
The Massacre of Glencoe

Over the past two centuries, clans have gone through a period of being romanticized 
whereas prior to that point in time, the Highland Clans were looked upon as a threat to 
civilized society. (Note that in the aftermath of the Battle of Culloden in 1746, the social 
organization known as the clan system has not existed in the format in which it existed 
prior to that time.

Background to the Massacre of Glencoe

In 1603, the Crowns of Scotland and England united on the death of Queen Elizabeth I 
who left no heir. James the VI of Scotland became James I of England. Throughout the 
17th century, several monarchs reigned over the Scots and English: Charles I, Charles 
II, James VII & II and King William of Orange. The protestant majority in England were 
not satisfied with being ruled over by a Catholic monarch and as a result in 1688 invited 
James’ daughter Mary and her Protestant husband William of Orange from Holland, to 
come and reign instead of King James VII & II. The followers of James, were furious.

Throughout the century, there had ben several attempts to pacify the Highlands. 
Perhaps on of the most notorious attempts can be credited to the infamous William of 
Orange who on February 13th, 1692, gave orders to the Highland regiments stationed 
at Fort William and temporarily housed at Glencoe to “fall upon the rebels and put all to 
the sword under seventy”. This was the event to be known as the “Masacre of Glencoe”, 
an event never to be forgotten due to it’s barbarity in murdering the men women and 
children who resided in Mac Iain of Glencoe’s land on that night. The creed of Highland 
hospitality was breeched that night, an event that would not be easily forgotten, whether 
on the side of the crown or not.

The following song has been recorded by many artists. It briefly summarizes the events 
surrounding the Massacre of Glencoe.

Ballad of Glencoe  
 
They came in a blizzard, we offered them heat  
A roof for their heads, dry shoes for their feet  
We wined them and dined them, they ate of our meat  
And they slept in the house of MacDonald  
 
Chorus  
O, cruel was the snow that sweeps Glencoe  
And covers the grave o' Donald  
O, cruel was the foe that raped Glencoe  
And murdered the house of MacDonald.  
 



2. They came from Fort William with murder in mind  
The Campbell had orders King William had signed*  
"Put all to the sword" these words underlined  
"And leave none alive called MacDonald"  
Chorus  
 
3. They came in the night when the men were asleep  
This band of Argyles, through snow soft and deep  
Like murdering foxes amongst helpless sheep  
They slaughtered the house of MacDonald  
Chorus  
 
4. Some died in their beds at the hand of the foe  
Some fled in the night and were lost in the snow  
Some lived to accuse him who struck the first blow  
But gone was the house of MacDonald.  
Chorus  
 
Properly called The Massacre of Glencoe  
Written by Jim McLean.  

A Copy of the Letter written ordering the execution of the MAcDonald’s of Glencoe 

“You are hereby ordered to fall upon the rebells, the McDonalds of Glenco, and put al to the 
sword under seventy. You are to have a special care that the old fox and his sones doe upon 
no account escape your hands. You are to secure all the avenues that no man escape. This 
you are to putt in executione at fyve of the clock precisely; and by that time or very shortly 
after it I’ll strive to be at you with a stronger party. This is by the King’s special command, 
for the good and safety of the Country, that these miscreants be cutt off root and branch. 
See that this be put in executione without feud or favour, else you may expect to be dealt 
with as one not true to King or Government, nor a man fit to carry Commissions in the 
King’s service. Expecting that you will not faill in the fulfilling hereof, as you love yourself, I 
subscribe these with my hand att Balichelis February 12th 1692. Ro Duncanson.”  



Assignment:

Research the event “The Massacre of Glencoe” and explore the following Questions

1. When did it happen?

2. Why was the government of the time so desparate to make an example of one 

Highland clan?

3. Why were the Mac Donalds of Glencoe the chosen clan for such an atrocity?

4. Briefly describe the events leading up to the massacre.

5. Give a list of the variety of clans represented in the regiment present in Glencoe that 

night.

6. How many were killed?

7. There were many other cruel events which took place in the Highlands, yet this is one 

that has gained notoriety. Explain why both those on the side of the crown AND those 

against were shocked by the happenings of February 13th, 1692?

8. Explain the predicament that Captain Robert Campbell of Glenlyon faced when he 

received his orders from Robert Duncanson.

9. “The Campbells massacred the MacDonalds in Glencoe.” Discuss the validity of this 

statement.


