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Foreword

I always like to say that there’s an element of truth in any Hamish Macbeth escapade. The characters, of course, are entirely fictitious, as is their home village of Lochdubh, but there are always places round about, places Hamish may visit or where part of the action happens, that are real. I think that including real places helps to “locate” Lochdubh in Sutherland, which, in turn, helps to make the characters and scenarios more believable for the reader. It certainly helps me to set the right sort of tone when I’m writing.

For me, playing with Scottish folklore is also something that adds an authentic flavor to a Hamish Macbeth tale. We Scots are famously practical and pragmatic people, a nation of engineers and inventors. Think of Alexander Graham Bell, who invented the telephone; John Logie Baird, known as “The Father of Television”; Robert Watson-Watt and his work on radar; and, of course, Scotty from Star Trek. There is an enduring image of the Scots as highly intelligent, well-educated scientists and technical innovators.

That, however, is just one of the many conceptions that have become Scottish stereotypes. Another is of the anxiously superstitious Highlanders living in eerie isolation out in the wilds of the far north, on the windswept moors or in glens closed in by steep mountain slopes and swirling mists or glowering gray skies. You can understand why the atmosphere conjures superstition and tales told late at night of mystical creatures that haunt the darkness.

Like all stereotypes, those applied to the Scots are nonsense, but nonsense that might have a grain of truth, just like stereotypes of anyone else. Scots are no different than any other people, and just as different as all other people. Every culture has its traditional myths and legends whether they involve dragons and sea serpents, witches or giants. Scotland has all of those and more.

There are hundreds of Scottish myths and legends involving giants, kelpies, selkies, goblins, brownies, fairies or witches, and Death of a Groom has its very own witch story, featuring Jenny Horne. Jenny, or Janet, Horne was a name given to any suspected witch in the far north and the element of truth in our little piece of Lochdubh folklore is that the last person in Britain to be legally tried and executed for witchcraft was Janet Horne, who was sentenced to be burnt at the stake in Dornoch in 1727. The unfortunate woman was probably in the throes of some form of dementia and her daughter suffered from a deformity in her hands and feet. The rumor grew that Janet had her daughter shod at night by the Devil himself so that she could ride her around the countryside as if she were a pony. She could then cover vast distances using her witch’s powers to perform dastardly deeds at the Devil’s bidding.

Both Janet and her daughter were arrested, although the younger woman somehow managed to escape from custody and flee the area. The unfortunate Janet stood trial and was declared guilty of witchcraft. She was smeared with tar and paraded through the streets to the spot where a bonfire had been prepared for her execution. She is said to have smiled and warmed herself by the flames that would end her life. To this day a stone stands on that very spot in Dornoch, marking the site of the demise of the last witch.

In the hills outside Lochdubh, Death of a Groom also features a place called the “Spaniard’s Leap.” Many will, no doubt, recognize this as a version of the Soldier’s Leap at Killiecrankie, just north of Pitlochry in Perthshire. This is the spot where, in 1689, following a particularly brutal, bloody battle between government troops and Jacobite rebels, the government army was routed. One soldier, fleeing for his life from clansmen who were in hot pursuit, escaped by jumping from one rocky bank of the River Garry to the other. I’ve been there and it’s a huge gap. I wouldn’t fancy trying to jump it myself but, on the other hand, the thought of being hacked to death by bloodthirsty Highlanders with claymores might well have turned me into an Olympic long-jumper, too!

Lochdubh’s Spaniard was in a slightly different predicament, but the idea that a Spaniard should be at large on the shores of northwest Scotland in 1588 isn’t so far-fetched. As described in the following pages, the Spanish famously did send an armada to invade England at that time and some of the ships were wrecked off the west coasts of Scotland and Ireland.

One ship, the San Juan de Sicilia, put in to Tobermory Bay on the Isle of Mull and was welcomed, the Scots at that time being no friends of the English. The captain negotiated with the local clan chief, Lachlan Maclean of Duart, for supplies which Maclean agreed to arrange provided that he could borrow some of the Spanish soldiers. He then spent weeks ravaging the territories of rival clans. The ship then exploded while at anchor, killing everyone on board. It’s believed that one of those providing supplies was actually an English agent. Some of the Spaniards who were not on board when the ship was blown to bits remained in Scotland for a time before being given safe passage back to Spain. Some may have settled and never left at all. The wreck of the San Juan de Sicilia has been the focus of several treasure-hunting salvage attempts and the notion that a fortune in Spanish gold lies at the bottom of Tobermory Bay persists to this day.

There is, therefore, an element of truth in Hamish’s story about the Spaniard’s Leap, although the Lochdubh version doesn’t end quite so well for the Spaniard as the Killiecrankie version did for the soldier.

Given that this visit to Lochdubh features a Highland wedding in a romantic castle surrounded by glorious scenery, you might well be wondering whether Hamish and his long-term girlfriend, Claire, will get caught up in the moment and tie the knot themselves. Surely all that romance in the air—especially as the wedding is on Valentine’s Day—will inspire Hamish to pop the question, won’t it? He has to get married sometime, after all, doesn’t he? Or does he? You’ll just have to wait and see!

R. W. Green, 2026
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