
THE BATTLE OF HARLAW
HIGHLAND V LOWLAND OR A PRIVATE WAR?

 By 1410, MacDonald gathered his fellow Gaels, a force numbering 
approximately 6,000, and descended on Dingwall and Inverness, leaving a 
trail of destruction in their wake.  Word came to Mar that his Highland cousin 
intended to burn Aberdeen, thus at his Christmas dinner in Kildrummy, he 
gathered his most powerful friends, including Provost James Davidson of 
Aberdeen and Bishop Greenlaw, the uncle of Sir Gilbert.  Mar promised he 
would defend the city from these Highland savages.  Thus, it was on July 23rd 
1411, the Lowland army camped right below their enemies on farmland 
outside Inverurie between the farmtouns of Harlaw and Balhalgardy, 
planning to attack MacDonald’s men at dawn.  

The dubby fields witnessed a slaughter like no other; many Lowland 
noblemen including Davidson and Greenlaw lost their lives for a conflict that 
ended with no obvious winner.  Sir Gilbert had a coffin and a church burial, 
probably held by his sorrowing kinsman, the bishop, yet most of the ordinary 
soldiers were simply buried on the battlefield.  Centuries later, farmers would 
uncover mass graves indicating the level of casualties.  Ultimately 
MacDonald’s descendants would inherit Ross, making Harlaw the most 
dreadful waste of life over a family squabble.  

It was the Martinmass or winter term when debts were settled; according to 
the ballad ‘four and twenty gentlemen sat birling at the wine’.  As is often the 
case ‘fan drink’s in, wit’s oot’, and the laird of Mayen cast up an old grudge to 
John Leith.  The latter gave him as good as he got, whereupon Abernethy left.  
Patrick Byres would later reveal that his nephew had gone to fetch pistols in 
order to settle the matter with a duel to which Leith had agreed.  A few of 
them had talked long into the night without the weapons leaving the table, 
yet soon after shots shattered the early morning peace of the Castlegate and 
Leith’s servant found him bleeding to death in the street.

James Abernethy had fled on a horse provided by his uncle, never to return.  
Many believed Patrick had egged James on, providing both weapon and 
escape route, but he denied it.  The Leiths never forgot.  The spat at Bridge of 
Alford decades later was with Alexander Leith of Glenkindie, over the siting 
of a new road.  Patrick’s friends calmed the pensioner down and sent him 
home to Tonley and likely to a reprimand from his son James.  

A knight wears plate armour, chainmail and a 
helmet; the classic image we all associate 
with medieval warfare, yet this particular 
representation is featured on a grave slab in 
the ruins of Kinkell Church by the Ury’s 
banks.  This was Gilbert de Greenlaw as he 
was in life, riding into battle at Harlaw in 1411 
never to return home alive.  He was a 
cavalryman fighting for the Earl of Mar, the 
same Alexander Stewart who in the previous 
decade had seized his title by forced marriage 
to Countess Isabel Douglas.  Mar was now a 
respected nobleman, keeping the peace in the 
Eastern Highlands, fighting in the king’s 
name in Europe, lauded by chronicler 
Andrew Wyntoun as “honest, able and 
elegant in person and behaviour.”  Perhaps 
his new wife had calmed him down, or else he 
had now done all he needed to secure his 
position as a legitimate knight, despite his 
ignominious beginnings.  Yet Mar went into 
battle against his cousin by marriage, Donald 
MacDonald, Lord of the Isles over the 
Earldom of Ross.  

The latter was strategically important; it gave the Gaelic ruler a way into 
mainland Scotland, but equally gave the Lowland scoundrel control of the 
Highlands.

The whole situation turned on the crook-backed thirteen-year-old Countess of 
Ross, Euphemia Leslie.  Her late father’s sister, Marion, was MacDonald’s wife, 
but she was Mar’s cousin through her mother, giving the two families a 
reason to fight.  The Duke of Albany, Mar’s uncle, had been trying to force the 
little girl to resign her title to his son, while she became a nun.  Her disability 
meant she was not marriageable material.

‘My father what? Had a duel? He’s in his seventies! Silly man!’ so might 
antiquarian, James Byres of Tonley have exclaimed when he was brought 
word about the unseemly quarrel occasioned by Byres Snr.  Patrick Byres was 
an Irish Jacobite, born in Dublin, 1713.  In 1741 he married Janet Moir of 
Stoneywood and became a Burgess of Guild in Aberdeen, yet his political 
leanings and hot Celtic temper seem to have constantly landed Patrick in 
trouble.

His first problem was his involvement in the Forty-Five Rebellion, fighting on 
Bonnie Prince Charlie’s side as Major Byres in Stoneywood’s regiment.  
Escaping Culloden, Patrick’s ally, Gordon of Cluny hid him in his castle until 
he and his family escaped to France.  He managed to hang on to Tonley by 
the clever suggestion that his English name was Peter, thus he was not Patrick 
Byres the rebel.

  
While his youngest sons, William and John developed military careers in the 
Navy and Royal Engineers respectively and second son, Robert took up 
merchant interests in Prussia, the eldest, James, became something of a tour 
guide.  He embraced antiquarian studies in Rome and became the go-to ex-pat 
for visiting Scots gentlefolk on their ‘grand tours’ of Europe.  Meanwhile, his 
father returned to Tonley, Mrs Byres hoping her husband’s adventures were 
over.  But, due to Janet’s nephew, James Abernethy of Mayen, Patrick was to 
be the centre of unwanted attention once more in 1763.  A traditional ballad is 
dedicated to the incident in which John Leith of Leith Hall, Rhynie was 
murdered by Abernethy after an argument in the New Inn, Aberdeen.
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Skinner duly wrote the tune and showed to his friend, photographer, 
Alexander Dinnie, who remarked there was “something great” in the tune.  By 
an incredible coincidence, Mina just happened to cross the road nearby and 
Skinner pointed her out as the ‘bonnie lass that the tune’s about’.  Dinnie 
exclaimed, ‘I’ve got it, ca it The Bonnie Lass o Bon Accord!’ and thus began 
the song’s fame.

Skinner’s lovely tribute to the poverty-stricken Mina was never forgotten.  In 
1927, she was an honoured guest at Skinner’s funeral when his headstone was 
unveiled by Sir Harry Lauder.   Eleven years later, the ‘Bonnie Lass’ herself 
passed away aged 72 and was buried in Fetteresso kirkyard.  Her headstone 
facing Clayfolds Farm, Newtonhill, where she was born in 1866.  

The inscription records Mina’s connection with the Strathspey King and his 
famous tune.  The stone was erected by her nephew, Doug Bell, son of her 
brother David.  Doug had found the story in some correspondence of Dinnie’s 
and was delighted to discover the connection between the famous tune and 
his aunt.  Journalist James Lees would later share the story in the Leopard 
magazine, formerly Aberdeenshire’s best source of local tales and legends.  
Now Skinner, Mina, her brother and nephew Doug lie under the sod, but just 
as the Strathspey King predicted, the tune still lives on to this day and often 
makes a popular addition to many a local ceilidh band’s repertoire.
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The gravestone of James Scott Skinner, the ‘Strathspey King’, is an impressive 
sight in pale silver granite, standing near the Great Southern Road gate of 
Allanvale Cemetery, Ferryhill.  As well as a bronze bust of the fiddler and 
dance teacher, engraved on the stone are the first few bars of Skinner’s tune 
‘The Bonnie Lass o’ Bon Accord’.  The lass herself was a real person whom 
Skinner met at a party.

James Scott Skinner was born near Banchory in 1843; his father William had 
been a fiddler for country dances.  By age 8, James became accompanist to 
local fiddler, Peter Milne.  One night the dance went on so long that James 
fell asleep on his cello, but somehow continued playing.  

After one of his regular country dance classes in the North Silver Street hall 
(now Milne’s Auctioneers) Skinner was invited to a friend’s house on Union 
Terrace.  There he noticed a very pretty serving maid who looked as if she had 
been destined for better things.  Everyone, including the servants, joined in 
dancing to Skinner’s fiddle music, and he declared the maid ‘a splendid 
tripper of the light-fantastic toe’.   She introduced herself as Wilhelmina Bell, 
explaining that her father, the farmer of Cockley, Maryculter, had once 
played bass for Skinner’s late father.  Stunned, he asked her why she was 
working as a maid.  ‘Mina’ tearfully replied that her father had been 
bankrupted after standing guarantor for a friend’s debts and lost the farm.  
‘Never ye mind, lassie,’ Skinner said, ‘I’ll mak a tune that’ll keep ye in mind 
when we’re baith deid!’


