electronic text © Dr William Donaldson, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 7th May 2013
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