MacDonald of Glenaladale Tartan

The MacDonald of Glenaladale is one of a small group of tartans where an extant specimen
survives that can accurately be dated to the C18th. For many years confusion surrounded the
history and correct setting of this sett. In early 2010, after many years of searching, the author
finally tracked down the original fragment and within a month a major section of the original
plaid was discovered which enabled the details to be confirmed with complete certainty.

The tartan first came to prominence in 1968 when a was scrap discovered on Prince Edward
Isle (PEI), Canada by a Ranald S.J. MacDonald. The fragment was original owned by an elderly
priest who claimed to be a descendent of Capt John MacDonald of Glenaladale and was said to
be from a plaid that had been worn by his father, Alexander of Glenaladale, who, as a Major in
Clanranald's Regt., was severely wounded at Culloden. His son, John, emigrated to PEl in 1772
taking the plaid with him and a small portion remains in the possession of his descendents.
Based on details of the fragment Lt. Col lain B Cameron Taylor of the National Trust for
Scotland organised the weaving and for some time the tartan was used by the Trust at their

Glenfinnan centre.

A slightly different count emerged at e 7 :
about the same time that was said to pseiicosssorlyosssoosessesinmcaint! ok
b e f rom AI e X ahat d\/\ﬂ.g :wwzfurz”/a@”&”n”/m”»w”yfw/ ,,,,
buried with him i
These are essentially one and the
same stories but someone mistakenly
assumed that St. Peters was in Rome
whereas there it 1
Cathedral in Charlottetown on PEI. It
is unclear how the burial story arose
and there is no evidence to support it.
These counts lead to a number of
attempts to reproduce the sett
including at least one asymmetric
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believed these to be incorrect and < W
were the result of not understanding

traditional weaving technlques Fig 1. Modern asymmetric reconstruction of the Glenaladale sett.
including offsetting of the sett to allow

the pattern to repeat across a joined

plaid, and also the use of selvedge

marks and patterns.

After placing an enquiry on a local PEI forum in early 2010 | was contacted by a lady who
owned the fragment copied in 1968. She was given the sample and other artefacts by relatives
who were direct descendents of Capt John MacDonald. A photograph (Fig. 2) confirmed that it
was indeed a fragment of a C18th plaid in what appeared to be the Glenaladale tartan.



The remnant of measures 13" x 14"
and according to the owner fhas quite
a coarse heavy weight feel to ita
Examination of high resolution photos
show this to be a corner of a plaid that
comprises two rough edges (where it
was cut from the plaid), a turned
(hemmed end) and a selvedge. The
latter two are crucial to understanding
this piece as they confirm which way
the warp ran and thus the sett.
Looking at the picture it appears as if
there is a difference in the warp and
weft setting which resulted in the
commercial asymmetric sett. In the
photograph the sample is shown with
the selvedge on the left and the rolled
end at the top. The warp therefore
runs left to right. Unfortunately the
sample is not large enough to verify
the sett but it is sufficient to confirm its
similarity with a number of old plaid
setts, notably one from Nethybridge,
Lumsden of Kintore, and also the
Robertson tartan.

Fig 2. The original Glenaladale fragment.

In these there are two red ground areas, often decorated (having fine stripes one them). Here
each is alternately enclosed within a blue and then a green border which in turn are separated
by a stripe of the ground (red) often accompanied by other fine stripes. The effect is to draw eye
to the centre where a blue and green border change and thus one sees a red large square, a
smaller green and blue one and then another larger red one. This is particularly the case when
viewing only a section of the tartan as here. Viewed with that structure in mind then in the top
left section there is a red square on which is centred a navy stripe guarded by light blue, the
whole square surrounded by navy blue. Next is one side of the green then the second red
ground on which is centred a white stripe enclosed by broad navy guards. Regrettably the
sample was cut from the main plaid towards the edge of the red and so the other side of the
green square is missing and has to be assumed.

The confusion with the correct setting arises because of the weft pattern in this piece. Moving
from top to bottom the first red square and its surrounding blue and the initial green bar
conforms to the warp but the next red square then repeats the centre decoration of the first
rather than the white enclosed by navy of the warp. At the edge of that red square there is then
a blue bar rather than the green that one would expect. | believed this to be a weaving error
and, based on the warp setting | concluded that the correct threadcount to the half sett should
be: B/5 LB4 R100 B100 R10 W4 R10 G84 R100 B10 W/2

Fig 3 below is a reconstruction of the sett.



Fig 3. Reconstruction of the Glenaladale tartan.

Fig 4. Detail of the sewing at the turned edge.

The turned edge at the top of
the fragment confirms that
this was original a finished
plaid rather than a length of
cloth or taken from some
other item of clothing. Fig 4
shows a portion of the edge
showing that the end was
rolled and sewn with a
running stitch using some of
the red yarn from the plaid.

The fragment selvedge (Fig 5.) shows no evidence of any floats (where weft threads are carried
over during weaving) nor is any weaving in of weft ends evidence which suggests that this was
the clean selvedge that would (should) be at the top and bottom of the finished joined plaid. This
is supported by the repeat of the pattern where A is the mirror of B and thus is not a pivot which
is where a plaid would normally be joined in order to allow the pattern to repeat.

Fig 5. Selvedge of the original fragment.



