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The following is an article that 
I have submitted to “Highlander” 
magazine. Consider this a sneak 
preview, for our family only -

Late in the year 1559 Presbyterian 
followers of John Knox began 
appropriating various Catholic/
Jacobite strongholds in Scotland. 
In a letter to William Cecil, Queen 
Elizabeth’s Secretary of State, it 
was revealed that “the Lords had 
suppressed the Abbeys of Paisley, 
Kilwinning, and Dunfermling, and 
burned all the images, idols, and 
popish stuff.” 

One relic, however, was spirited 
out of Paisley Abbey by Jacobite 
sympathizers and made its way 
safely into the hands of William 
Sinclair, of Rosslyn Chapel. Sir 
William had been appointed Lord 
Justice General of Scotland by 
Queen Mary, this very same year, 
and was a man of great literary and 
antiquarian tastes. The treasure he 
received is known as the Black Book 
of Paisley. 

Scottish antiquarian, Father 
Richard Hay (1661 - c.1736), tells 
us that Sinclair had “gathered a 
great many manuscripts which had 
been taken, by the rabble, out of 
our Monasteries in the time of the 

Vikings

This photo shows Mark McCuistion, at right, and myself at Paisley Abbey, in 2006. 
We were accompanied by Mark’s wife, Lynn, my wife, Beth, and Betty Mathews, 
a McCuistion descendant. This was just one of many stops on our whirlwind tour 
of Scotland. Paisley Abbey played a signiþ cant role in our family history as it 
appears from what little evidence there is that Hugh of Sleat, the progenitor of our 
name, passed away at Paisley Abbey in 1498. There was a major þ re at the abbey 
in 1498, as well as a plague throughout Scotland. Either of these, or perhaps 
simply old age, could have been responsible for Hugh’s death. The only clue we 
have is that an old book on the Stewart dynasty stated that “the old chief of Clan 
Donald” died at the abbey in 1498. Hugh’s brother, John, last Lord of the Isles, is 
buried at the abbey but he died in Dundee, Scotland, a few years further down the 
road. Sometimes it is mistakenly said that John died in 1498, but there are legal 
documents with his signature, and records of his death, that prove otherwise. Also, 
John was never considered “chief” of Clan Donald. Rather, he was Lord of the 
Isles. Hugh is the þ rst to truly be considered a òchiefó of Clan Donald, and so, 
since we know he died in 1498, it must be Hugh that is being spoken of as “the old 
chief of Clan Donald” who died at the abbey in that year. 



Reformation.” Scottish historian 
Thomas Dempster (1579 - 1625) 
writes that the Paisley book was, 
“snatched as a Palladium from the 
Knoxian ÿames.ó

What could be the importance of 
this book that it so narrowly survived 
this and other close calls during its 
over þve hundred years of existence, 
and what is the signiþcance of 
Paisley Abbey?    

Throughout history, certain 
objects develop mysterious legends, 
legends that sometimes last for 
centuries - legends like the Holy 
Grail or the Dead Sea Scrolls. The 
Black Book of Paisley is one such 
object. 

Currently in the hands of the 
British Library, the book belies its 
name as it was rebound many years 
ago in the color red. Emblazoned on 
the front cover are the words “SCOTI 
CHRONICON PER JOHAN DE 
FORDUN ET WALTER BOWER. 
BLACK BOOK OF PAISLEY.” 
Translated, this reads “Scotland 
Chronicles by John of Fordun 
and Walter Bower. Black Book of 
Paisley.”

Today, the Scotichronicon is 
considered a compilation of the 
historical writings of John Fordun 
and Walter Bower (sometimes 
given as Bowmaker). While the 
combined writings of these two 
men are typically considered 
the “Scotichronicon proper”, 
abridgments made in successive 
years are sometimes collectively 
considered as part of the greater 
Scotichronicon - the most important 
medieval account of Scottish 
history. 

By the time Fordun began 
his project, many of Scotland’s 
chronicles had been destroyed due 
to English invasions. In order to 
rebuild this history, Fordun visited 
monasteries throughout Great 

Britain and Ireland to recreate his 
country’s early records, collecting 
this information during the later half 
of the 14th century.

Fordun also relied on two 
distinguished men for assistance. 
One was John Barbour who wrote 
the 13,000 line epic poem “The 
Bruce”. Barbour’s work, while 
containing some poetic license, 
did recount much of the missing 
history of Scotland, especially that 
which surrounded Robert the Bruce. 
Barbour studied at Oxford and was 
Archdeacon of Aberdeen during 
the same period that Fordun was a 
priest and chaplain there. The other 
historian aiding Fordun was Walter 
Wadlow, Bishop of Glasgow, a 
legate appointed by the pope, and 
the Scottish ambassador to England 
appointed by the king. Wadlow 
provided Fordun with a detailed 
genealogy of Scottish royalty, as 
well as other information.

Fordun probably completed his 
work by 1387. Both he and Wadlow 
are said to have died in that year, 
although there is some evidence that 
Fordun was alive as late as 1395. In 
his portion of the Scotichronicon, 
Fordun carried the line of Scottish 
royalty down to the death of David 
I, in 1153.

About 1441, Walter Bower, at 
the urging of Sir David Stewart 
of Rossyth, began transcribing 
Fordunõs þve books of Scottish 
history and added eleven more for 
a total of sixteen books that make 
up the original Scotichronicon. 
These sixteen “books” were 
typically reproduced in a single 
large volume, as in the case with 
the Black Book of Paisley - the þrst-
known transcription of the original 
Scotichronicon.  

Bower was born in 1385, just 
barely within the lifetime of Fordun. 
He became Abbot of Inchcolm and 

This is the oldest known transcription of the Declaration of Arbroath, the Scottish 
declaration of independence. It appears in an ancient book called the Black Book 
of Paisley, the original declaration having been a letter sent to the pope in Rome. 
This transcription was made at Paisley Abbey during the very years between the 
time that Hugh of Sleat died there, and his brother John, was buried there. 




