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THE SEPTS OF CLAN GUNN

Greetings Clansman,

Welcome to the Clan Gunn Society of North America! We are always happy to find cousins,
who, for various reasons, haven't been aware that the Society exists in the United States and
Canada.
Our goals, and the purposes for which the corporation was organized, are:
to stimulate and promote a spirit of kinship among the members of the Society
throughout the continent of North America and between this Society and the Clan
Gunn Society of Great Britain;
to foster, promote and honor our Scottish heritage and traditions;
to stimulate and inspire among the members, the pride and spirit of their ancestors,
with particular emphasis on the ancestry of the members as it pertains to the
surname of Gunn and the surnames of the septs historically associated with Clan
Gunn;
to preserve the history, records, and artifacts of the Clan Gunn;
to individually provide and render, through the conduit of the Society, aid and
comfort to members of the Society in time of adversity; and,
to provide to the extent practical, aid, comfort and hospitality to persons of Scottish
ancestry.
If these goals appeal to you and you believe in them as strongly as we do, we gladly extend
Ceud Mile Failte (a hundred thousand welcomes) to you! Nothing is as strong as the bond of
family. We hope you will join us, take an active part in the Society and attend as many Games
and Gatherings, as your time permits.
Slainte, sonas agus beartas.
President
Clan Gunn Society of North America

to house those cleared from the interior of the County of Sutherland at the beginning of the 19th century. Kildonan
- named after St. Donan who established his monastery at Suisgill; in the middle of the glen was the home of the
McHamish Gunns from the 15th century up to the Clearances in 1819. The original church of Kildonan probably
dated from about 1100 and contained the mortuary chapel of the Gunn chiefs at its western end. This was replaced
by the present church built in 1788. Down the river from the church is Killearnan the seat of the McHamish Gunns
for over 200 years until it was destroyed bv fire in 1690. Nothing remains of the original house. Kinbrace - at the
top of Kildonan is said to have been named after the Crowner’s brooch. The Crowner is reputed to have had a fortress north west of the township where he spent the summer. An important cadet family had a wadset of the mill at
Kinbrace for many generations. Navidale - on the coast of Sutherland north of Helmsdale is the township of Navidale which was held by several generations of the McHamish chiefs. Sandside - the site of a skirmish between the
Mackays and the Gunns in 1437, in which the latter were out-numbered, and defeated. In 1615 the corn fields at
Sandside were burnt by John Robson, chieftain of the Clan Gunn in Caithness at the instigation of the Earl of
Caithness who had a vendetta with Lord Forbes who then owned the Sandside estate. Spittal - on the slopes of
Spittal Hill below the Mybster-Georgemas road are the remains of St. Magnus Chapel, which probably dates from
the 12th century. This was the most ancient burial place of the Gunn chiefs who were carried over the hills from
Kildonan for burial after the chiefly line moved to Sutherland. The burial ground was used until the early part of
this century. Further up the hill was held the annual Jamesmas Fair which provided local farm servants with an
opportunity of changing their employment. Tannach - the site of a battle between the Gunns and the Keiths and
Mackays in 1438. The Gunns withdrew, some moving to Braemore and others to Kildonan. Thurso - Snaekol
Gunni’s son killed jarl John here in 1231. Thurso East the home of Viscount Thurso of Ulbster was formerly a seat
of the Earls of Caithness, Chiefs of Clan Sinclair. Ubster - associated with the Gunns from a very early date. After
the Battle of St. Tayre’s it passed to the Kelths, then to the Oliphants, and in 1606 to the Earl of Caithness. It was
subsequently acquired by a cadet Sinclair family of whom Lord Thurso is the present head. Westerdale - has a long
association with the Clan Gunn and with the Hendersons, an important sept of the Clan. The later chiefs of the Cattaig family resided at Dale House, which is close by. Westgarty - on the east coast of Sutherland south of Helmsdale was the birthplace of Sir William Gunn who made his name fighting as a soldier of fortune on the Continent
first in the Swedish Service and then for the Holy Roman Emperor. He fought for King Charles I at Bridge of Dee
who knighted him in 1639.

Modern day Gunns carry on
the traditions of family and
hospitality at the many Scottish and Celtic festivals
around the country. Where
every you see a Gunn tent
you know you will be welcome.

Ackergill Tower was built by the Keiths about 1350 and was the scene of the suicide of Fair Helen Gunn of
Braemore, who had been abducted on the eve of her wedding by Dugald Keith. The tower was extended in the
middle of the 19th century by Sir George Dunbar of Hempriggs.
Badenloch - the later seat of the Gunn Chiefs in Sutherland after the fire at Killearnan. Alexander McHamish died
here in 1763. Nothing remains of his house.
Ben Griam - the Gunns and the Mackays beat the combined forces of the Earls of Sutherland and Caithness at Altgowan. In 1601 the Sutherlands, Mackays and Gunns put the Sinclairs to flight at Ben Griam. This is commemorated by the Carn Teaghie - the flight cairn.
Braemore - settled by the Gunns from a verv early date, certainly before the Crowner, and was the seat of the
Robson Gunns otherwise known as the Gunns of Braemore. It was from here that Fair Helen of Braemore was abducted in 1415. The Braemore estate passed from Gunn ownership in 1793 when it was sold by George GunnMunro of Braemore.
Bruan - the first Castle Gunn was built on the top of a precipitous column of rock detached from the mainland,
probably by Snaekol Gunn's son in the mid 13th century. It was said to have been destroyed by the King of Norway in revenge for his daughter's death.
Canisbay - reputed to be the birthplace of Sweyn Asleif's son, son of Olaf Hrolf's son, Norse Governor
of.Duncansbay, who was burnt alive in his castle in 1135.
Dalnaglaton - farm of a cadet family through whom the Gunns in Braehour claimed the chiefship in the 19th century on the death of the sons of George Gunn of Rhives. Alexander Gunn of this family was noted for his great
strength and agility.
Dirlot - formerly a small keep, built about 1350 by Ronald Cheyne as a hunting Lodge. Later it passed to the
Sutherlands and then to the Mackays but reputed at one time to have been occupied by the Gunns. Henry Gunn,
one of the surviving sons of Crowner Gunn is said to have revenged his father's death here by killing with an arrow
the Keith chieftain who was celebrating his victory. Close by is a small graveyard which was the principal burial
place of the Gunns of Cattaig and the Gunns in Dalnaglaton.
Dalemore - within a mile of Dirlot is the old farm house of Dalemore which was the home of Marcus Gunn the
chieftain of the Gunns of Cattaig in the 18th century. The farm is still occupied by Gunns continuing 500 years of
intermittent Gunn possession.
Freswick - the Caithness estate of Sweyn Asleif's son. His castle of Lambaborg is thought to have been on Ness
Head, south of the present fortified House of Freswick, built by Sinclair of Freswick in the 17th centurv.
Girnigoe and Castle Sinclair - were the principal seats of the Earls of Caithness. Girnigoe whose spectacular ruin
stands north of the county town of Wick was erected between 1476 and 1496 by William, Earl of Caithness. Castle
Sinclair which was built adjacent in 1606 is also in a ruinous condition having been attacked and partially destroyed by the rightful heir to the Earldom when it was in the possession of Lord Glenorchy who had bought the
Earldom from the previous Earl of Caithness. The castle is still the official seat of the Earls of Caithness. In 1586
John Gunn, the Chief of the Gunns of Braemore was hanged at the castle by the then Earl of Caithness in revenge
for the defeat of the Caithness men at Altgown by Clan Gunn. In 1612 William Angus Rory Gunn escaped from
the castle by jumping into the sea.
Halberrv - Halberry Castle was built by the Gunn chiefs in the latter part of the 13th century as their principal
stronghold to replace Castle Gunn. It was formerly protected by a ditch 150ft long and 9-12ft deep with a drawbridge and guard houses. The Crowner lived here in some splendour until his death at St.Tayre's after which the
castle was abandoned. Nearby is the Hill of Mannistones, a bronze age stone alignment dating from about 1500
BC. It was also the site of a battle between the Gunns and the Keiths in 1460.
Helmsdale - a village at the mouth of the River Helmsdale which was created by the Countess-Duchess of Sutherland

History of the Clan Gunn Society of North America
By Edwin C. Manson
THE GUNN SALUTE, 24:1: Summer 1994
Following the Clearances of the mid-1800’s in Scotland, many Scots found themselves without homes and without
work and little opportunity of finding either in the future. It was during this time that many Scotsmen and their
families emigrated to other countries – especially, to Canada, the United States, New Zealand, and Australia. In
the USA, many fraternal-social groups such as St. Andrews Societies, Caledonian Societies, Scottish-American
Societies, etc. were formed by the earlier arrived Scots to help those who were newly arriving. Thus, it was not
long before members of a clan began to search out other clansmen, and clan societies were formed. The first such
Scottish clan society was formed by Clan Buchanan in 1788; many more were formed in the late 1800’s. Today,
there are more than 100 Scottish Clan clubs and societies in the United States and Canada.
It was not until the mid-1960’s, that the Clan Gunn Society of North America had its beginnings. Donald Bruce
Williamson, an aeronautical engineer, living in Atlanta, Georgia, is responsible for initiating the organization of a
Clan Gunn Society in the Americas. He began by writing to Scottish author Neil Gunn, in Caithness, seeking information about forming a Clan Gunn Society on this side of the Atlantic as had recently been formed in Scotland,
following many unsuccessful attempts. After a long interval, Neil Gunn’s nephew replied stating that the author
was too ill to write and that Iain Alexander Gunn of Banniskirk, secretary to his uncle, should be contacted. The
contact was made and between 1965 and 1967 much correspondence took place. In 1968, following the death of
Neil Gunn, Iain Alexander Gunn of Banniskirk, being familiar with the formation of the society that had begun,
was named as Commander of Clan Gunn by the Lord Lyon. An effort was made to learn on what basis a society
might be formed here in America – whether to be a part of the revitalized group in the UK, or on our own. It was
finally agreed that the constitution of the parent society would not be in agreement with their United States cousins.
Always on the lookout for the sight of a Gunn tartan, Donald, at the 1967 Grandfather Mountain Gathering of
Highland Clans, met Emmett and Joy Wilson. They were the first to march proudly in that parade of tartan-clad
clans, the Gunn’s wearing the ancient colors. Their tartan banner was loaned by Donald’s wife, “Bobbie”. As
ladies were then not permitted to parade there, I do not know what “Bobbie” wore while her skirt was carried aloft
so proudly around that large parade ground. They agreed to meet the following year at the same place, ready to
organize a Gunn Society.
Donald spent the year of 1968 going through as many southeastern telephone books as he could lay hands on, writing many letters announcing the proposed organization. His efforts were interrupted when he was called to a business meeting in California and he asked Emmett Wilson to conduct the organizational meeting. A small group did
assemble but no roster was taken and no organization was formed.
Donald continued to write more and more letters through 1969 and facilities were arranged for a meeting. On July
12, 1969, the organization meeting was called to order on the field of Grandfather Mountain. The elected officers
were: President – Donald Bruce Williamson; Vice-President – Emmett T. Wilson; Treasurer – George D. Wilson;
Chaplain – Rev. Richard J. Johnson; and Secretary – Edward B. Wilson. There was an official tie with the Clan
Gunn Society overseas which was gathering strength in numbers in Britain, and Donald continued to maintain contact with the Commander. Now, we, too, were beginning to grow. Donald, with the help of his wife, “Bobbie”,
took on the additional job of publishing a newsletter. It was typed by Marjorie (“Bobbie”), edited by Donald, reproduced on a hand-operated mimeograph machine, and assembled and mailed by the Williamsons. The newsletter was one of the first clan society newsletters of that time in the U.S. and was following by the publication in the
United Kingdom, of THE CLAN GUNN SOCIETY MAGAZINE, later called THE GUNN HERALD. Donald

and “Bobbie” continued their production of the newsletter through September 1985. They resigned from this duty
due to failing health of both. “Bobbie” died September 13, 1985.
On July 13, 1975, Donald Bruce Williamson was presented with a citation and title of “President Emeritus” and a
life-time seat on the Society Council for his efforts in organization and coordinating its growth and prominence
among the other world-wide Scottish societies.
In the summer of 1972, Iain Alexander Gunn of Banniskirk was installed as Commander in the United Kingdom
and Donald was able to enroll a number of USA members to travel as a group to Caithness for the ceremony, with
Donald representing our country in an important part of the pageant. Donald had to apologize later to Iain that, of
those USA members attending, none was of the name Gunn. Three Keith’s from the United States, one of whom
was George Newberry, active in forming the Keith Society of North America, were present. It was a friendly
meeting that eventually led, a few years later, to a formal treaty of friendship and truce between the Gunn’s and
Keith’s, signed by our Commander and the Chief of Clan Keith, Kintore, on the coast near the site of where St.
Tyres had been.
After one term in office, Donald refused a bid for a second term stating ours should be a democratic society with
new blood always in the forefront. On July 9, 1972, Emmett Wilson was elected President and Edwin C. Manson,
Vice-President. In the 70’s, more and more localities were sponsoring highland games and we took advantage by
being present wherever we could. It was the Scottish brides of our nuclear submarine sailors who were active in
starting the games in Charleston, SC – Clan Gunn was there the first time. Our headquarters on the field consisted
of a card table and a few chairs; the same for Savannah, GA later… and so it went.
In 1973, by means of a mail-vote to establish an official title for our newsletter, THE GUNN SALUTE was from
four suggested titles. A new masthead featuring a cannon firing was used in the June 1973 issue. The masthead
remains the same today, but the cannon is missing. That year also showed considerable growth in members.
In 1974, for the first time, we had some Gunn’s (by name) elected as officers and I began two 2-year terms as
President with a very helpful cabinet. Our former Treasurer, George D. Wilson, was elected 1 st Vice-President;
Martin S. Gunn filled the newly created post of 2 nd Vice-President; his brother, the Rev. Reginald
Gunn, became our Chaplain; Peter T. Gunn, Jr. (father of Dr. David Gunn so cruelly murdered in north Florida in
1993 as he was about to enter his clinic) became Treasurer. At that time, George E. Swanson acted as Corresponding Secretary and James B. Gailey as Recording Secretary. My wife, Gunni, was often called upon as Acting Secretary Pro Tem. One lesson we learned – not to lose contact at the end of the accounting year with any of our
members and to go after them to renew for we do need their financial support as well as their allegiance.
At the beginning, Mrs. Agnes MacRae Morton, owner of the property on Grandfather Mountain, told us, without
any asking, that just starting up we could not possibly have much in funds, so we could pay a very minimal amount
for space and bring our own tent. Angus Ray, editor and publisher of that great Scottish magazine, THE HIGHLANDER, encouraged and published articles from us about our activities and included writings by our Scottish
Historian, Dr. Mark Rugg Gunn, author of THE HISTORY OF CLANN GUNN. We had, indeed, great press coverage and our membership grew. Colonel Harold A. “Pop” Gunn, while President, made a cross-country trip by
car from west to east and back again, stopping in villages and cities, checking Gunn’s through telephone books and
writing up new members. He must have traveled 10,000 miles in doing so. “Pop” also put into operation that plan
of commissioners suggested by Past President, the Rev. Yale Gunn, whom he succeeded. Under Yale Gunn, the
name of the society was changed from “Clan Gunn Society of the U.S.” to “Clan Gunn Society of North America.”
When the present U.K. Society was formed, they had three goals: to have a Clan Gunn history written, to found a
Clan Gunn Heritage Centre and Museum, and to locate a Chief. The first two have been met and we are close to

or mac Dhaidh, son or daughter of James or David, of Clan Gunn, and when surnames came to be used many adopted their father's name
and hence John or jean Robson, Georgeson, Williamson etc.
The Mac Sheumais (or McHamish) Gunns continued to live in Strath Kildonan first at Killeaman and later at Badenloch at the top of the
Strath until the old line died out in 1782.
The chiefship of the Clan has been dormant since the death of the son of George Gunn of Rhives in 1874. The head of the Clan, in the
absence of a recognised chief is Iain Gunn of Banniskirk, who has been appointed Commander of the Clan by the Lord Lyon King of
Arms at the request of the landed and armigerous members of the Clan.
The Clan Gunn Society which was formed in 1960 to promote a spirit of kinship amongst members of the clan throughout the world acquired the Old Parish Church at Latheron as a Clan Heritage Centre. The Clan gathers in Caithness every three years.
The following places have a particular significance for the Clan and its Norse forebears.

Places associated with the Orkney jarldom
Kirkwall - the capital of Orkney derives its name from Kirkjuvagr (church bay) after the church erected by jarl Rognvaid Brusison to the
memory of his friend King Olaf Haraldsson, patron saint of Norway. Kirkwall was already a market town of some significance at the beginning of the 1lth century and became a Royal Burgh in 1486, eighteen years after Orkney was annexed to Scotland, being pledged for
50,000 florins by King Christian I of Norway as part of the dowry of 60,000 florins when his daughter Margaret married James III of Scotland.
St. Magnus Cathedral was started in 1137 by jarl Rognvald Kol'sson in honour of his uncle jarl Magnus who was martyred in the church of
Egilsay on 16th April 1116 by his cousin jarl Hakon. The main part of the Cathedral was completed in 1158 but a number of additions
were made to it during the next four centuries, the 133 foot tower having been built in 1525. The building which is 218 ft. long and 45 ft.
wide houses the relics of St. Magnus and jarl Rognvald, who was himself canonised.
Birsay - is situated 10 miles north-west of Evie past Costa Head, the windiest place in Great Britain, on the bay of the same name. Here on
the Brough of Birsay, a tidal island, was the hall of jarl Thorfinn and the cathedral church of Orkney before St. Magnus Cathedral was built.
It was here that St. Magnus' body was first buried before being moved to its present resting place. Lying along the slope of the hill are a
number of Viking longhouses. The ruined Palace of Birsay was rebuilt late in the 16th century by Earl Robert Stewart, illegitimate son of
James V of Scotland.
Egilsay - a small island off the east coast of Rousay, is mainly notable as the site of the martyrdom of St. Magnus by his cousin jarl Hakon.
The 12th century church with its lofty round tower forms a conspicuous landmark. The church is reputed to be the actual church in which
jarl Magnus spent the night in prayer before he was murdered on 16th April, 1116.
Gairsay - was the island home of Sweyn Asleif's son, grandfather of Gunni, the name-father of the Clan Gunn. It was from this island that
Sweyn carried out his vikings described in the Orkneyinga Saga. Langskaill House, which is said to have been built on the site of Sweyn's
longhall is an excellent example of a 17th century fortified house. It was built by Sir William Craigie of Gairsay who died in 1712.
Orphir - Sweyn Asleif's son killed his namesake Sweyn Breastrope at the jarl's drinking hall here in 1135 after which he fled to Tiree for the
winter. The round church was built by jarl Hakon who killed jarl Magnus having sought absolution in Rome and thence travelled in penitence to the Holy Land. The church is said to have been modelled on the Church of the holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.
Stromness - Hamnavoe to our Norse ancestors, is a sheltered port at the eastern end of the Mainland of Orkney.
This little town with its picturesque houses and jetties is of fairly modern origin as a town. It developed during the
18th and 19th centuries as a port of call for Atlantic shipping.

Clan Gunn Sites in Caithness and Sutherland
Ackergill - St. Tayre's Chapel at Ackergill was the site of the attempted reconciliation of the Clan Gunn and the
Clan Keith in 1468 or 1478. The chapel which was situated on the coast roughly equidistant from Ackergill Tower
and Girnigoe Castle was said to have been pulled down about 1800. Nothing now remains. Others claim that the
reconciliation meeting took place at Strathmore, in the interior of the County.

THE CLAN GUNN AND ITS COUNTRY
Published by the Clan Gunn Heritage Trust,
Clan Gunn Heritage Centre, Latheron, Caithness.
The Clan Gunn claims descent from the Norse jarls or Earls of Orkney and from the ancient Celtic Mormaers of Caithness through Ragnhild, daughter of Moddan in Dale, son of Moddan, Mormaer (High Steward) of Caithness, who was killed in 1040, and granddaughter of
Saint Rognvald, jarl in Orkney, who married Gunni, the reputed name-father of the Clan. Gunni was himself a grandson of Sweyn Asleif's
son, the 'Ultimate Viking' and hero of the Orkneyinga Saga.
Sweyn Asleif's son had his long hall on the Island of Gairsay, off the east coast of the mainland of Orkney, and lands in Caithness at
Freswick, a few miles south of Duncansbay. The principal Gunn lands were, however, acquired through Ragnhild, who inherited great
estates in Caithness and Sutherland on the death of her brother, Harold Ungi, jarl in Orkney and Earl in Caithness in 1198.
These were inherited by Snaekoll (White head) Gunni's-son the second chief of the Clan. His rights to the Norse Earldom were, however,
forfeited as he had murdered John, the then jarl in Orkney, over a land claim dispute arising from their mutual descent from the ancient
Jarls of Orkney. Thus from the middle of the 13th century the Gunns were essentially a Caithness family.
At this time the Clan Gunn were at the height of their power. They appeared to possess virtually the whole of Caithness, which was then
passing from the influence of the Norse Earldom to that of the King of Scots. Snaekoll Gunni's-son is reputed to have built Castle Gunn at
Bruan, on the east coast of Caithness south of Wick. There is a tradition that Castle Gunn was destroyed by the King of Norway, whose
daughter one of the Gunn chiefs had married though he already had a wife at Castle Gunn. When the second wife sailed to Caithness to
join her husband, the Gunn clan arranged for the beacon to be placed on a dangerous rock at Ulbster and so wrecked the ship and all on
board were drowned. The castle was destroyed in revenge and the Gunn chief and his retainers were slain.
Little is known of the history of the Clan during the 13th and 14th century and it is not until the 15th century that history records the exploits
of the Clan and its chiefs. Nonetheless, it is clear that during the 14th and 15th centuries the Gunns were gradually dispossessed of their
lands in the fertile parts of Caithness by the Sinclairs, Keiths and others, who obtained grants of land from the Scottish kings, anxious to
increase their influence over the fringes of their kingdom. Consequently by the mid-15th century George Gunn of Ulbster, Chief of Clan
Gunn and Crowner of Caithness, held his main lands at Ulbster and Clyth on the rocky coast of Caithness, and the majority of the Clan by
then occupied the highland regions of Caithness in what are now the Parishes of Latheron, Halkirk and Reay.
It was George Gunn, the Crowner, also known as 'Am Braisdeach Mor,' or 'Big Broochy' from the insignia worn by the Gunn chiefs, as
Crowners of Caithness, who after many skirmishes with the Clan Keith over rival land claims sought to reach a conciliation with the Keith
at St. Tayre's Chapel, near Ackergill Tower, the seat of Keith of Ackergill in 1478 (others say 1464) and was killed in the unequal battle at
the chapel where the Keiths arrived for the twelve aside parley with two men to each horse. In 1978 the Earl of Kintore, Chief of Clan
Keith and Iain Gunn of Banniskirk, the Commander of Clan Gunn, signed a Treaty of Friendship between the two clans at the site of the
chapel, bringing to an end the 500 year old feud.
After the death of George, the Crowner, and his sons at Ackergill, the Clan split into three distinct families - James or Seumas, the
Crowner's eldest son, who survived the battle, moved with his family to Kildonan in Sutherland, subsequently known as Gleann na
Guineach or Gunn's Glen, where he obtained lands from the Earls of Sutherland; Robert, the second surviving son established his line in
Braemore, in the southern heights of Caithness as the Robson Gunns, and John, the third surviving son settled in Cattaig or Bregaul in
Strathmore, in the higher reaches of the River Thurso above Westerdale.
The Hendersons and Williamsons and Wilsons of Caithness are said to be descended from Henry and William, two of the Crowner's
younger sons. Other Gunn families established themselves at Crosskirk, near Forss, on the north coast of Caithness and in Reay, Strathy
and Strath Halladale in the Mackay country. The various chieftains leased their lands from the Chiefs of Clan Sutherland and Clan Mackay
and in turn sublet these to their immediate families who subdivided them amongst their families. There was, however, a surprising amount
of movement from one part of the country to another and so it cannot be assumed that all Gunns in one area were necessarily all of the
same branch of the family.
Indeed many clansmen do not bear the surname of Gunn. Surnames were not commonly used until comparatively recent times. They
would have been of little use where everyone was of the same clan. A man or woman was therefore known as John or jean mac Sheumais

the third. The U.S. Gunn’s have contributed many physical and financial aids to the museum. We have undertaken much research on our Westford Knight and furthered our ties with Clan Sinclair. We have had our members
present in large numbers at all our parent society’s AGM’s and triennial gatherings since the first one in 1972. Our
bicentennial year of 1976 was the first time we were in a position to bring our Commander and his lovely lady,
Aline (“Bunty”), to these shores as Honored Guests at the Stone Mountain Games. A great deal of our continued
growth here can be attributed to the charm and grace of this couple, who, while here, made their rounds of all the
clans and societies present, then leaving friendship and warmth behind them always.
In the mid-1970’s, at the Stone Mountain, Georgia, Highland Gathering of Clans, Captain Howard A. Miller, U.S.
Army Air Corps, Ret., presented our society with the newly-designed Clan Gunn flag: the St. Andrews Cross in
white on a sky blue background and our clan insignia in the center. Captain Miller, a strong friend of our society
and a Past President of the Caledonian Society in Cincinnati, Ohio (the oldest Caledonian Society in our country
east of the Mississippi River) was appointed by our officers as our first Honorary Member for his friendship and
help.
We have genealogy records now available to all at our Clan Gunn Heritage Centre & Museum at Latheron in Scotland and a top-rate genealogy committee in this country.
If we had any troubles at all in the early days it was finding a bank which would let us have checking privileges
without charges, for we never had as much as $100. A treasurer (then) and later Vice-President, George Donald
Wilson of North Carolina, kept us financially solvent while also acting unofficially as a membership secretary. His
was always a warm hand-written welcome letter to all who joined. Yet, with so little money in those years, at our
AGM’s in July at Grandfather Mountain, we could reserve a room at an inn for a small fee to cover hors d’oeuvres
and have real ceilidh with our member talent, invite a pipe band to come, and enjoy the table stocked further with
food and drink donated by our members. We had fun with little money.
We will continue to grow as long as we continue the good leadership we have had, always remembering that it is a
family affair. Our heritage is from the clan system, and the goals of our society should perpetuate the values of
caring for and helpfulness to our kinfolk.

Some of the founding members at the
Stone Mountain Festival in 1984.

How the Gunns of the world keep in touch with each other
One of the challenges in any organization that is spread out all over a continent is getting to know the
other members and keeping in touch. The internet has proven to be a wonderful resource for
accomplishing this previously difficult to impossible task.
One approach that is working for the Gunns, not only in North America but around the world, is
eGroups. The ones we are using are a free service from Yahoo. No, they don’t get you a load of spam,
and yes, every email from the group has a bit of advertising at the bottom. All in all it’s a small price to
pay for a valuable service.
For those that are not familiar with eGroups, there are several kinds out there; they all work about the
same. You can send an email to the group, and everyone will get it as an email from the group.
(Including you, you are part of the group) If you want to reply to something someone else has posted,
you can reply to that email (same as any other regular email) and everyone will get your reply. (Yes,
including you).
Conversations run the gauntlet from genealogy and history to current events and family cares and
concerns. There is also a certain amount of “chatting” that goes on which is how people that are so far
apart they may never meet face to face get to know and care about each other, and bond into an extended
family.
The Gunns presently maintain four very active groups.
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/GunnTx/ This is the oldest (starting on seven years) and one of the
more active. It was originally set up to try to connect the scattered and inactive members of the Texas
Branch. It has been the mainstay that has helped the Texas Branch grew from a few scattered folks that
were not involved because no one know anyone else, to one of the larger and more active branches of
the CGSNA. Along the way the Texans have picked up eGroup members from points near and far.
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/GunnNCA/ The Northern California Branch started their group going
on five years ago. Like Texas, it has attracted members from far and wide, and provides the NorCal
branch a means to keeping in touch and organizing group activities.
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/clangunnsociety/ The International group was started two years ago,
and has rapidly grown into one of the most active. It counts members from as far afield as northern
Canada, Scotland and Australia.
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/GunnWP/ The newest group is the one set up for the Western Prairies
Branch. We still need to get all the Gunns in Oklahoma, Nebraska and Kansas “wired” into this group.
If you’re interested in becoming part of any, or all, of these on-line extended Gunn families, visit the site
and hit the “Join” button.

many of this clan after assumed the name of Ross.” This quotation is lifted, almost verbatim, from the Kildonan
entry in Lewis’s Topographical Dictionary of Scotland, published in 1823, copies of which were on the bookshelves of many of the Sutherland gentry along with copies of Douglas’s Scots Baronage.
Taylor was not a careful historian but then neither were some of the predecessors on which he relied. Like so many
dilettantes he failed to check his sources. Had he gone back to Sir Robert Gordon’s work he would have noticed
there was no mention there of “three brothers” only “one called Gun, the king of Denmarke his son”. Buchanan of
Auchmar doesn’t mention Olaf the Black by name at all, only “three brether”. Similarly the Chronicle of Man
contains no reference to these three supposed sons of Olaf the Black whose marriages and progeny are very well
documented in both the Manx, Irish and English records.
From the above it can be seen that the mythical origin of the Clan Gunn from a supposed son of Olaf the Black is
the direct result of an accumulation of errors over a period of nearly three hundred years (ie. from the publication
of Camden’s Britannia in 1595 and the subsequent circulation of this work through the Highlands, to Sir Robert
Gordon’s manuscript of c.1615-1630, through the Gunn/MacLeod marriage of 1624. It received further credibility
with Auchmar’s clan histories in 1723, and it’s final “authorisation” came with Douglas’s Scots Baronage in
1798. From then on it was, as it were, set in tablets of stone, and few clan historians dared to question, or bothered
to examine the origins of this tale, even though it was in direct conflict with the original oral genealogies as expounded by the ancient Highland sennachies. Sadly it regularly gets repeated in the many anthologies of Scottish
clan histories which are reprinted almost every year.
It may be stated with some very good degree of certainty that the Clan Gunn are descended from Gunni Andresarson (died 1226), a great Caithness magnate whose wife, Ragnhild, was the youngest sister of Harald the Young,
who was created Earl of Caithness by William the Lion, and a grand-daughter of Rognvald Kali Kolsson, Jarl of
Orkney/Caithness. So do the Clan Gunn have any blood-connection with Olaf the Black? The answer, surprisingly,
is yes, but it’s not the connection which all the potted clan histories give. Gunni’s sons, Snaekol and Andrs Gunnasson were both fourth cousins once removed of Olaf the Black through their common descent from Thorfinn the
Mighty, Jarl of Orkney/Caithness, who died in 1064. Thorfinn had two sons, Erlend and Paul; Snaekol Gunn’s
mother, Ragnhild, was great-great-granddaughter of Erlend Thorfinsson, and Olaf the Black was great-greatgrandson of Paul Thorfinsson. Olaf the Black almost certainly met Gunni Andresarson during his sojourn at William the Lion’s court, 1208-1214; and he must have met Gunni’s son, Snaekol in Bergen in 1231 when the latter
was on trial for the murder of Jarl Jon of Orkney/Caithness.
As for the identity of that other legendary forbear mentioned in the famous Gaelic ode recited at the marriage of
John Gun MacIain mhicRob, 3rd Laird of Strathy, to a daughter of Donald Gorm Macdonald of Sleat in 1546, the
opening lines of which are “Bho Olla nan Lann Liomtha Fuil Rioghail Righ Lochlainn” (“From Olaf of the Polished Blade Blood royal of the King of Norway”), well, that’s another story.

The members of the Society get together from time to time in
Branch sponsored activities. Here some of our talented folks carry
on an impromptu jam session that actually started on a Friday night
at a tent Ceilidh (family gathering) and continued all the way
through to Sunday afternoon.

We now come to the next link in this chain of errors. In 1723 William Buchanan of Auchmar published the first
edition of his histories of the clans, entitled A brief enquiry into the Genealogy and Present State of Ancient Scotish Surnames, and more particularly of the Highland Clans. This contained, among others, a reference to the
origin of three clans, the Gunns, MacLeods, and Rosses, as stemming from “three brether, called Guin, Leod, and
Leandris, com out of Denmark, to the north pairts of Scotland, to follow ther fortune; and that Guin took possession of the breas of Caithness, quher his posterity remanes to this day, called the Clan-Gunn”. It is important to
note that there is nowhere in this volume any mention of the three brothers being sons of Olaf the Black. This tale
was repeated almost verbatim in Douglas’s authoritative The Baronage of Scotland in 1798 but with the addition
of Olaf the Black’s name as father to the three brothers. From here it found its way into the writings of George
Sutherland Taylor and many others.
George Sutherland Taylor (1796-1847) was born in Dornoch, the son of William Taylor, Sheriff Clerk of Sutherland and Williamina Sutherland. Taylor’s credentials for writing a history of the Clan Gunn were, on the face of it,
impressive: his great-uncle, Major George Sutherland of Rearquhar, had already compiled a brief manuscript note
of the Clan in 1800. This seems to have been done at the request of George Gun Munro of Poynztfield, who was
Rearquhar’s nephew, possibly in connection with the latter’s Petition for Arms which matriculated in the Lyon
Court in 1800. Taylor’s great-great-grandfather was a brother to Margaret Sutherland of Torboll who married Donald Crotaich Gun in 1688, and Taylor was, therefore, a second cousin twice removed of Morrison Gun, the 9 th
Mackeamish who died in 1785. Taylor was also a school-fellow of the Revd. Donald Sage and in 1824 became one
of the factors of the Sutherland Estates at Golspie. He was a friend, junior colleague and fourth cousin once removed of George Gunn of Rhives, who was head factor of the Sutherland Estates. Taylor considered that George
Gunn of Rhives was the rightful Chief of the Clan Gunn. But Taylor was wrong in this as in so many things.
George Gunn of Rhives was undoubtedly heir male of Alexander Gun, the Mackeamish who died in 1714, but that
is not the same thing as being Chief of the Clan. The Chiefship of the Clan Gunn has always, at least since 1438,
been shown to descend to the senior genealogical heir of the preceding Chief. In 1840 the true Chief was the senior
genealogical heir of Morrison Gun, 9th Mackeamish who died without issue at Gibraltar on 1 st May 1785. In 1840
this was George Gunn of Rhive’s fourth cousin, also named George Gunn, who lived in comparative obscurity in
Wick and whose father, Robert died one year before Taylor compiled his manuscript History of the Clan Gunn.
George Gunn in Wick was Morrison’s first cousin, once removed, whereas George Gunn of Rhives, like Taylor
himself, was Morrison’s second cousin, twice removed, and consequently more distant from the Chiefship. Taylor’s mother, Williamina knew George Gunn of Rhives and was a contemporary of his father, Hector Gunn, a merchant in Thurso. In 1803 at Wick Sheriff Court, Hector had been found to be heir male of Alexander Gun, the
Mackeamish who died in 1714 and this finding led many to believe, wrongly as it turned out, that Hector had been
declared Chief. Hector Gunn died in 1803 and his only surviving son, George Gunn entered the Royal Marines on
a commission purchased by the Countess of Sutherland in 1805. This patronage of George by the House of Sutherland continued after he retired from the Marines in 1814. He was appointed Under-Factor of the Sutherland Estates
at Assynt and later promoted to Head-Factor at Dunrobin when he received the imposing property of Rhives
House, near Golspie.
To return to George Sutherland Taylor he was born, raised and moved in a particular social circle but he had no
social connection with the younger offspring of Donald Crotaich Gun among whom lay the real heir to the Chiefship and who, in the 1840s, were struggling to make a living from the herring fisheries of the North Sea. Taylor
wrote his History of the Clan Gunn in 1840 but it did not appear in print until its inclusion in Thomas Sinclair’s
book, The Gunns, published at Wick in 1890 (pp.10-22). Taylor wrote “The clan Gunn have at all times been considered throughout the north Highlands as descended from the Norwegian kings of Man.” He goes on to say that
Olaf the Black “had been thrice married, and by his third wife, Christina, daughter of Farquhar, earl of Ross, king
Olave had three sons, first Guin or Gun, the ancestor of the clan Gunn; second Leoid, Loyd, or Leod, from whom
are descended the MacLeods; and third Leaundris, from whom the clan Landers or Gillanders of Ross-shire, but

CLAN GUNN SOCIETY OF NORTH AMERICA
SOME COMMONLY ASKED QUESTIONS
WHERE IN SCOTLAND WAS THE CLAN ORIGINALLY LOCATED?
The Clan Gunn originated on the mainland of Scotland in the northernmost county, Caithness. The progenitors of the Clan came, however, from Orkney, the chain of islands lying just north of the mainland.
These people were Vikings of Norwegian origin. The Clan in its heyday, in the 13 th century, controlled
nearly the whole of Caithness. However, as their fortunes waned, the Gunns were gradually pushed
back until many were located in the Strath (Valley) of Kildonan in the County of Sutherland. It was
from this area that large numbers of the Clan were “cleared” in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.
ARE THE GUNNS HIGHLANDERS OR LOWLANDERS?
By most accounts, in the 15th century the Clan Gunn had become firmly Highland, speaking Gaelic and
living the lifestyle of the Highlanders of that era. The Norse blood had, by then, become thoroughly
mingled with that of the original Celtic and Pictish inhabitants of the area.
ARE THE GUNNS A CLAN OR A FAMILY?
The Clan Gunn is just that, a “clan,” although the terms are nearly synonymous. The family structure by
the 15th century was that of a clan with a recognized chief and a common ancestor. The fact that the
Gunns were originally Norse makes little difference. In fact, most Highland Clans of the far north and
of the Hebrides had Norse ancestry, including the MacAulays, the MacKays, the MacLeods, and others.
WHERE DOES THE NAME “GUNN” COME FROM?
Until the introduction of firearms to Northern Scotland, the spelling was “Gun.” Apparently, it was
changed to avoid confusion! The name “Gunn” comes from “Gunni (or Gun),” who was the grandson
of Sweyn Asliefson, the “Ultimate Viking” of The Orkneyinga Saga. After Gunni’s time the chiefs of
the Clan were called “Gun (or Gunn),” the first being Snaekoll Gunni’s son, born circa 1200. Gunni
seems to have been derived from the Norse word “Gunnr,” which means, “war.”
ARE THERE SEPT NAMES ASSOCIATED WITH THE CLAN GUNN?
Presently, over 75 names are associated with the Clan Gunn. Most of these names are derived from the
sons of George Gunn, a great chief of the Clan who lived in the 15th century. After his death in 1478 (or
1464, depending on the source) at the hands of the Clan Keith, his sons were driven from their lands in
Caithness and scattered, many ending up in Sutherland. From them we get the Hendersons, Jamiesons,
MacKeans (Johnsons), Williamsons, Wilsons, among others. The Swansons, and other similar spellings,
comes from the main stem of the Clan, Sweyn Asliefson. Many other names are also associated with the
Clan.
WHAT DOES THE CLAN BADGE MEAN?
The badge signifies allegiance to the chief. The badge is a Dexter (right) hand holding a sword in bend
all proper, encircled in a leather strap. The motto “Aux Pax Aut Bellum,” in the Latin for “Either Peace

or War” is inscribed on the strap. The Clan plant badge is either roseroot (Caithness) or juniper
(Sutherland).
WHO IS THE CHIEF OF THE CLAN GUNN?
Presently, the chiefship is vacant. In the absence of a chief, the Court of the Lord Lyon has appointed
Iain Alexander Gunn of Banniskirk as Commander. Michael Gunn of Wick has filed a petition with the
Lyon Court, but no ruling has been forthcoming as to the validity of his claim.

ingly absent from the Great Council summoned to meet at Bergen on 29 th July of that year when other Orkney/
Caithness magnates were present. When Olaf was attacked by his half-brother’s son, Godred, he sought refuge
with his father-in-law in Ross and the following year several Manx vikings appeared before the king in Norway to
seek royal approval for Olaf’s intended assault on the islands. Hakon IV had good reason to espouse Olaf’s cause;
in 1219 Reginald had formally surrendered Man and the Isles from the suzerainty of the Norwegian king into the
hands of the pope and the king of England, an act which is hardly likely to have endeared him to Hakon.

IS THERE A CLAN GUNN TARTAN?
The Clan Gunn has four commonly worn, registered tartans. The “Modern,” “Ancient,” “Ancient
Muted,” and “Weathered” tartans are readily available from most large vendors. In addition to “Gunn”
tartan there are tartans for related family names – Henderson, Robinson, and Wilson.

Olaf and Paul attacked and defeated Godred and the following year Olaf went to Man to claim his inheritance.
Reginald grudgingly gave the Isles to his half-brother but retained Man for himself. Reginald later married his
daughter to the son of Alan of Galloway (d.1235), constable of Scotland, a highly unpopular alliance which caused
a revolt of the Manx vikings who made Olaf their king in 1226. Olaf reigned peacefully until 1229 when Reginald,
with Alan of Galloway, twice attacked Man. Both of these assaults were repelled and Olaf later met and defeated
Reginald at the Battle of Tingwall, where the latter was slain 14 th February, 1230.

AM I ELIGIBLE TO BECOME A MEMBER AND HOW DO I JOIN?
Membership is open to anyone of Scottish descent bearing the surname “Gunn” or one of the Sept names
traditionally associated with the Clan Gunn or anyone descended from the same. To join, complete an
application form and send it, along with $20 to the membership chairperson. You may also join at any
Highland Games where there is a Clan Gunn hospitality tent.

Following the death of his half-brother Olaf sailed for Norway where he appeared before the king at Bergen in
1231. He returned with a fleet sent by Hakon to bring peace to the Sudreyjar, or South Isles, the name given by the
Norsemen to the Hebrides. Olaf the Black died in 1238. He had four sons: Harald, who succeeded him as king of
Man and who was drowned in 1248; Reginald, who succeeded his brother but was slain by a Manx viking called
Ivar after only a few weeks reign; Godred, who predeceased his father in 1237; and Magnus, last of the Norse
kings of Man who died in 1265.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS FROM BEING A MEMBER OF THE CLAN GUNN SOCIETY of
NORTH AMERICA?
The Society publishes a quarterly newsletter, The Gunn Salute. Through the newsletter you will learn
more about your family connections as well as the colorful history of the Clan Gunn. Each year, in various North American locations, the Clan Gunn Society of N.A. holds an Annual General Meeting in conjunction with a major Highland Games or festival. And, while the Clan does not do genealogical work
for its members, our Clan genealogist will publish your pedigree in the newsletter and may possibly provide you with some assistance through our extensive genealogical records.

The origin of the tradition that the MacLeods are descended from Olaf the Black was carefully traced many years
ago by Professor William Matheson. His research placed the blame for this thoroughly erroneous tradition on a
misapprehension by the clan sennachies of that time of certain passages in the Chronicle of Man as reproduced by
Camden in his Britannia. The latter work was available in the Highlands and Matheson suggested that the sennachies mistook Olaf the Black, who appears in the work under his latinized name of Olavus, with the name
Olbhar, a name which certainly appears in the ancient Gaelic genealogies of the MacLeods. Olbhar (or Aulvar) is
the Gaelic version of the Norse name Olvir, not of the Norse Olafr and the true progenitor of the MacLeods was
undoubtedly Ljotr, (or Leod) great-grandson of the Olvir Rosta of the Orkneyinga Saga.

HOW MANY OTHER CLAN GUNN SOCIETIES ARE THERE?
The Clan Gunn Society of North America is fraternally related to the Clan Gunn Society (U.K.). In addition to the C.G.S.N.A. and the C.G.S. (U.K.), there are Clan Gunn Societies in Nova Scotia and New
Zealand. It is hoped that a Clan Gunn Society may also be established in Australia and in South Africa.
DID THE CLAN GUNN REALLY DISCOVER AMERICA IN 1398?
There is some credible evidence that a Gunn accompanied Prince Henry Sinclair, Jarl (Earl) of Orkney,
on a voyage of discovery sometime in the late 14th century. There is an effigy resembling a 14th century
knight in armor carved in stone just outside Westford, Massachusetts, which apparently has the arms of
a member of the Clan on its shield. This is still under investigation, but the feeling is that this is a genuine artifact of early European exploration of North America.
(Editor’s Note: The actual evidence to support the entire Henry Sinclair story is in some considerable
doubt. The best that can be said at this point is that it “could have happened”)

Sir Robert Gordon, in researching genealogies for his work interviewed many of the heads of families in Sutherland, among them Alexander Gun of Kilearnan and Navidale, 4 th Mackeamish, who died in 1655. From him he
learned that Mackeamish’s family “are called Clan-Gun from one called Gun, whom they alledge to have been the
king of Denmarke his sone, and came many dayes agoe from Denmark, and settled himself in Catteynes.” The significance of this statement is made clear when it is remembered that, in Sir Robert Gordon’s time, the kingdoms of
Denmark and Norway were united under the Danish crown. However, the ancient Gaelic sennachies described the
Gunns as Lochlainnach, or Norwegians, not Danes, because at the time of their forbear’s arrival in Orkney and
Caithness Norway was a separate kingdom and not united with Denmark until the Union of Kalmar in 1391.
In 1624 John Gun, who later became Chief as 5 th Mackeamish, married Anne, daughter of MacLeod of Assynt, and
shortly after this marriage the MacLeod chiefs of the senior line at Dunvegan (the Siol Tormoid) suddenly changed
their coat-of-arms. Anciently the MacLeods had borne either a castle or a hill in flames, now they sported the
triskele, or three-legged emblem of Man. This was undoubtedly an allusion to their supposed descent from the
Manx kings caused by their mistaking the Olavus in Camden’s version of the Chronicle of Man with the Olbhar of
their own traditional genealogies. This simple mistake, however, created an heraldic anachronism in that the Norse
kings of Man never bore the triskele in their heraldic achievements, their own peculiar heraldic charge being the
black galley of the Isles. The triskele was a device used by the later Anglo-Norman overlords who had no genealogical link with the Norse kings of Man. From this heraldic error, created in the 17 th century, a later herald would
unwittingly devise the arms of George Gun Munro, recorded at the Lyon Court in 1800.

Olaf the Black and the Clan Gunn
By Michael J. Gunn
© 2001Copyright Michael J. Gunn

These are your people

In an article by Lin Robinson, published in The Gunn Salute, Vol.30, issue 2, Spring 2001, pp.4-5, attention is
drawn to a folkloric tale which ascribes the origin of the Clan Gunn to a person named Gunni who, it is said, was a
son of Olaf the Black, Norse king of Man, in the early thirteenth century. As that article seemed to pose more questions than it answered, and since I had already completed in-depth research into the matter for my History of the
Clan Gunn, I thought that an article extracted from my manuscript might be timely.
This tale seems to have had its origins in the early part of the seventeenth century. It apparently owes its entirely
erroneous existence to a misinterpretation and confabulation of certain passages contained in the works of three
major historical chroniclers. Additionally, an early seventeenth century marriage made by one of the Gunn chiefs
and the comments of some later writers seem to have reinforced the misapprehension and given the legend a life of
its own. The chroniclers were firstly, Camden who, in his work Britannia, first published the manuscript annals
known as The Chronicle of Man, a history of the Norse kings of Man down to their demise in 1265; secondly Sir
Robert Gordon of Gordonstoun who between the years 1615 and 1630 worked on his great manuscript The Genealogical History of the Earldom of Sutherland; and thirdly William Buchanan of Auchmar who first published his
A brief enquiry into the Genealogy and Present State of Ancient Scotish Surnames in 1723. The marriage which
seems to have been the linking cause of this great error in ascribing the origin of the Clan Gunn to a son of Olaf the
Black was that which took place in 1624 between John Gun, grandson of the then Chief Alexander of Kilearnan,
and Anne, daughter of Donald Ban Mor MacLeod, ninth Laird and Chieftain of the Assynt MacLeods, a cadet
branch of the MacLeods of Lewis (in Gaelic terminology the Siol Torcaill).
The basic facts are these. Olafr Svarti, or Olaf the Black, king of Man and the Isles, or, as the monastic scribes
called him, Olavus, rex Manni et Insulorum, was born about the year 1177, the son of Godred Olafsson the Black,
king of Man, and his wife Fingola (Phingola or Finnvola), grand-daughter of Muircheartach MacLochlainn
(d.1166), high-king of Ireland. Olaf’s parents, Godred and Fingola, had been married through the intervention of
Cardinal Vivian, papal legate, in 1176. Godred also had an elder natural son, Rognvald (Raomhnall or Reginald)
who, when Godred died, usurped the Manx throne, it having been bequeathed to Olaf. The latter was assigned the
miserable patrimony of the Isle of Lewis and when he attempted to claim more of his rightful inheritance Olaf was
sent a prisoner to William the Lion, king of Scots. Olaf remained in William’s custody from 1208 until the latter’s
death in 1214. Olaf was released on the accession of Alexander II and he eventually returned to Man, where he was
forced into an unwanted marriage to Lawon of Kintyre, Reginald’s wife’s sister, and once again consigned to the
Isle of Lewis. There were no children of this marriage which was nullified on the grounds of being within the prohibited degrees of relationship and Olaf subsequently married Christina, daughter of Farquhar, earl of Ross. These
were the only two wives of which there is historical record.
Olaf the Black appears to have exercised great personal influence over all who followed him. This implies not only
good leadership but also that his men were well rewarded for their loyalty. He is known to have had a considerable
following in the Western Isles. Paul Balkasson, described as “vice-comes” or Sheriff of Skye, joined Olaf in 1223,
and in his train came Ljotr Olvirsson (Leod Mac-Olbhar) of Lewis, the eponymous ancestor of the MacLeods and
great-grandson of Svein Asleifarson’s old enemy, Olvir Rosta, who had fled to the Lewis in 1139. A number of
viking chieftains from Orkney, Caithness and Ross joined Olaf in 1223 and Snaekol, son of the true founder of the
Clan Gunn, Gunni Andresarson, may well have been among them. Certainly Gunni and Snaekol were both tell-

The Gunns
By George Banks
The Gunns provide a sequel to the sagas. The story of this northern clan is a continuation of, the clash of powerful
personalities so vividly recorded in the tales of the Earls of Orkney.
To turn from title pages of the Orkneyinga Saga to the history or Clan Gunn is like stepping into a repertory
theatre to find the actors rehearsing their next play on the set of last night's production. The backcloth is the same:
the rugged coast of Caithness and the roiling uplands of its interior and the green straths of Sutherland where,
throughout the ebb and flow of Norse rule, the great Celtic Moddan family clung grimly to their possessions.
Now the Gunns are on stage "the MacGregors of the North," "the desperate Gunns," a clan renowned for their
bravery and the beauty of their womenfolk and claiming descent from the Norsemen.
How they rose to power in Caithness is not recorded, but, by the 11th century their chief was "one of the greatest
men in that country." Then, like so many other clans, they were overtaken by the feudal system. Powerful barons
acquired their land and they found themselves caught up in feudal rivalries and struggling for their very existence.
The Gunns were always a force to be reckoned with by the ambitious nobles although there is little about them
in early State papers. "The. History of the Province of Cat" puts it this way, “The landless Gunns, knit together
in the bonds of brotherhood and cherishing ill-concealed hostility towards those who had dispossessed them of an
ancient heritage, as their tradition maintains, were naturally a serious menace to charter holders. "
Their history goes back to the 15th century when their chief was George Gunn, "Am Braisdeach Mor", the
Great Brooch-wearer, the Crowner or coroner of Caithness, similar in some respects, to Lord Lieutenant.
George had seven sons. James, his successor, was the progenitor of the MacHamish Gunns, associated mainly
with Sutherland. Robert, the second son, was the ancestor of the militant Robson Gunns in Berriedale and Reay
district. John, the third son, fathered the Gunns of Strathmore, Henry, the Caithness Hendersons, and William, the
Williamsons and Wilsons who took root in the centre of the county.
Gunns in search of the past might well pause in Strathfleet before following the ancestral trail northward.
About 1517, when the Mackays of Strathnaver, with the Mathesons and Polsons, attacked the Morays at Torran
Dhu, near Rogart, the Gunns arrived unexpectedly to help the defenders of the lower parts of the strath. William
Gunn, grandson of the famous Crowner, played a decisive part in that fight, and, until night fell, pursued the
Mackays far into the hills. William, soon afterwards, paid off an old score by killing George Keith of Ackergill, his
son and 12 followers near Golspie as they were traveling from Inverugie in Aberdeenshire to their Caithness estate.
It is said that the Gunns ambushed the party and shot their arrows at close range with a polite "The compliments of
the Gunns to the Keiths."
In Golspie churchyard there is a monument to George' Gunn of Rhives, which lies a little to the north of the
village. He was factor of the Sutherland estates of Assynt and, finally, of Dunrobin. His is a romantic story. The
Countess of Sutherland, around 1800, desired to discover the chief of the Gunns. At her instigation four courts
were held and it was decided that, of all the claimants in Caithness and Sutherland, Hector Gunn, a native of Thurso, was most closely linked to Alexander MacHamish Gunn of Navidale and Killearnan, the chief in 1700. His
.
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son George, under the patronage of the Countess, obtained a commission in the Royal Navy. As a naval lieutenant
he had the unusual distinction of leading the. Sutherland Fencibles when they paraded before George IV during his
famous visit to Edinburgh. It was a protest march of the Gunns to Golspie in 1813 that first drew public attention to
the Sutherland Clearances.
Strathullie, or Strath Kildonan, the valley of the Helmsdale river, provided a "soft landing" for the Gunns when
decimated by their feud with the Keiths late in the 15th century. The young chief and many of his people left
Caithness and found refuge in Kildonan parish. Killearnan, across the winding river from the road which leads up
to Kildonan, was the chief's home until it was destroyed by fire in 1600 when gunpowder exploded as he and some
friends were preparing for a hunting expedition. This chief was Donald Crotach - the Hunchback. The strength of
his following can be judged by the fact that when Gordon of Kilgour obtained possession of Killearnan from the
Earl of Sutherland and Donald was threatened with eviction 250 gathered to defend the house.
Navidale was the home of Gunns for a long time. In 1544. when John Mor Mackay burned St. Ninian's chapel
north of Helmsdale. it is claimed that William Gunn of Killearnan pursued the Strathmore men and, in the heights
of Berriedale, many of the raiders were killed or drowned. Five years later, when the Earl of Caithness encouraged
the Mackays to carry out guerilla-like raids on Sutherland, William again drove them back to the west.

Beauty of Braemore
Braemore, the home of the descendants of the Crowner's second son, lies high up the Berriedale Water, and
there, beneath the peaks of Morven and the Maiden Pap, a breed of men, as deadly in war as their Norse forebears,
was nurtured. Helen Gunn, "the beauty of Braemore," daughter of Lachlan Gunn, is said to have been the cause of
the feud between the Gunns and the Keiths. Dugald Keith of Ackergill, made advances to Helen, but she spurned
him. On the day she was to marry her cousin Alexander Gunn, Keith attacked Braemore, killed most of the Gunns
and carried the bride off to Ackergill. She finally jumped to her death from the battlements of the tower.
Robert Gunn of Braemore killed Sutherland of Langwell in 1520 with bow and arrow" for the love he had to his
wife whom he married.”
Gunn of Braemore supplied accommodation and grass for horse when, in 1680, Campbell of Glenorchy led his
Argyll men north to sup port his claim to the Earldom of Caithness. After his victory at Altimarlach, the Gunns
got a deed of perpetual possession of Braemore and were there until 1784.
The stronghold of the Crowner Gunn was Halberry Castle at Clyth. All that remains of this strength is a grassy
mound on the brink of the cliffs. The knoll on the headland is isolated by a hollow which may once have been a
moat fed by a little burn which now tumbles in spray to the sea in the narrow goe. An earlier fortress was Castle
Gunn near Bruan. It had an even more inaccessible site.
Tradition has it that one of the Gunns married a princess of Denmark. Tiring of her, he returned to Castle Gunn.
She followed, but as the ship carrying the princess and her dowry was off the Ulster coast he lit a beacon which
guided it on to the rocks. The princess was drowned and all that was ever seen of her dowry was a pot of gold
wedged in rocks visible when the sea was calm. As in all proper stories, the "baddie" got his just desserts and was
driven out by the people to end his days at Toftgun in the hills. It is also said that the princess's father demolished
Castle Gunn and put up a stone to mark her grave.
On Tannoch Moor near Wick, around 1464, the Gunns fought a combined force of the Keiths, MacLeods of
Assynt and Strathnaver Mackays, and, after heavy losses on both sides, were defeated. Some time later the
Crowner and Keith agreed to meet, 12 horsemen a side, at the chapel of St. Tears, north of the town of Wick.
The Gunns arrived first and were at their devotions when they were slaughtered by the Keiths, who had turned up
with two men on each horse. Another account - and more likely - is that the parley took place at the chapel as arranged. and it was decided that the feud should be settled by the old Norse custom of holm fighting - a duel in
some isolated place with each side equally represented. The chosen spot was the Glut of Strathmore, near the
source of the Thurso River, and it was there that the Gunns fell victims of Keith's treachery.
Robson Gunns were in the force of 200 Sutherland men who pillaged and set fire to Wick and besieged the Castle of Girnigoe in 1588 when the Earl of Sutherland secured a commission of fire and sword against the Earl of

The Clan Gunn Society of North America (CGSNA) is an all volunteer organization. Without the dedicated work of the Branch Commissioners and their Deputies and volunteers the Society would not be
what it is today. The young lady on the left hosts (hostesses’) a Clan Gunn tent at two festivals per year
that are too distant for any of her state Commissioners to reach. Many other members step in and lend a
hand with staffing the tents at other events, as well as providing a cornucopia of treats and goodies to
keep everyone feed.

One of the primary goals of the CGSNA is the ongoing education of the younger generation. It is truly
said “If we would be remembered by those who come after us, we must remember those who came before us”. The CGSNA is dedicated to teaching all who are interested, not only the history and lore of our
own clan, but of the Scottish peoples as well. Sometimes that means holding down the fort in a wet cold
tent on a windy hillside.

Society members are involved in many activities. Some are sponsored by the festival organizations, but the Gunns often instigate their own fun and invite others to join them. On the left the
Gunns and friends hold a Ceilidh (gathering) that runs on into the night. The festival organizers
finally turned the lights out on us. Right, Gunns doing what they like best, hanging around the
tent and just being family.

Some branches like to get together with just their own folks. This can run the gauntlet from simple backyard barbeques to more elaborate affairs. Gunn members in many branches help organize events with
other groups. Hogmanay and summer picnics are favorite activities. One branch likes to gather up all the
Scots they can find and “Invade” some unsuspecting local restaurant. The look on the other patrons faces
when 30-40 folks show up in kilts and sashes is worth the price of the meal. At other times its great to
just get away from it all and spend a weekend with fellow Gunns.

Caithness.
Scouting ahead of the Sutherland army which Sir Robert Gordon, Tutor of Sutherland, at the king's command, led
into Caithness in 1623 were the MacHamish Gunns. The keys, of Ackergill, Keiss and Sinclair Castle were surrendered and the Earl of Caithness fled the country. The centre of that force was under the command of William Gunn
of Killearnan.
The ruins of Castle Sinclair and Girnigoe are prominent landmarks on the great sweep of Sinclair Bay. At
Girnigoe, about 1586, a document was drawn up in which the Earls of Caithness and Sutherland agreed, to pursue
the Gunns to the death. The Earl of Caithness had been persuaded earlier to help destroy the Robson Gunns, but
had second thoughts and refused to deliver up "such of the Clan Gunn of Caithness as he had promised to doe."
A concentrated attack was made on the clan. The Earl of Sutherland's force set out to attack the Robson
Gunns, who, forewarned, retreated to the hills near Ben Griam. The Sutherland men, however, encountered a body
of Mackays of Strathnaver who had lifted cattle from a dependant of their Earl, a MacLeod in Assynt. The
Mackays, fighting a rearguard action and driving their spoil ahead of them, next day fell in with the Gunns, who
were making a strategic withdrawal before the advance of the Earl of Caithness's men. The Mackays and the
Gunns decided to unite and strike before the forces of the two earls could join up. They charged down the brae face
at Altnagown and routed the Earl of Caithness's men, killing 140, including the leader, a cousin of the Earl. The
Earl of Sutherland's force, after a fruitless search for their quarry, returned home.
The chief of the Strathnaver Mackays was at Girnigoe trying to influence the Earl of Caithness in favour of the
Gunns when the news of the battle and the part played by his clansmen under his brother reached the castle. He
fled for his life under cover of darkness. The Earl avenged the death of his cousin by hanging John Gunn, a leader
of the clan, who had been an invited guest at Girnigoe.
In 1594 one of the Earl's bodyguards at Girnigoe was a William MacAngus Gunn, a Strathnaver man who possessed great strength and agility. Unfortunately he took to stealing. Arrested for cattle theft in Rosshire, he was
imprisoned in Foulis Castle. He jumped from the tower, fractured a leg, and, when brought to Girnigoe, was put in
the dungeon. When his leg was healed he broke his fetters, jumped from the castle into the sea, swam ashore and
escaped.
It is a short step from Wick by Wattan to Spittal Hill, where there are other Gunn associations. Banniskirk was
the meeting place of the Clan Gunn Society when the late Dr. William Gunn became the first commander of the
clan and name of Gunn. Banniskirk was held in charter from the Earl of Caithness in 1665 by William Williamson.
His son Donald, a Thurso bailie, bought the estate in 1691.
Below Spittal Hill lies the chapel of St. Magnus. A tumbledown ruin, its gravestones buried, it looks neglected,
but only the fact that this is a sacred spot to the Gunns has protected it from the ravages of man, and the adjacent
God's acre from the encroachment of agriculture. It is recorded that the clan carried their dead, especially chiefs,
from the glens of Crask and Knockfin, in order to be interred in the chapel. Williamson of Banniskirk killed fighting on the side of the Sinclairs at Altimarlack, was carried to Spittal for burial.
Along the Causeymire road, where the distant hills edge the moorland horizon, are other places that are part of
the clan's story. Tacher, at the head of Strathbeg, Stemster, with its standing stones, Rangog, Rumster and Wester
Nottingham. Tacher has grim memories. At the end of the 17th century an 18-year-old Dalemore youth, Alexander
Gunn, was involved in the death of a man. He fled for protection to the home of the chief, Donald Crotach, in Kildonan. One day he quarreled with the chiefs two sons and their mother struck him with a ladle. He ran uphill behind the house, where he died from loss of blood and exposure. Two years later, when the chief's sons were traveling through Strathbeg, they were am bushed by some of Alexander's friends from Cattaig and killed.
The road from Thurso by Halkirk to Westerdale is another highway of history for the Gunns. At Gerston, where
the Thurso River sweeps round a wide bend, the crest of the Gunns proudly proclaims its links with the clan.
At Harpsdale Hill, up-river from Halkirk, in 1594, the Gunns fought a deadly indecisive battle with the McIver
Campbells, musclemen hired to protect their estates by the Keiths and Oliphants. The Braemore Gunns crossed the
river at 0 the Pollyhour ford in the face of a hail of arrows from the Argyll bowmen. When the fight was at its
fiercest, Gunns from Strathy crossed the river between Tongside and Olgrinmore and attacked the McIver Campbells in the rear. There were heavy losses on both sides.
0

Gunns, by name or allegiance, have had their roots in these riverside lands for generations: Braehour, where Gunns
from Kinbrace found shelter in the Clearances; Dale, which was the home of a son of the Crowner as early as
1456; Dalemore, Southside, by the burn of Olgrinbeg, Achlibater, Westerdale, Tormsdale, Cattaig, on the edge of
the river gorge, Dirlot, Dalnawillan and Dalganachan, where the ancient tracks, often trodden by the Gunns, lead to
Sutherland.

Dirlot Castle
At Dirlot Castle, now only a mound on a pinnacle of rock where the black river has cut a new channel in a
gorge, Keith paid for his treacherous attack on the Crowner and his sons. In the fight at Altnagown seven of the
Gunns were killed and the rest seriously wounded. The jubilant Keiths went down the river to Dirlot, then in Sutherland hands. The surviving Gunns struggled to the Allt Torquil where the youngest, Henry Beg, dressed the
wounds of William his brother and the two least injured. Three of them managed to reach Dirlot that night and
found the Keiths inside ,eating round the fire. Keith was boasting of the deeds of his men when Henry shot an
arrow through a slit in the wall and killed him. William slew the first person who ran out of the castle and then the
Gunns made their escape. One account has it that Keith was using a toothpick while he spoke, and Henry sped the
arrow on its way with a cry “Try this for size, Keith."
On the north cliff of the river stands the chapel of St. Columba, its oldest stone marking the grave of Marcus
Mor of Cattaig, 1647-1734.
Along -the road west from Thurso to Sutherland we can uncover other chapters of the Gunns' story. Some of
them lived at Crosskirk and Lybster in Reay and are buried at the church of St. Mary, the oldest church in the
county, near the mouth of the Forss Water. Where the complex of the, Atomic Energy Authority's establishment at
Dounreay draws the eye from the high cliffs of Hoy, there is more of the clans turbulent past. In 1589 Mclvers
lifted cattle from the Gunns at Strathy. The Gunns caught up with them. at Achamoinmerkel, above Reay, and slew
many. The Mclvers returned next year with Sinclair of Stirkoke at their head, and, at Achinabest by the Shebster
road, killed many of the Gunns in their sleep. After a desperate stand on Craig Mhor, and a running fight, the last
of these Gunns was killed at Sandside. One survived: Donald Gunn, who escaped earlier by leaping over a 90 ft.
rock on the northern face of the crag "being first wounded by swords and pistols," and reached Strathy. A few
years later there was another attack on the Gunns in Strathnaver in which George Gunn, their chief, narrowly escaped death.
At Sandside three Gunns were involved in an exploit which cost the Earl of Caithness the office of Justiciary
and Sheriff of Caithness, the house of Scrabster and heavy fines. According to the evidence before the Lords of
Council in Edinburgh, the Earl proposed that two brothers, Alexander and John Gunn, and their cousin Alexander
Gunn should set fire to the stackyard at Sandside. Alexander, the cousin, declared he was prepared to kill the factor
there but burning corn was no job for a gentleman. The other Alexander did the fire-raising. Much was never explained. The Gunn brothers were the sons of John Gunn, whom the Earl had hanged at Girnigoe, unlikely tools to
be chosen by the Earl for such a ploy.
The Sandside affair caused a quarrel between Sir Donald Mackay of Strathnaver and his uncle Sir Robert
Gordon, Tutor of Sutherland. Sir Donald had been induced to grant a life rent of the lands of Strathy and Dirlot to
the Gunn for evidence against the Earl of Caithness. He now plotted with the Earl to destroy John Gunn and his
cousin Alexander. Sir Robert Gordon took the Gunns under his protection, except Alexander the fire-raiser.
story of Clan Gunn is as gory as the stripe which runs through their tartan. In more peaceful times, however, later
generations played a vital part in the development of their homeland especially in agriculture. In our own time a
notable contribution to the culture of the north was the poetry of Henry Henderson. the Bard of Reay.
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