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            In memory of my much-adored parents, Patricia and John McKenzie, who first encouraged my love of both storytelling and history.
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            Human nature is not exclusively displayed in the histories of only great countries, or in the actions of only celebrated men; and human nature may be suffered to assert its claim on the attention of the beings who partake of it, even though the specimens exhibited be furnished by the traditions of an obscure village.

            Hugh Miller, Scenes and Legends of the North of Scotland: Or the Traditional History of Cromarty, 1834, p. 10

            
                

            

            ‘Bring me the two most precious things in the City’, said God to one of His Angels.

            Oscar Wilde, The Happy Prince, 1888, p. 24
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            Preface

         

         
            I see into the far future, and I read the doom of the race of my oppressor. The long-descended line of Seaforth will, ere many generations have passed, end in extinction and in sorrow. I see a chief, the last of his house, both deaf and dumb. He will be the father of four fair sons, all of whom he will follow to the tomb. He will live careworn and die mourning, knowing that the honours of his line are to be extinguished for ever.

         

         These are the dramatic words of Coinneach Odhar (or ‘Sallow’ Kenneth) Mac- kenzie, known as the Brahan Seer, which he was supposed to have uttered after being sentenced to death by his clan chief’s wife, Isobel Mackenzie, Countess of Seaforth. This particular prediction, known as ‘Seaforth’s Doom’, was preserved as the concluding chapter in the legend of his life, but other famous prophe- cies attributed to him include the Battle of Culloden, the Highland Clearances, the demise of the traditional landowning classes that meant the end of the clan system, the construction of the Caledonian Canal, the coming of the railways and even the Second World War. Therefore, as a McKenzie (the spelling has varied over time and I retain my own spelling in this book for my particular ancestors) who has spent my adult life researching the history of this family, it would be remiss of me not to make a special study of one of this clan’s most famous sons.

         I first became familiar with the Seer’s story as a teenager when I read the late Earl of Cromartie’s Highland History, immediately after its publication in 1979. This book held a special fascination for me, since it combined my two early loves: history and folklore. Shortly afterwards, when I was seventeen years old, at the first opportunity in 1982, my brother, Kevin, and I made our way to Castle Leod, the Earl’s ancient seat, where the hospitable clan chief showed us round his home in this enchanting sixteenth-century pink sandstone tower house, just to the north of Inverness. A decorated hero in the Second World War, Earl Rorie lived up to an earlier age’s expectations of what a patriarchal Edwardian aristo- crat in his stately old castle should be. As someone who had a true passion for his family’s heritage, he was at pains to share with a wider audience that love for the history of his homeland. He had no trouble inspiring me, since, to my teenage imagination, the Highland legends that were preserved in oral tradition were every bit as magical to me as the stories of C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien. In fact, one of the Seer’s predictions – that ‘the Mackenzies one day would be so reduced in numbers that women will fight over a pock-marked, squint-eyed tailor, and the sole surviving members of the family will finally return to the land in the ixwest, from whence they came, in an open fishing boat’ – reminded me of the end of The Lord of the Rings, and in my mind I pictured my very own family in that single boat. That family in my imagination inevitably included my (probably very anxious) mother and grandmother, albeit that they were not Mackenzies by birth, but they surely possessed the same unassuming yet heroic nature that secured Frodo and Bilbo Baggins their well-deserved places alongside the Elves on board the vessel that ultimately took them west to Middle-earth’s Isles of the Blessed. And behind all of this was the Brahan Seer: apparently a wise and all- seeing wizard, who in my eyes undoubtedly wore a long white beard and held a gnarled staff, just like Gandalf!

         Shortly after that first visit to Castle Leod, I was then to spend a contented summer in Edinburgh, researching the life of Francis Humberston Mackenzie, the object of the Brahan Seer’s most famous prediction, known as ‘Seaforth’s Doom’, which was the subject of my undergraduate degree dissertation. Coin- ciding with the Edinburgh Festival, which allowed me to spend my evenings watching the performances of thespian friends from college taking part in Fringe events, I would find my daytimes equally entertaining, spending them at the Scottish Record Office in Robert Adam’s elegant Register House, poring over the papers of Francis, the ‘Last of the Seaforths’. It was with some affection that I got to know this remarkable man. Frank, as he was known to his intimate family and friends, defied the handicaps of being first deaf and subsequently dumb, by following a distinguished political career as an MP, Lord Lieutenant, Colonel of a regiment and Governor of Barbados, which allowed him to revive his family’s fortunes, repairing the damage caused by the upheavals that beset his forebears during the Jacobite Rebellions earlier on in the eighteenth century. That summer, I then paid a second visit to Castle Leod, this time with my elder brother, Chris, and I can remember being plied yet again with large glasses of Glenmorangie’s single-malt whisky in the study at Castle Leod, before the Earl of Cromartie drove us over the steep slope of the Cat’s Back opposite the Castle to what had formerly been the Mackenzie chief’s seat at Brahan, and where nearby we visited the memorial to Francis’s daughter, the Hon. Caroline Mackenzie, which marked the fulfilment of the Seer’s prediction that the male line of the Seaforth Mackenzies, who had for centuries presided over the whole of Ross- shire, would come to an end, and a ‘white-coiffed lassie from the East’ would kill her sister, thus cementing the curse of ‘Seaforth’s Doom’, when the daugh- ter of the ‘Last Seaforth’, Lady Hood, would kill her younger sister in a carriage accident.

         Several years later, after 2001, when Kevin and I began to delve more deeply into the history of our own direct ancestors, this not only led to my writing a wider history of the family (entitled May we be Britons? A History of the Mac- kenzies), but, during the course of all this research, we discovered that the family of our direct ancestor, Bishop Murdo McKenzie’s wife, Margaret MacAulay, was from Uig on the Isle of Lewis. Uig was where the Brahan Seer was supposed to xhave been born; and their grandson, Daniel McKenzie, was a kind of secretary cum right-hand-man to Frances Herbert, Countess of Seaforth, who was a fierce rival to her equally formidable mother-in-law, Countess Isobel. Countess Isobel was none other than the Brahan Seer’s nemesis: the woman who was purported to have sentenced Coinneach Odhar to death by being burned in a spiked barrel of tar on Chanonry Point. This she supposedly enacted in a fit of rage after the Seer’s gift of second sight enabled him to inform her about her philandering husband’s activities when he was away in Paris. My ancestor Daniel was even described at one point as having lived with Frances at Brahan Castle. Over the years, time and again, I kept coming across the people and places associated with the Brahan Seer when I was looking into the history of my own family. This ever-closer familiarity with this family at this crucial time in its history added yet more to my fascination with this intriguing and shadowy character.

         And it was later, in 2022, that I was interviewed for a number of podcasts, including two about the Brahan Seer, by my friend in the United States, Jared Smart, with whom I had previously served on the Committee of the Clan Mac- kenzie Society of Scotland and the UK. In the first of these, Jared asked the question whether the Brahan Seer was fact or fiction, effectively asking whether the Highland prophet was a real historical person. I was interviewed along- side Phyllis Hannah from the Ross and Cromarty Heritage Society. My view at the time was entirely sceptical of the idea that there was a genuine local seer who was a labourer on the Brahan estate living in the seventeenth century, as described by Alexander Mackenzie. That was the view suggested by Elizabeth Sutherland in her 1977 edition of Alexander Mackenzie’s The Prophecies of the Brahan Seer. As you will see, following my subsequent research, I have come to refine my opinion.

         Another one of Jared’s podcasts concerned the Landmark Trust’s renovation at that time of Fairburn Tower (built by yet another direct ancestor of mine, John Mackenzie, First Laird of Fairburn, in the mid-sixteenth century). Its ruin, the Seer had famously foreseen, along with his prediction that a cow would give birth on the topmost floor of this once splendid fortress. Caroline Stanford, the highly knowledgeable historian working for the Landmark Trust, made the observation in that podcast that it was interesting how much longer a belief in second sight persisted (and perhaps persists) in Scotland.

         This book is in many ways a response to the two questions that arose in these podcasts.

         The interesting point is that it was not, as we might expect, during the height of Scotland’s ‘witch-craze’, in the seventeenth century, that the apparent ful- filment of Coinneach Odhar’s prophecies were being excitedly discussed and believed, but notably in the aftermath of the ‘Age of Reason’, at a time when the Highlands had undergone far-reaching modernisation, during the nineteenth century, and then later still again, into the twentieth century and even into my own lifetime. An example of a casual reference to a Brahan Seer prophecy occurs xiin a letter written to the factor of the Knoydart Estate in June 1902 from an iron- monger in Beauly, which is now kept in the Highland Council Archives. This is a prophecy that a king would reign over Britain but would not be crowned, which had not by 1902 been realised. While the writer of the letter believed that it might apply to King Edward VII, then undergoing an operation for appendici- tis, prior to his coronation, it has since been applied to Edward VIII, who, thirty years later, did indeed famously ‘reign over Britain, but would not be crowned’.

         In 1932, when a small airship made an emergency landing, when it dropped a grapnel that became entangled in the spire of the new church in Strathpeffer, this was thought to fulfil the story of how the Seer had pointed to a field that was far from seashore, loch or river, and said that a ship would anchor there one day: ‘A village with four churches will get another spire,’ said Coinneach, ‘and a ship will come from the sky and moor at it.’ At the start of the twentieth century, when it was first proposed that an Episcopal church should be built in Strath- peffer, the inhabitants had even presented a petition to the rector asking that he should not include a spire in the new building for fear that the prophecy would come to fulfilment.

         In August 1939, with the construction of a fifth bridge over the River Ness, Coinneach was again cited for predicting that, when there were five bridges built over the river, there would be ‘worldwide chaos’. Shortly afterwards, Hitler invaded Poland and the Second World War commenced. Similarly, the Brahan Seer declared that when a ninth bridge would be constructed over the River Ness, then ‘fire, blood and calamity’ would ensue. This ninth bridge was finished in 1987 and the following year the Piper Alpha disaster took place.

         The survival into the twentieth century of beliefs in the Seer’s prophecies is recorded in an article I came across by chance, as I was beginning to write up my initial notes about the Brahan Seer. This was published on 25 June 2023 in The Guardian and written by the Observer’s art correspondent, Laura Cumming. In it, she mentions how her artist father, James Cumming, spent time on the Isle of Lewis in the late 1940s and was inspired to make a painting of the Brahan Seer. On this island, in Laura’s words:

         
            The past was present everywhere and to everyone; and to some people, so were events in the future. He encountered many islanders with the foretelling gift known on Lewis as second sight. They included the minister who wished to be rid of what he regarded as its curse, the carpenter who bleakly knew the dimensions of each coffin before a death had even occurred, the woman with second sight who brought milk to Callanish in an iron urn … All of these prophecies take the form of visions – specifically, pictures. The Seer has need of these because he lives in a place without much writing, at a time when very few people can read; pictures will lodge best in memory. There is a great beauty to the Seer’s pictures, of skies and glens and rowan berries, of seas and lochs, of xiicrofters tilling the land and trawling their nets through the water. And eventually, when he is somewhere between historic figure and deathless legend, the Brahan Seer becomes a picture himself.

         

         It just so happened that I knew Laura from when she interviewed me in 2013 regarding a newly discovered portrait that we sold at Bonhams, where I have worked as an Old Master Paintings specialist, by the great seventeenth-century Spanish artist Diego Velázquez. She writes superbly, so I felt very privileged when she went on to acknowledge me in 2016 in her excellent book, The Van- ishing Man, about a lost portrait of King Charles I by Velázquez. After reading her latest article, I got in touch again and she told me about the fascination with the Brahan Seer and second sight that she shared with her father, and also kindly gave me permission to illustrate his particularly striking painting in this book. I believe this is what is known as ‘serendipity’, but since the Brahan Seer is involved, some might suggest there may have been other occult forces at work!

         We have also been told that Coinneach Odhar more recently spoke of the day when Scotland would once again have its own Parliament. This would only come, he said, when men could walk dry shod from England to France. The opening of the Channel Tunnel in 1994 was followed a few years later by the inauguration of the first Scottish Parliament since 1707.

         And, as late as 1995, when the ferry between Ullapool and Stornoway was named the ‘Isle of Lewis’, there were fears that the ship’s name might explain how the Seer’s seemingly unlikely foretelling that ‘The Day will come when the Isle of Lewis will sink beneath the waves’ might be fulfilled. It was said that this would happen once the building of the road between Tolsta and Ness on Lewis was complete. So seriously was this prophecy taken that there have been no calls to complete the road while that ferry was operational!

         An easy inference might, of course, be that beliefs in the Highlands remained ‘backward’ and that the region’s remoteness might have allowed the survival of superstition. In this investigation, however, I intend to show that explanation to be much too simplistic and in many ways a hangover from the prejudices of the Jacobite period in the eighteenth century, when it served the Hanoverian side to paint their enemies as uncivilised. I will show such a picture to be very far from the truth.

         Having come to an acceptance that belief in second sight was not some kind of mediaeval survival in a supposed Highland backwater, another factor that came to shape my thinking about this subject was the recent preponderance of discussions on the subject of conspiracy theories in the aftermath of the COVID- 19 pandemic in particular. It struck me immediately that the same willingness to accept irrational explanations when feeling helpless in the face of enormous upheaval might equally account for a belief in second sight in what was not after all such an uncivilised part of the world. Armed with my awareness of all of this, and combined with what over the years had amounted to an exceptionally xiiithorough knowledge of the Brahan Seer’s immediate background, I felt a strong urge to readdress a story that I had long known, but had now come to see with fresh eyes.

         
            ~.~.~

         

         In all of this, I wish to acknowledge my debt to a number of people. Foremost, I would like to mention my parents, Patricia and John McKenzie, who fostered my initial love of the subjects that inspired this book. Those subjects are also ones that I shared with both my brothers, Chris and Kevin, particularly the latter, who has worked closely with me over the last two decades in exploring in enor- mous depth our ancestors’ past. I am also grateful to John and Eve Cromartie, who have not only also shared many of those interests with me, but have been very kind in accommodating me at Castle Leod on a number of those occasions in which I have visited ‘Mackenzie country’ (to coin a term employed by Queen Victoria). In shaping my overall approach to the historical background, I am also enormously grateful to those inspirational historians with whom I have enjoyed maintaining ties after they first taught me during my undergraduate degree at Cambridge: Professor Sir David Cannadine and Professor Peter Burke; along with my subsequent fortunate encounter with Professor Hugh Cheape, whose support and sympathetic approach to the history of the Highlands and Islands has been invaluable. I would also like to thank Jared Smart, whose Clan Mac- kenzie podcasts inspired me to start writing this book; Julian Roup, who drew my attention to Siener van Rensburg, as well as being a huge support in all my current writing projects; and Laura Cumming for kindly allowing me to repro- duce her father’s splendid painting, The Brahan Seer.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            The Legend

         

         The first mention that I can find of the man who came to be known as the Brahan Seer is in Thomas Pennant’s A Tour in Scotland, in 1769: ‘Every country has its prophets … And the Highlands their Kenneth Oaur.’ He is later mentioned in the Bannatyne Manuscript history of the MacLeods, which dates from about 1832, in which he was said to predict the downfall of the MacLeods, placing him as a native of Ness in the Isle of Lewis, and born in the sixteenth century. The first extensive literary reference to the Brahan Seer, however, was made by the folklorist and geologist from the Black Isle in Ross-shire, Hugh Miller, first pub- lished in 1831 and based on material largely collected between fifteen and twenty years earlier, in his Scenes and Legends of the North of Scotland: Or The Tradi- tional History of Cromarty. According to Miller, ‘when serving as a field labourer with a wealthy clansman who resided somewhere near Brahan Castle’, Kenneth Ore,

         
            made himself so formidable to the clansman’s wife by his shrewd, sarcastic humour, that she resolved on destroying him by poison. With this design, she mixed a preparation of noxious herbs with his food, when he was one day employed in digging turf in a solitary morass, and brought it to him in a pitcher. She found him lying asleep on one of those conical fairy hillocks which abound in some parts of the Highlands, and her courage failing her, instead of awaking him, she set down the pitcher by his side and returned home. He woke shortly after, and, seeing the food, would have begun his repast, but feeling something press heavily against his heart, he opened his waistcoat and found a beautiful smooth stone, resembling a pearl, but much larger, which had apparently been dropped into his breast while he slept. He gazed at it in admiration, and became conscious as he gazed, that a strange faculty of seeing the future as distinctly as the present, and men’s real designs and motives as clearly as their actions, was miraculously imparted to him; and it is well for him that he should become so knowing at such a crisis, for the first secret he became acquainted with was that of the treachery practised against him by his mistress. But he derived little advantage of the faculty ever after, for he led, it is said, till extreme old age, an unsettled, unhappy kind of life, wandering from place to place, a prophet only of evil, or of little trifling events, fitted to attract notice when they occurred, merely from the circumstances of their having been fulfilled.

         

         Of Kenneth’s predictions, Miller went on to inform us: 2

         
            There was a time of evil, he said, coming over the Highlands, when all things would appear fair and promising, and yet be both bad in themselves, and the beginnings of what would prove worse. A road would be opened upon the hills, from sea to sea, and a bridge built over every stream; but the people would be degenerating as their country was growing better; there would be ministers among them without grace, and maidens without shame; and the clans would have become so heartless, that they would flee out of their country before an army of sheep. Moss and muir would be converted into corn-land, and yet hunger press as sorely upon the poor as ever. Darker days would follow, for there would arise a terrible persecution, during which a ford in the River Oickel, at the head of the Dornoch Firth, would render a passage over the dead bodies of men, attired in the plaid and bonnet; and on the hill of Finnbheim in Sutherlandshire, a raven would drink her full of human blood three times a day for three successive days. The greater part of this prophecy belongs to the future; but almost all his minor ones are said to have met their fulfilment. He predicted, it is affirmed, that there would be dram-shops at the end of almost every furrow; that a cow would calve on the top of the old tower of Fairburn; that a cub would rear a litter of calves on the hearth- stone of Castle Downie; that another animal of the same species, but white as snow, would be killed on the western coast of Sutherlandshire; that a wild deer would be taken alive at Fortrose Point; that a rivulet in Wester Ross would be dried up in winter; and that there would be a deaf Seaforth.

         

         Just under half a century later, what has since been regarded as the definitive col- lection of the Seer’s prophecies was first published by Alexander Mackenzie in 1877 in his The Prophecies of the Brahan Seer, Coinneach Odhar Fiosaiche. Known by the nickname of ‘Clach’ (derived from his clothes shop business in Clach na Cudainn House), Mackenzie was a writer and politician who campaigned for security of tenure for crofters and who became the Editor and Publisher of the Celtic Magazine, and the Scottish Highlander, as well as writing several clan his- tories. As with Hugh Miller’s account of ‘Kenneth Ore’, it is worthwhile quoting here Mackenzie’s introduction to what he had recorded surrounding the folklore that he said was then being repeated at the time in local oral tradition. This is because, surprising though it might at first seem, there is more to these stories than being simply pretty fairytales and I will show in due course that a thorough historical investigation can uncover certain elements in them that were firmly rooted in an amalgamation of authentic collective memories:

         
            Kenneth Mackenzie, better known as Coinneach Odhar, the Brahan Seer (according to Mr. Maclennan), was born at Baile-na-Cille, in the Parish of Uig and Island of Lews, about the beginning of the seventeenth century. Nothing particular is recorded of his early life, but when he 3had just entered his teens, he received a stone in the following manner, by which he could reveal the future destiny of man: – While his mother was one evening tending her cattle in a summer shealing on the side of a ridge called Cnoceothail, which overlooks the burying-ground of Baile-na-Cille, in Uig, she saw, about the still hour of midnight, the whole of the graves in the churchyard opening, and a vast multitude of people of every age, from the newly born babe to the grey-haired sage, rising from their graves, and going away in every conceivable direction. In about an hour they began to return, and were all soon after back in their graves, which closed upon them as before. But, on scanning the burying-place more closely, Kenneth’s mother observed one grave, near the side, still open. Being a courageous woman, she determined to ascertain the cause of this singular circumstance, so, hastening to the grave, and placing her ‘cuigeal’ (distaff) athwart its mouth (for she had heard it said that the spirit could not enter the grave again while that instrument was upon it), she watched the result. She had not to wait long, for in a minute or two she noticed a fair lady coming in the direction of the churchyard, rushing through the air, from the north. On her arrival, the fair one addressed her thus – ‘Lift thy distaff from off my grave, and let me enter my dwelling of the dead.’ ‘I shall do so,’ answered the other, ‘when you explain to me what detained you so long after your neighbours.’ ‘That you shall soon hear,’ the ghost replied; ‘My journey was much longer than theirs – I had to go all the way to Norway.’ She then addressed her: – ‘I am a daughter of the King of Norway; I was drowned while bathing in that country; my body was found on the beach close to where we now stand, and I was interred in this grave. In remembrance of me, and as a small reward for your intrepidity and courage, I shall possess you of a valuable secret – go and find in yonder lake a small round blue stone, which give to your son, Kenneth, who by it shall reveal future events.’ She did as requested, found the stone, and gave it to her son, Kenneth. No sooner had he thus received the gift of divination than his fame spread far and wide. He was sought after by the gentry throughout the length and breadth of the land, and no special assembly of theirs was complete unless Coinneach Odhar was amongst them. Being born on the lands of Seaforth, in the Lews, he was more associated with that family than with any other in the country, and he latterly removed to the neighbourhood of Loch Ussie, on the Brahan estate, where he worked as a common labourer on a neighbouring farm. He was very shrewd and clear-headed, for one in his menial position; was always ready with a smart answer, and if any attempted to raise the laugh at his expense, seldom or ever did he fail to turn it against his tormentors.

         

         There are various other versions of the manner in which he became possessed of the power of divination. According to one – His mistress, the farmer’s wife, was 4unusually exacting with him, and he, in return, continually teased, and, on many occasions, expended much of his natural wit upon her, much to her annoyance and chagrin. Latterly, his conduct became so unbearable that she decided upon disposing of him in a manner which would save her any future annoyance. On one occasion, his master having sent him away to cut peats, which in those days were, as they now are in more remote districts, the common article of fuel, it was necessary to send him his dinner, he being too far from the house to come home to his meals, and the farmer’s wife so far carried out her intention of destroy- ing him, that she poisoned his dinner. It was somewhat late in arriving, and the future prophet feeling exhausted from his honest exertions in his masters interest and from want of food, lay down on the heath and fell into a heavy slumber. In this position he was suddenly awakened by feeling something cold in his breast; which on examination he found to be a small white stone, with a hole through the centre. He looked through it, when a vision appeared to him which revealed the treachery and diabolical intention of his mistress. To test the truth of the vision, he gave the dinner intended for himself to his faithful collie; the poor brute writhed, and died soon after in the greatest agony.

         The following version is supplied by Mr. Macintyre, teacher, Arpafeelie: – Although the various accounts as to the manner in which Coinneach Odhar became gifted with second-sight differ in some respects, yet they generally agree in this, that it was acquired while he was engaged in the humble occupation of cutting peats or divots, which were in his day, and still are in many places, used as fuel throughout the Highlands of Scotland. On the occasion referred to, being somewhat fatigued, he lay down, resting his head upon a little knoll, and waited the arrival of his wife with his dinner, whereupon he fell fast asleep. On awaking, he felt something hard under his head, and examining the cause of the uneasi- ness, discovered a small round stone with a hole through the middle. He picked it up, and looking through it, saw by the aid of this prophetic stone that his wife was coming to him with a dinner consisting of sowans and milk, polluted, though unknown to her, in a manner which, as well as several other particulars connected with it, we forbear to mention. But Coinneach found that though this stone was the means by which a supernatural power had been conferred upon him, it had, on its very first application, deprived him of the sight of that eye with which he looked through it, and he continued ever afterwards cam, or blind of an eye.

         It would appear from this account that the intended murderer made use of the Seer’s wife to convey the poison to her own husband, thus adding to her diabolical and murderous intention, by making her who would feel the loss the keenest, the medium by which her husband was to lose his life.

         
            ~.~.~

         

         According to Mackenzie, the Brahan Seer

         
            is beyond comparison the most distinguished of all our Highland Seers, and his prophecies have been known throughout the whole country for 5more than two centuries. The popular faith in them has been, and still continues to be, strong and wide-spread. Sir Walter Scott, Sir Humphrey Davy, Mr. Morritt, Lockhart, and other eminent contemporaries of the ‘Last of the Seaforths’ firmly believed in them. Many of them were well known, and recited from generation to generation, centuries before they were fulfilled. Some of them have been fulfilled in our own day, and many are still unfulfilled.

         

         In his account the Clach dated the most celebrated of the Seer’s prophecies – that of ‘Seaforth’s Doom’, which foretold how the last of his house who would be deaf and dumb and whose sons would predecease him – to the middle of the seventeenth century. The story was supposedly uttered at Brahan Castle, the chief seat of the Seaforth chiefs of Clan Mackenzie, near Dingwall, after the Seer had been condemned to death by Lady Seaforth for informing her, by virtue of his second sight, that her husband had been unfaithful while in Paris. Before he was famously burned to death in a spiked barrel of tar on Chanonry Point, near Fortrose on the Black Isle, Coinneach declared to Lady Seaforth that he would go to Heaven, but she would never reach it. As a sign of this, he also foretold that when he was burned, a raven and a dove would hasten towards his ashes. If the dove was the first to arrive it would be proved his hope was well founded. And so it was, and so also his prediction regarding the future fate of the House of Seaforth was shown to have been correct when Lord Seaforth died in 1815 and the elder male line of the Mackenzies came to an end.

         In the following chapters I shall explore the historical background behind these popular oral legends that Hugh Miller and Alexander Mackenzie first recorded for the benefit of the wider world in the nineteenth century and whose stories largely dovetail. In doing so, I will attempt to explain why so many people living in the relatively enlightened nineteenth and twentieth centuries appear to have believed what to us today would seem extremely far-fetched fairy stories.

      

   


   
      
         
6
            Second Sight in the Highlands and its Background

         

         Prophecy has had a long history. The earliest source that mentions sibyls was by Heraclitus, around 500 BC, when he described how the ‘sibyl with frenzied lips, uttering words mirthless, unembellished unperfumed, penetrates through a thousand years with her voice’. Her oracular utterances were said to have been delivered in a state of delirium owing to the gases arising from the floor of the shrine of the temple at Delphi. Both Julius Caesar and Tacitus recorded that the gift of forecasting the future was especially well-known to exist among the Germanic races; while the earliest extant Scandinavian literature celebrates the ‘Song of the prophetess’, known as the Voluspa. We are also familiar with those of the Bible, and later with Shakespeare’s Three Weird Sisters in MacBeth. But perhaps the most common seer that Coinneach Odhar has been compared to is Nostradamus, who does indeed bear comparison in some respects. While I shall show that the methodology for predicting the future that was claimed by Nostradamus was quite different from that which the Seer was purported to have practised, there were notable similarities in the nature of his prophecies, and there are indeed a number of particular comparisons that are worth our attention.

         A protégé of the French Queen Catherine de’ Medici, Michel de Nostradame, whose name is usually Latinised as Nostradamus, was a French astrologer, apothecary and reputed seer, who is best known for his book Les Prophéties, which was published in 1555. This was a collection of 942 poetic quatrains, allegedly predicting future occurrences: in particular ‘divers calamities, weepings and mornings’ and ‘civil sedition and mutination of the lowest against the highest’. These included such disasters as plagues, earthquakes, wars, floods, invasions, murders, droughts and battles. A major underlying theme that ran through Nostradamus’s prophecies was an impending invasion of Europe by Muslim forces from farther east and south, headed by the expected Antichrist, famously originally foretold in the Bible’s Book of Revelation. More famous today, however, are the claims, for example, that he predicted the Great Fire of London, the French Revolution, the rise of both Napoleon and of Adolf Hitler, both world wars and the nuclear destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Even more recently, popular authors have claimed that the sixteenth-century French seer predicted such major newsworthy events as the Apollo moon landing in 1969, the Space Shuttle Challenger disaster in 1986, the death of Diana, Princess of Wales in 1997 and the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center in 2001. 7

         In the years since the publication of Les Prophéties, Nostradamus has attracted many apologists, who, along with some of the popular press, credit him with having accurately predicted many such major world events. Of course, more academic approaches have rejected the notion that Nostradamus had any genuine supernatural prophetic abilities and maintain that the associations made between world events and Nostradamus’s quatrains are the result of (sometimes deliberate) misinterpretations or mistranslations. These academics also argue that Nostradamus’s predictions are characteristically vague, meaning they could be applied to virtually anything, and are useless for determining whether their author had any real prophetic powers. Research suggests that much of his prophetic work paraphrases collections of ancient end-of-the-world prophecies (mainly Bible-based), supplemented with references to historical events and anthologies of omens, and then inserts those into the future, sometimes with the aid of comparative astrology, although astrology itself is mentioned only twice in Nostradamus’s Preface, while at one point he specifically attacked astrologers.

         Despite such strong criticism, following the attack on the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001 there was renewed interest in Nostradamus and his prophecies. One anonymous email message that was widely circulated in the United States claimed that Nostradamus foretold the destruction in some detail and included the following quatrain:

         
            
               In the City of God there will be a great thunder,

               Two Brothers torn apart by Chaos,

               While the fortress endures, the great leader will succumb.

               The third big war will begin when the big city is burning.

            

         

         It was claimed that the ‘two brothers’ refers to the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center, the ‘fortress’ refers to the Pentagon, the ‘great leader’ refers to President Bush and ‘the big city’ refers to New York. Other people then added even more lines to it, supposedly from Nostradamus, as the message made its way around the Internet. One version described ‘metal birds’ crashing into ‘two tall statues’; others referred to ‘the city of York’; and another widespread message included these lines:

         
            
               In the year of the new century and nine months,

               From the sky will come a great King of Terror.

               The sky will burn at forty-five degrees.

               Fire approaches the great new city.

            

         

         It was argued that the references to fire and terror from the sky fit with the aerial attack; and New York City is around 40° 5' N latitude (relatively close to ‘forty-five degrees’). The date is also not far off. Additionally, several other quatrains refer to an Antichrist figure called Mabus, who supposedly will start a world war. The letters in Mabus can be rearranged to spell Usam B, leading some to believe Nostradamus saw the coming of Osama bin Laden. 8

         More recently, since the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center, there was one rumour circulating in 2020 that Nostradamus had accurately predicted the COVID-19 pandemic; while his supposed foretelling that a ‘feeble man’ would ‘rule the western world with a jezebel’ after the plague was taken by some Americans to be a reference to either Donald Trump or to Joe Biden, depending on their political persuasion.

         
            ~.~.~

         

         In the sixteenth century, the prophecies of Nostradamus were by no means an isolated phenomenon. When I was writing up my university dissertation at Cambridge in the autumn of 1986 about Francis Humberston Mackenzie (who, as we have seen, was the subject of the Brahan Seer’s most celebrated prophecy of ‘Seaforth’s Doom’), I happened to attend a visiting lecture by the eminent Oxford historian Sir Keith Thomas. Having admired Thomas’s seminal Religion and the Decline of Magic, I made a particular point of hearing him speak, even though the subject of his lecture did not coincide with the specific syllabus I was then studying. In Thomas’s wide-ranging analysis of early modern Europe, he revealed how prophecies of one kind or another were employed in virtually every rebellion or popular rising that disturbed the Tudor state, for example. The Spanish Armada gave retrospective justification to the widely disseminated forecast, attributed to the German astronomer Johannes Müller von Königsberg (better known as Regiomontanus), that 1588 would be an annus mirabilis; while prophecies had circulated among northern Roman Catholic supporters of Mary, Queen of Scots in England since the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign and included a copy of one owned by the conspirator Anthony Babington of a prophecy attributed to Merlin. Once deemed a rather exotic maverick and intellectual outlier, Elizabeth I’s colourful crystal-gazing astrologer John Dee is now being recognised by historians as having fulfilled a role at the very heart of the Elizabethan court, and to have been a figure of national significance in an age with a belief system very different from our own today. Both Elizabeth and her politically astute chief adviser William Cecil Lord Burghley employed Dee to counter the predictions of Nostradamus, which the French used in their propaganda against the English queen. In the following century the Interregnum and the Restoration of Charles II were discovered to have been foreshadowed by ancient prophetic utterances and we know from Pepys that interest in Mother Shipton, the sixteenth century soothsayer from North Yorkshire, was renewed with the Fire of London in 1666, when he quoted Prince Rupert’s remark that ‘now Shipton’s prophecy was out’. As Thomas observed:

         
            This was also a period when Nostradamus resumed his career as a prognosticator of English history. Later his utterances were to be adapted to fit the American War of Independence and the French revolution. Other prophets were invoked to explain the 1688 Revolution and the triumph of William III. The Jacobites also had their prophecies. As late 9as 1745 the Duke of Gordon was identified with the Cock of the North mentioned in the fourteenth-century prophecy of Bridlington.

         

         Of particular significance to the wider European historical context in which the actors involved in the Brahan Seer’s story can be placed was the role prophecy played during the Thirty Years’ War. In the second quarter of the seventeenth century, the conquests of Gustavus Adolphus were justified by a reference to a prediction about the ‘Lion from the North’ destined to defeat the Eagle (the Habsburg’s symbol), which was said to fulfil Paracelsus’s ‘prognostication’ that referenced the Book of Jeremiah 5:6. In her fascinating exploration of the Scientific Revolution, entitled The Rosicrucian Enlightenment, Frances Yates discusses a curious book called ‘Light in Darkness’, or Lux in tenebris, which contains the outpourings of three prophets, three visionaries who claimed to make revelations about coming apocalyptic events, the end of the reign of the Antichrist, and the return of light after the darkness of his rule. One of the prophets, Christopher Kotter, promised a future restoration of Frederick of the Palatinate to the Kingdom of Bohemia. A variety of visions by Kotter saw four lions – the heraldic symbols of the Palatinate, of Bohemia, of Great Britain and of the Netherlands – bringing down an Eagle. It was the Second Earl of Seaforth’s brother-in-law, Lord Reay, who raised a regiment to fight for Frederick and Gustavus Adolphus’s cause at this time, in which served the Earl’s brother, Captain Thomas Mackenzie of Pluscarden, alongside the author’s ancestor Murdo McKenzie as chaplain, together with a number of other Mackenzies and Munros from Easter Ross. The Second Earl had a particularly notable devotion to Frederick’s wife, Elizabeth, the sister of the British King Charles I and former Queen of Bohemia, who was a regular correspondent of Seaforth, referring to him in a letter to the Marquis of Montrose as ‘My Highlander’; on Seaforth’s death ‘the Royall Elizabeth giving her speciall direction of the forme and manner of his burial’.

         Prophecy was employed in this period, not only further afield in Europe, but also more widely still, across the Atlantic. In Spanish America, prophecies circulating among the Indians prepared the ground for both the invasions of the Spanish conquistador, Hernán Cortés in the sixteenth century, and that of Cromwell in the seventeenth. Thus, prior to the arrival of the Spaniards, beginning in 1509, Montezuma believed that there were eight omens predicting the end of the Aztec civilisation, which amounted to them as the end of the world. The last of eight omens in 1517 reported to Montezuma was the sighting of ‘men with two heads’, which were interpreted as the horse-back riding men of Juan de Grijalva’s expedition. This, moreover, coincided with the arrival of Cortés on the traditional birthday of the Aztec god, Quetzalcoatl, which was during the year of the end of the fifty-two-year cycle of the Aztec calendar.

         
            ~.~.~

         

         The most comparable recorded example of an instance of prophecy in the Highlands from the time in which the Brahan Seer was purported to have lived was 10written down in the contemporary account known as the Wardlaw Manuscript by the Rev. James Fraser, minister of Wardlaw (now the parish of Kirkhill in Inverness-shire), a socially well-connected man who recorded contemporary life in Easter Ross and Inverness-shire and who died in 1705. The full title of this family history is Chronicle of the Frasers, The Wardlaw Manuscript, entitled ‘Polichronicon Se Policratica Temporum, or The True Genealogy of the Frasers’ 916–1674. One citation of a prophecy in this account has remarkable similarities to the prediction that the promising sons of the ‘Last Seaforth’ will predecease him and that his line will end. This prophecy both draws on Biblical precedents and, like Coinneach Odhar’s most celebrated prediction, foretells the fate of the chiefly family. It was made by Hugh Fraser, Seventh Lord Lovat (who was a cousin of the Third Earl of Seaforth via his mother, Catherine Mackenzie), on his deathbed in 1645. In the minister of Wardlaw’s words, Hugh Fraser was ‘a true prophet, and fortold me what is come to pass in my famely, and I must trust his predictions’. Quoting from Genesis 49.1, and Joshua 23.14, the Rev. James Fraser goes on to tell how ‘My Lord called his children before the ministers, and gravely declares with Jacob, I call yow together my sones, gather yourselves together that I may tell yow that which shall befall yow in the last dayes. I shall say with Joshua, I go this day the way of all the earth.’

         Lovat began by advising his sons to ‘Be sober and temperat, chast and continent; as yow would wish others to doe, even the same doe ye. Fear God, honor the King, and medle not with those that are given to changes.’ He then went on to predict,

         
            My sone Alexander, thou wilt be great, and have many advantages, and a happy, peaceable, flourishing time; but its my feare thow’el want mannagement and improvement: easiness and credulity is the bane of many. Give a deafe ear to sicophants; let not those gloworms hand on yow; what was your brothers ruin I am affraied may be thine [his two elder brothers, Simon and Hugh, had both recently died before reaching their twenties]; prepare to die young, for yow will never reach my days. My sone Tome, thou wilt wrestle with the world, but thowle be the man yet, live long and see many dayes. Since Lord Thomas his time thow wilt live longest; thow shalt have the name and honor, but little or no profit; but from thy loines shall they come who will doe great things. I see yow will die a violent death; but thy temperance and moderation shall lengthen thy days, for thou wilt not incline to excess. My sone James, thow art my youngest, thow wilt have projects, and curage to prosecut; thow wilt take a flight; thowl appeare uppon the stage, and evanish, filius noctis, or unius diei oriens et moriens, thow’l be separat from thy bretheren. But Tomm shall survive yow all, and be the last of my famely. The very line will be almost [extinct?], yet at length their [line?], which had long lain buried in their own ashes, will yet begin to revive and flourish, being wearied of the 11insulting tyranny of O.C. [Oliver Cromwell], begin to take fresh spirit, and to seeke one of their own native race to rule over them. I must go, but leave yow my sones, a ball to be tossed about in fortunes tennis court, but which your brother Hugh hath woven? Yow will see happy, serene, halcion days yet, when the sword is sheathed which now rages.

         

         The minister of Wardlaw then concluded: ‘After all these sentiments, reflections, expostulations, and declarations to his famely and friends, and many other excellent advices, which I had and heard from an eye and ear witnes, this good man dyed in peace at Lovat the 17 day of December, being Tusday, in the 55 yeare of his age, anno Domini 1645.’

         
            ~.~.~

         

         The Rev. James Fraser is also valuable to us in telling of another local Highland prophecy that is more in keeping with the distinctively Highland nature of second sight that was much repeated in the seventeenth century. According to the Wardlaw Manuscript, when the Seventh Lord Lovat was staying at Dunrobin Castle in Sutherland, Sir John Sinclair of Dunbeath proposed marriage to Lovat’s daughter, Catherine. Dunbeath being ‘a harsh, unpleasant man’, the ‘young lady would not wild, but weept and mournd continually, full of greef and melancholy, and would often say she rather dye than marry Dunbeath’. However, when she was descending the hillside beneath the Castle, Catherine encountered a servant called Donald Glasshach (or Donald from Strathglass), who ‘accosted Lady Kathrin, checking her severely for her willfulness, speaking in Irish to her (having no other language) Cathrin, ha tu toishach [you are a foolish woman], yow are unwise, marry the great Laird of Dunbeath, he will make yow a wealthy woman and leave yow happy, for I see a lord uppon each shoulder of yow, whom yow will marry after Dunbeath’s death. This man had the second sight, and could forsee anything that happened about the place.’ Donald Glasshach’s prediction did indeed come to pass, since Catherine was persuaded to marry the Laird of Dunbeath, Lord Lovat staying on at Dunrobin until the marriage was consummated, and James Fraser was able to confirm that Catherine went on to ‘have two lords after Dunbeath’s death. I was in her house at Bervy, being Lady Arbuthnot, and after his death she married the famous and renouned Lord Fraser of Muchel, for I payed her a visit, living in the great house Carnbuilg in Buchan, being then Lady Fraser.’

         In Scotland and the Scottish Highlands in particular, there was such a tradition of prophecies that had its own particular character. Rather than those predictions that I have described, that were largely founded on ancient religious texts, or astrological charts, the Highlands was famous for its individuals who claimed to possess the gift of ‘second sight’. Different parts of Scotland celebrated their own particular local seers, such as Mac a’ Chreachair in Barra, the White Lady of Lawers in Perthshire, and, in Isla, Am Fiosaiche Ileach, otherwise known as Guala Chrosta., or simply as the Isla Seer. The phantasm or vision seen by the seer is 12called in Gaelic taibhs (pronounced ‘taish’); the person seeing it taibhsear; and the gift of vision, in addition to its name of second sight, is taibhsearachd’ (a number of words in Galic referring to spirits and ghosts begin with the syllable ‘ta’). In Francis Thompson’s The Supernatural Highlands, published in 1999, he explains:

         
            The Gaelic word for second sight is da-shealladh, which means ‘two sights’, perhaps conveying the idea that a vision of the world of sense is one sight, but a vision of another world, populated by people living, but not within the actual sight of the seer, or living but in another time, is another, rarer, sight. Through this faculty, seers can ‘see’ the dead returned to earth, revisiting the physical world for some purpose, and wraiths, fetches, doubles or apparitions of the living, either in the present time or in a future time. These visions seem to fall into two general categories: those which involve living people, contemporary with the seer and often his or her own close friends or relations, who appear as wraiths and might be taken as ‘precognition’ – the ability to foretell events about to happen, and which do occur within a short time of the forecast; the other category contains visions of events which often involve those not yet born and which are more difficult both to explain in contemporary language, images and meanings, and also to establish their time. The latter sights are contained in the visions of the true seer: the person able to project far into the future, and, though he or she has no means of knowing whether the vision will come to pass, are sufficiently convinced of their gift that the details of it are set down and recorded.

         

         As we shall see, the traditions associated with the Brahan Seer suggest that he was believed to possess both forms of second sight.

         In fact, a great deal of interest has been taken in Highland second sight for some time, and many cases have been described, ever since the second half of the seventeenth century, by such men of learning as the Welsh-born Oxford naturalist, linguist and Celtic scholar Edward Lhuyd, who among other achievements was also responsible for the first scientific description and naming of what we would now recognise as a dinosaur. Thanks to funding from his friend Sir Isaac Newton, Lhuyd was able to travel widely in order to investigate his various interests and, in the autumn of 1699, he visited Argyllshire, describing some of the characteristic prognostications he encountered there as follows:

         
            Men with the second sight see a man with a light like the light of the glow-worm, or with fish [scales] over his hair and his clothes, if he is to be drowned; bloody if he is to be wounded; in his shroud if he is to die in his bed; with his sweetheart on his right hand if he is to marry [her]. But on his left hand if he is not to win his sweetheart.

         

         Other English intellectuals and luminaries of the Royal Society who remarked on this phenomenon included John Aubrey, Robert Wodrow and Robert Boyle. 13They also began to perceive that the Gaelic-speaking Highlands of Scotland contained a remarkably interesting repository of customs and beliefs, and they actively began to gather information about them. This information given to them about second sight included the following points:

         
	Even by 1700 it was said that it was not so common as it used to be; it was a ‘trouble to most of them who are subject to it, and they would be rid of it [at] any rate if they could’.It was not a gift acquired in consequence of any pact with the Evil One, being of its nature spontaneous (this was a matter of importance in the seventeenth century, when trials for witchcraft still occurred in Scotland: had it been held that the seers owed their powers to any pacts, they could have been in serious trouble).

            	Whether the gift of second sight was hereditary or not is something on which the authorities were not in agreement.

         

It was then in 1703 that Martin Martin made the most extensive analysis of Highland second sight to date. In his A Description of the Western Islands of Scotland, Martin defined the phenomenon as follows:

         
            The Second-sight is a singular Faculty of Seeing an otherwise invisible Object, without an previous Means us’d by the Person that sees it for that end; the Vision makes such a lively impression upon the Seers, that they neither see nor think of anything else, except the Vision, as long as it continues; and then they appear pensive or jovial, according to the Object which was represented to them.

         

         He also observed that ‘the gift of second sight was not looked upon as something to be envied or desired. Frequently seers wished they had no such gift, but often, perhaps because it ran in the family, they were dogged with it … The gift was not voluntarily controlled, rather it came and went without the option of the seer’. The Seers, Martin explained, are generally illiterate, and well meaning People, and altogether devoid of design, nor could I ever learn that any of them made the least gain by it, neither is it reputable among ‘em to have that Faculty: because the People of the Isles are not so credulous as to believe implicitly, before the thing foretold is accomplished; but when it actually comes to pass afterwards, it is not in their power to deny it, without offering violence to their Senses or Reason.

         For Martin, the fact that no learned man had come up with a valid explanation to account for second sight was no reason to question its existence: ‘If every thing for which the Learned are not able to give satisfying account be condemn’d as impossible, we may find other things generally believed that must be rejected as false by this Rule’, words that anticipate what Carl Jung wrote of the ‘shallow positivism’ with which Freud rejected the possibility of psychic phenomena two hundred years later. 14

         Martin also pointed out that the faculty was not confined to one corner of the Hebrides, nor even to the Western Isles themselves, but was also known to other places, such as Wales, the Isle of Man and Holland. Indeed, in his A Tour in Scotland, published in 1769, Thomas Pennant was to write: ‘Every country has its prophets …. And the Highlands their Kenneth Oaur.’ This is, to my knowledge, the first historical reference to Coinneach Odhar that describes him as a seer.

         Martin went on to discuss this faculty, giving about thirty cases, mostly from the Isle of Skye, and an account of the significance of the signs perceived by the seers, such as had been given earlier by Lhuyd. Martin outlined a number of patterns that he had observed when gathering information regarding second sight, which are worth summarising here:

         
	When a shroud was perceived about one, it was a sure prognostic of death. The time was judged according to the height of it about the person. If not seen above the middle, death was not expected for the space of a year, and perhaps some months longer; and as it was frequently seen to ascend higher towards the head, death was concluded to be at hand within a few days, if not hours.

            	If a woman was seen standing at a man’s left hand, it was a presage that she would be his wife, whether they were married to others, or unmarried at the time of the apparition.

            	If two or three women were seen at once standing near to a man’s left hand, she that was next to him would undoubtedly be his wife first, and so on, whether all three, or the man, were single or married at the time of the vision or not.

            	It was usual for the Seers to see any man that was shortly to arrive at the house. If unknown to the Seer he would give such a description of the person he saw as to make him to be at once recognised upon his arrival. On the other hand, if the Seer knew the person he saw in the vision, he would tell his name, and know by the expression of his countenance whether he came in a good or bad humour.

            	The Seers often saw houses, gardens and trees in places where there were none, but in the course of time these places became covered with them.

            	To see a spark of fire fall upon one’s arm or breast was a forerunner of a dead child to be seen in the arms of those persons. To see a seat empty when one was sitting on it was a presage of that person’s immediate death.
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