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T H E HISTORICAL MACBETH.
At a meeting of the Club on February 21, 1907,
there was read a paper by Mr Robert Cairns, Elgin,
on The Historical Macbeth. Reference to details in
i t was made by Rev. J o h n Milne, LL.D., at a
meeting of the Club on September 27, 1907. The
following refers to a point that on both occasions
was under discussion.
I t is printed from the
Banffshire Journal of February 4, 1908:—

Ba

nf
fs

hi
re

Fi

el

d

A pamphlet that must be comparatively rare
is thus entitled—"The Navigation of King James
V. round Scotland, the Orkney Isles, and the
Hebrides or Western Isles, under the conduct of
that excellent pilot Alexander Lindsay."
Its
author was Nicholas d'Arfeville, chief cosmographer
of the French King, and in the preface these
sentences occur—"Drummond gives this account of
that voyage, that King James sailed with five wellmanned ships, and gave out that he designed to
steer his course to France; but it is more likely he
designed to try the behaviour of the great men of
the kingdom in his absence.
He arrived at
Orkney, placed garrisons in some forts, and
sailed about the islands of Skye and the
Lewis; he surprised the chief of the clans
of those Highland islanders, whom he sent as
hostages to the castles of Dumbarton and Edinburgh ; and when, by the skill of one Alexander
Lindsay, his pilot, he had rounded the remotest
rocks of his kingdom, he was driven by storms to
land at St Ninians, near Whitehorn, in Galloway.
This voyage did so terrify those islanders that it
brought long peace and quietness to those places
afterwards. This aotive and brave prince not only
ventured his life in pursuing and apprehending
robbera and highwaymen, which had been neglected
in his minority, but his care extended to
the most remote islands and rocks of his
kingdom: by this voyage he humbled those
leaders who thought they might set up for
themselves, and exercise tyranny over their vassals
and tenants. No doubt he had the advantage of
the fishing of herrings and other fish in his view,
which was made more easy when the safest harbours
amongst those dangerous rocks were discovered,
the dangers, and the way to avoid them, shown,
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and a full account given of the distances and
courses, and the points to which the tides flowed,
and the times of full sea. This may be of considerable use to those who sail about those islands
for fishing or otherways. It cannot fail to please
the curious, being the navigation of a King, and
never before published in the English tongue."
The question has been debated whether this
"Navigation" of James V. did actually take place.
In any case, the pamphlet is not an account of the
voyage, but is a collection of information on the
coast, currents, tides, rocks, and dangers to be met
with. The voyage is not distinctly mentioned in
either the Exchequer Rolls or the Lord High
Treasurer's accounts. The only certain thing is
that in 1536 James Y. did visit the Western Isles
on a journey to France, which terminated prematurely at Whitehorn, but the year 1540 is assigned
for the great " Navigation,"
First there are
given in the pamphlet the names, length, and
breadth of the Orkney Isles, and there follows an
account of the courses of the tides. There are given
also " t b e courses from Leith to Dungsby Head,"
and there is a note also of distances, some of these
being—"From the point of Fife to the Red-head,
19 miles; from the Red-head to the coast of
Aberdeen, 33; from the coast of Aberdeen to the
mouth of the small river called Ethan, or Ellone,
11; from Aberdeen to Buchanness, 4 0 ; from
Buchanness to Torrisness, 20; from Torrisness to
Banff, 20; from Banff to the mouth of the river
Spey, 18 ; from the mouth of the river Spey to
Inverness, 38; from the mouth of the same
river to Cromarty, 40; from
Buchanness
to
Cromarty,
100,"
and
so on.
An
account is given likewise of " t h e havens, soundings, and dangers betwixt Leith and Dungsby-head."
Some of these are—"Upon the coast of Aberdeen,
not far from the shore, lies a rock called the
Girdill; if you would enter the harbour, take three
quarters of the tide with you, because there lies a
dangerous bank of sand in the mouth of the river.
Above Aberdeen, twelve miles north, there is a
river called Ethan, or Elian, where is a safe
harbour for small ships. On the coast of Buchan, six
miles north from Slanis, not far from the shore, there
are dangerous rocks called Buchan-Briggs. Likewise,
on the coast of Crouden, middle way betwixt Buchan
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and Torrisness, three-quarters of a mile from the
shore, lie very dangerous rooks, called Ratry-Briggs.
On the coast of Philorth there are others, called
Philorth-Briggs. Along the coast of Murray, there
are many good roads for ships from ten to sixteen
fathoms of water. The bay of Cromarty is the best
haven in Britain; whatever winds or storms blow,
ships can enter it at all times with the tide." The
Pentland Firth is called here the Pictland Firth,
and speaking of places in its vicinity the author
says that " on the north end of Stroma, there is a
very dangerous place called Soule, occasioned by the
meeting of four or five contrary tides, where is a
considerable eddy or whirlpool, which makes a deep
and roaring gulf, the middle of which is very
dangerous for all sorts of ships."
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