MacMarquis Whisky Smugglers for the
MacDonalds of Largie

‘No Union, No Salt Tax, No Malt Tax.’
(Jacobite slogan)

During the ‘Killing Time” — an epithet given to the catastrophic 17t
century in Argyll as endless clan conflicts, civil war, Jacobite rebellion and
even more devastating outbreaks of plague and famine — that had left
Kintyre a devastated and largely depopulated wasteland. Amongst the
victims were the substantial landholding MacMarquis bardic family of
Lagan (Balamack markyh, "Township of MacMarcuis') and Kerranmore
(just north and south of Campbeltown respectively). The MacMarquis
(Gaelic Mhic Mharki) had been the hereditary bardic family for the
MacDonalds of Largie since at least 1506.

One branch of the MacMarquises that had survived the chaos was
found in the 18 century living on the tiny island of Cara, which was part
of the MacDonalds of Largie estate, so the family were still tied to their
longtime patrons. Cara lay just off the west coast of Kintyre opposite
Largie Castle.
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LARGIE CASTLE—SEAT OF THE MACDONALDS OF LARGIE,
Largie Castle had been rebuilt in the 19* Century but pulled down in 1958. The
original had been destroyed in 1647 after the nearby Battle of Rhunahaorine Moss
where the last Royalist forces left fighting in Scotland for Charles I were routed.
Alasdair Mac Colla MacDonald (a member of Clan Donald South) and Angus, IX
Laird of Largie, fled to Ireland. Many of their supporters were left behind to be
slaughtered at Dunaverty Castle on the southern tip of Kintyre.

The first recorded MacMarquis (now generally spelt McMarcus) on
Cara was Alexander McMarcus in 1770, described as the tacksman
(hereditary chief tenant and usually a relative of the clan leader) for the
MacDonalds of Largie, although it is likely that a McMarcus had been the
tacksman since at least 1733 (perhaps even Alexander himself) when the
island was repopulated after being forcibly cleared by government troops
in 1690, who fired all the crofts and destroyed any foodstuffs in retaliation
for the islanders support of King James II. It was in 1733 that the Laird
had a very substantial and expensive house built on the island for his new
tacksman. On such a small island with very few people, the tack of Cara
doesn’t look like a very appealing or remunerative prospect for the
McMarcus family. It is difficult to see how agriculture on a mere 163 acres
could have provided much of an income. On the face of it, the McMarcus



family seemed to have drastically fallen down the social ladder since their
more auspicious days at Laggan and Kerranmore. Unless, of course, there
were other external sources of revenue available. The fact that the Laird
was willing to make such a considerable investment also suggests the
likelihood of other sources of income apart from the rents of a handful of
poor crofters (the ruins of their crofts can still be seen). Smuggling,

especially whisky, was the obvious source of any additional revenue.

o R { ,':4 a v/ 3
’ A X ’ ' §
e A f 3 A9, & ) v
. A \ P ol

The Tacsan' House on he islnd of Cara, home to my ancestors or 70 years
On the West Coast of Scotland, whisky became by far the most
smuggled product. Improved transportation and rising demand led to an
explosion in the production of both licensed and illegal whisky during the
last decades of the 18" and the first decades of the 19t centuries. ‘Aqua
vitae’ (uisge-beatha) — the ‘water of life’ — was first recorded in Scottish
Exchequer Rolls for 1494. James IV was the first king known to have drunk
it. For the next three hundred years whisky competed with the traditional
home-brewed ale as the drink of first choice.
During the second half of the 18 century the introduction of potatoes
and whisky distilling allowed the Gaelic Highlands to gradually recover



from the disastrous embrace of Jacobitism. In the Highlands, virtually
every homestead had its own still, producing ‘peatreek’ (derived from the
pungent smell of burning peat to heat the stills), the name sometimes
given to illegal whisky. “In every glen the sma’ stills smoked, and on
every hand the warlike Gaels had warm sympathisers and were never
short of customers.” Whisky distilling and smuggling had become a major
component of the Highland economy. A concerted Government attempt
was made to destroy the cottar-based production of whisky during the
1770s in favour of the new lowland-based, large-scale producers such as
the Stein and Haig families, thereby creating greater hostility in the
Highlands and increasing levels of smuggling.

The Illicit Highland Whisky Still, Edwin Henry Landseer, circa 1829.

Major confrontations between smugglers and “‘gaugers’ (common name
for excisemen) and other military forces occurred across the Highlands.
One such skirmish occurred in 1817 near the Perthshire town of Crieff,
shortly after the Battle of Waterloo. Referred to as the ‘Battle of
Corriemuckloch’, local smugglers armed only with wooden clubs
managed to see off both gaugers and a troop of Scots Greys — heroes of
Waterloo — who were struggling with their horses in the darkness and on



the boggy ground. It appears that the smugglers were more determined
to preserve their whisky than Napoleon’s troops had been to preserve
their Emperor.

On Kintyre, relations between the smugglers and gaugers were equally
strained and occasionally bloody. Whisky distilling had become a vital
source of income, and many families were now dependent on this illicit
trade. A substantial investment was needed to set up a distilling
enterprise, and the loss of equipment and whisky to law enforcement had
devastating consequences for the struggling cottars. That desperation
often resulted in a violent response in defence of both stills and whisky
when threatened with seizure from excise officers.

Several violent conflicts arose, for example, in 1815 near Skipness,
smugglers managed to prevent their boat being boarded by excise officers
with the help of nearby woodcutters. When reinforcements for the
Revenue men arrived, firearms were raised against the smugglers who
responded with: “Shoot away! We’'d as soon part with our blood as our
cargo.” Such was the determination of the smugglers that the commander
of the excise cutter decided that “discretion was the better part of valour”
and withdrew in pursuit of easier prey.

Being a gauger was certainly a dangerous occupation. A year before
the events at Skipness, George Arthur, supervisor of Excise at
Campbeltown, was killed on the road whilst investigating a cart
suspected of carrying smuggled goods. In Clachan, an elderly man was
almost beaten to death because he was believed to be an informer, merely
for being related to a gauger. Only when excise duties began to be reduced
in the 1820s did the extent of both illicit whisky output and smuggling
decrease, and, correspondingly, the violence did as well.

The involvement of the MacDonalds of Largie in smuggling may have
begun as a result of the need to obtain military supplies for Jacobite
rebellions. Cara provided an ideal location as a drop-off point for ships
engaged in carrying merchandise to the mainland: -

“In earlier times smuggling was carried out on a huge scale. James MacDonald
of Largie, a notable Jacobite, was actively engaged in procuring supplies for
Prince Charles’ army. Described as a “West Coast Trader” he was denounced



after the 1745 rebellion by two Islay rebels and charged with speaking
disrespectfully of the Duke of Cumberland. He was later imprisoned in
Dumbarton Castle.

Ian MacDonald, Kintyre Magazine, No. 17, 1998

Although there are only a few references to smuggling on Cara, they do
indicate quite an extensive operation. Two named tacksmen, Alexander
McMarcus during the 1770’s and his son Donald in the 1790’s, were both
described as traders and alleged smugglers. A Campbeltown Customs
report states that Donald was suspected of smuggling foreign spirits to
the islands of Gigha and Islay. Another report records that Donald’s trip
to Bergen, Norway, in 1790, ostensibly to sell salted herring and purchase
wood, may also have carried smuggled whisky on board. Six years later,
the Campbeltown Collector of Customs called for Donald’s boat,
‘Beaufroy’, to be put “under increased vigilance” after a raid found
eighteen casks of contraband liquor buried on Cara.

Another story from this time claims that Flora MacDonald, while
staying with her Largie relations (her maternal grandmother, Elizabeth,
was a Largie MacDonald) at nearby Largie Castle, made the short journey
across to Cara, presumably to see her cousin who was married to the then
tacksman, Alexander McMarcus. During the trip, Flora’s brother, Ranald,
was said to have been killed in a shooting accident while out hunting,
though the timing of this visit hasn’t yet been conclusively established.
One possibility could have been in 1774, just before Flora, her husband
and four of their children left Campbeltown for North Carolina.

Donald McMarcus appears to have been the last tacksman on Cara for
the Largie MacDonalds, thus ending the centuries-old relationship
between the MacMarquises and MacDonalds. Donald’s son, Alexander
Marquis (my great-great-great-grandfather), had by 1818 moved to
Tarbert, where he married Catherine McCaog and changed his
occupation from trader and smuggler to that of a fisherman, an
occupation which was expanding rapidly during this period. Of course,
he could have continued smuggling as well — we’ll never know.

Steve Marquis. =~ www.marquisfamilyhistory.com
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