
 

 

Donald McIlmichael, 1677 
The events that led to the trial of Donald McIlmichael, a 
vagabond with no known residence, took place at the end 
of 1676 and in 1677, during the reign of Charles II. They 
took place in an area of some twenty miles radius of Oban, 
around Lorn and Appin in Argyle, to the Northwest of 
Glasgow. The original reason for his arrest and trial at 
Inveraray that began on 27 October had been that he had 
conspired with Donald dow McGregour to steal a cow 
while at the Michaelmas fair at Kilmichael [1] on 29 
September 1677. There, it was alleged, the two agreed to 
steal something 'worth ther paynes', taking the cow from a 
certain John McIlvery of Dalalich, situated on the west side 
of Loch Awe, on the night of 4 October. Donald 
McIlMichael's defence was that he and two others had 
bought the cow from McGregour, with the intention of 
collecting a reward for its safe return to the original owner. 
A system known as 'Taskal' money was acceptable as a 

form of recompense should anyone find cattle that had been driven off. It was also necessary to 
inform on the culprits, so MiIlmichael pointed the finger at other known common thieves.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This charge was serious enough, but a further one was added at a continuation of the trial on 15 
November. Some time in the intervening 18 days it came to the notice of the Justice, John Campbell 
of Moy, that McIlmichael had been consorting with evil spirits. McIlmichael, under interrogation, 
confessed to a series of meetings that took place in and around Appin from November 1676 to 
February 1677 at some of which he played the Jew's harp. 
 
On Sunday, 20 November 1776, he was travelling from Ardtur, about a mile north of Port Appin, 
south to Glackriska, on Loch Crenan opposite the island of Eriska. Somewhere, and he had no idea 
where he was, he saw candle lights on a hill and a large number of men and women dancing. Being 
spotted, some of the dancers wanted to shut him out of the proceedings, while others were for 
welcoming him. The leader appeared to be a large, ruddy faced, old man dressed as a corporal 
Guardsman and McIlmichael was asked to come back the following Sunday. The defendant 
confessed that he 'judges them not to have bein wordlie men or men ordained of god, and that they 
enquired if he was baptised and that he said he was'. In spite of the leader telling him he had to keep 
their meetings secret, he confided in a certain Robert Buchanan, who was distinctly unimpressed, 
giving him a beating - 'stricken be them in the cheik and other pairts'. Nevertheless, he continued to 
meet with the dancers on a number of other occasions up to the 2 February the following year. 

Location of events 



These meetings always took place on the Sabbath, 
sometimes on Lismore and at a well know fairy 
mound, the Shian of Barcaldine on the south side 
of Loch Crenan, where 'he played on trumps [2] to 
them quhen they danced'.  
 
A link was made with the stealing of the cattle 
when McIlmichael confessed to having been told 
specifically to steal two horses from a certain 
McAlister McLaughlane of Ballegowine on 
Lismore. Given the confessions, the jury had no 

hesitation in finding him guilty of the theft of the cow and with consorting with evil spirits. He was 
executed on Monday, 19 November, 1677. 
 
 
 

 
Shian of Barcaldine 


