
Effie’s Cave a Speculation 
Introduction 
 

Not very well known are a series of caves in the raised beach cliff 
some 300 metres from the current shoreline at Portkil, the cliff 
face is hidden by trees.   
 
These are the caves where the North Clyde Archaeological 
Society conducted a series of excavations in 2014. 
 
Below are my notes and speculations with quotes from Sir Walter 
Scott‟s novel “The Heart of Midlothian”. 
 
Based on real life situations, events and places. The story draws 
together a tale of capital punishment, royal pardons, prison riots 
and the rugged wilderness of Argyll.  
 
Following the main character Jeanie Deans through her life. 
Other characters such as David Deans her father and Euphemia 
(Effie) her sister fill this tale with struggle and woe. 
 
 

 

 

 

Jeanie Deans 

Towards the end of the story we find Jeannie married to Mr Butler and living in a house at 

Auchengower on the Duke of Argyll‟s estate on the Rosneath Peninsula.  

Mr and Mrs Butler have settled down raising their family. Her father David is employed by the Duke 

to improve his estate stock. During the story Jeanie‟s sister had been imprisoned and faced 

execution. 

 

 “The Duke inquire into the character of David Deans, cowfeeder, to superintend his fancy-farm in 
Dumbartonshire. The appointments, including the right of sufficient grazing for a small stock of his 
own, were amply liberal” 
 
Story of a Hanging from an unlikely source 
 
Jeanie gets to read a newspaper. A cheese delivered from another of the Dukes homes; the Castle 
at Inverary was wrapped in newspaper. The title of the broadside-sheet read: 
 
``The Last Speech, Confession, and Dying Words of Margaret MacCraw, or Murdockson, executed 
on Harabee Hill, near Carlisle1737.  
 
“Edinburgh during the preceding summer, a girl, who had been seduced by one of her confederates, 
was intrusted to her charge, and in her house delivered of a male infant.  
 
“Her daughter, whose mind was in a state of derangement ever since she had lost her own child, 
according to the criminal's account, carried off the poor girl's infant, taking it for her own, of the 
reality of whose death she at times could not be persuaded Margaret Murdockson stated that she, 
for some time, believed her daughter had actually destroyed the infant in her mad fits, and that she 
gave the father to understand so, but afterwards learned that a female stroller had got it from her.” 
 
“She showed some compunction at having separated mother and child, especially  as the mother 
had nearly suffered death, being condemned, on the Scotch law, for the supposed murder of her 
infant after her execution, of which the particulars were given, her daughter, the insane person 
mentioned more than once, and who was generally known by the name of Madge Wildfire, had 
been very ill-used by the populace, under the belief that she was a sorceress, and an accomplice in 
her mother's crimes, and had been with difficulty rescued by the prompt interference of the police.” 
 



It is only now that Jeanie understands the full story behind her sister‟s imprisonment. Effie had been 
the unmarried mother of the child who was taken when she lay ill and couldn‟t account for it when 
challenged. She was charged, imprisoned and sentenced to death for infanticide and placed in the 
Old Tollbooth prison the “Heart of Midlothian” during the riots.  
 
At that time in Scotland premarital sex leading to illegitimate births was dangerous for women. A 
harsh statute was enacted and women began to be hanged most often young, single, agricultural 
servants or daughters of tenant farmers accused by older married women, often midwives, and 
ministers. 
 
Jeanie’s Journey 
 
Jeanie knows throughout the story of her sister‟s imprisonment and seeks to get her released. She 
sets out on foot to see the Duke of Argyll in London. The Duke is persuaded to take up the case of 
Effie. He arranges an audience with the Jeanie and the Queen who encourages the King to pardon 
Effie. 
 
Jeanie returns from her successful trip to London in the company of the Duke‟s staff. They travelled 
north following the left hand shore of the Clyde to bypass Glasgow.   
 
They look across to the castle on the rock at Dumbarton. Here Jeanie finds out they are headed for 
the Isle of Roseneath by boat she was afraid and had to be bundled aboard to make the crossing. 
 
“The Firth of Clyde is covered with steam boats from Bute, the Cumbraes and Roseneath” 
“Roseneath, a smaller isle, lies much higher up the firth, and towards its western shore, near the 
opening of the lake called the Gare Loch, and not far from Loch Long and Loch Scant, or the Holy 
Loch, which wind from the mountains of the Western Highlands to join the estuary of the Clyde.” 
 
“The picturesque beauty of the island of Roseneath, in particular, had such recommendations, that 
the Earls and Dukes of Argyle, from an early period, made it their occasional residence, and had 
their temporary accommodation in a fishing or hunting-lodge, which succeeding improvements have 
since transformed into a palace.” 
 
The Pardon 
 
Effie was pardoned by the King and released from prison she leaves Edinburgh travelling to 
Musselburgh.  Effie elopes with her lover heading out to sea from Portobello.  
 
“That she could not endure that her father and her sister should go into banishment, or be partakers 
of her shame,---that if her burden was a heavy one, it was of her own binding, and she had the more 
right to bear it alone, that if the young woman left Scotland for a few months, or even weeks, and 
came to her father's new residence by sea from the western side of England, nobody would know of 
her arrival, or at least nobody who had either the right or inclination to give her disturbance.”  
“Living on the verge of the Highlands, she might, indeed, be said to be out of Scotland, that is, 
beyond the bounds of ordinary law and civilisation.” 
 
Effie Writes 
 
Effie writes to her sister and they exchange correspondence, in the letters from Effie are gifts of 
money and details that she is now married and elevated in society and circulating in the company of 
the Duke of Argyll. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Lady Staunton visits Roseneath 
 
“Lady Staunton of Willingham, who, being recommended to drink goats' whey by the physicians, 
was to honour the Lodge at Roseneath with her residence, while her husband made a short tour.” 
 
Lady Staunton a friend of the Duke is invited to stay at the Dukes lodge but decides instead to stay 
at Jeanie‟s house, the sisters finally get to talk after many years. 
 
Lady Staunton’s Walk 
 
The Lady goes for a walk in the wilderness whilst staying at Rosneath and gets into difficulty. She 
and her companion are helped by a dishevelled young man called Whistler. 
 
“In this moment of terror and perplexity, a human face, black, and having grizzled hair hanging down 
over the forehead and cheeks, and mixing with mustaches and a beard of the same colour, and as 
much matted and tangled, looked down on them from a broken part of the rock above.” 
 
“One, the same who had afforded such timely assistance, stood upright before them, a tall, lathy, 
young savage; his dress a tattered plaid and philabeg, no shoes, no stockings, no hat or bonnet, the 
place of the last being supplied by his hair, twisted and matted like the _glibbe_ of the ancient wild 
Irish, and, like theirs, forming a natural thick-set stout enough to bear off the cut of a sword. “ 
 
The Cave 
 
The walkers had stumbled upon the lair of the local villians. 
 
“They were on a sort of platform of rock, It was partly covered by a huge fragment of stone, which, 
having fallen from the cliffs above, had been intercepted by others in its descent, and jammed so as 
to serve for a sloping roof to the farther part of the broad shelf or platform on which they stood.” 
 
“A quantity of withered moss and leaves, strewed beneath this rude and wretched shelter.” 
 
“Beneath the brow of the incumbent rock was a charcoal fire, on which there was a still working, 
with bellows, pincers, hammers, a movable anvil, and other smith's tools; three guns, with two or 
three sacks and barrels, were disposed against the wall of rock, under shelter of the 
superincumbent crag; a dirk and two swords, and a Lochaber axe, lay scattered around the fire, of 
which the red glare cast a ruddy tinge on the precipitous 
foam and mist of the cascade.” 
 

The cave excavation has shown a large section had fallen to the front. Over the years this large slab 

of sandstone conglomerate has broken down into red sand, gravel and pebbles. Above the cave 

more recent concrete work has stabilised and consolidated the cliff top possibly when the gun 

battery was placed there.  

 

 

The cave shows signs of habitation with 
charcoal spreads seen within the stratigraphy; a 
significant charcoal patch is dated with Bronze 
Age artefacts and sealed by a large section of 
rock fall. 
 
This was the view from inside the cave before 
excavating the large amount of rock fall debris, 
and modern dumped rubbish strewn over the 
cave. The clearing away of some of the trees 
and  removing dangerous overhanging trees 
from the entrance allowed light to once more 
flood in. 



Whistler 
 
Effie‟s son had in fact been stolen by Margaret Murdockson„s daughter Magdelan, known as Madge 
Wildfire (Mad woman) and had been sold on to the villain Black Duncan. 
 
“The prime pest of the parish of Knocktarlitie was a certain Donacha dhu na Dunaigh, or Black 
Duncan the Mischievous.” 
 
“Donacha Dhu had indeed purchased Effie's unhappy child, with the purpose of selling it to the 
American traders, whom he had been in the habit of supplying with human flesh.  
But no opportunity occurred for some time; and the boy, who was known by the name of ``The 
Whistler,'' made some impression on the heart and affections even of this rude savage, perhaps 
because he saw in him flashes of a spirit as fierce and vindictive as his own.” 
 
The Scuffle 
 
Whistler told Donacha about the wealthy woman and they plotted to rob her and her husband who 
had now joined them at Rosneath. 
 
“Donacha conceived that both his prize and his victims were within his power, and attacked the 
travellers without hesitation.” “Shots were fired and swords drawn on both sides; “ 
 
“Sir George Staunton offered the bravest resistance till he fell, as there was too much reason to 
believe, by the hand of a son, so long sought, and now at length so unhappily met.” 
 
The Captain of Knockdunder suggests lynching the captured lad and Mr Butler tries to reason with 
him. 
 
  ``I will take the liperty to take down the pell-ropes, Mr. Putler, as I must pe taking order to hang 
these idle people up to-morrow morning, to teach them more consideration in their doings in future.'' 
 
“Butler entreated him to remember the act abolishing the heritable jurisdictions, and that he ought to 
send them to Glasgow or Inverary, to be tried by the Circuit.” 
 
He was locked up in the house to be hung the next day.  Jeanie tried to communicate with whistler 
but he set fire to the house and ran off after she had loosened his bonds and gave him food. Effie 
and George were never to know Whistler was their son. 
  
“All hopes of the young man's reformation being now ended, Mr. and Mrs. Butler thought it could 
serve no purpose to explain to Lady Staunton a history so full of horror.” 
 
Sir Walter Scott’s Illness 
 
The Heart of Midlothian was published in 1818. At the age of 46 during the period 1816 -1818 Sir 
Walter Scott was extremely ill. He was suffering from severe gallstone colic. The attending physician   
Dr Baillie administered applications of hot salt causing blistering and bleeding to aid the purging and 
prescribed Opium for pain and calomel.  
 
Calomel being a potion made from Mercury chloride and was commonly used at this time to purge 
the body. Medicine at this time was beginning to embrace “Heroic Medicine”.  
 
So ill was he that his doctor noted that he needed to resort to the use of an amanuensis (a person 
employed to take down dictation) 
 
 
 
 
 
 



My Speculation Concluded 
 
Sir Walter Scott sets the end of this story at Rosneath the description of views down the Firth to 
Cowal and across the water are clear. 
 
The style at the end of the story is different to the main body could this be the effect of the pain and 
the haze of the prescribed Laudanum? 
 
The story is made up of incidents from different times and places, Jeanie‟s story is clearly based on 
that of Helen Walker from Irongray near Dumfries a story he had heard growing up there. 
 
Although any visit to Rosneath is discounted in Maugham‟s “Annals of Garelochside” could it not 
have been possible that such a great writer and poet would embellish the truth and develop scenes 
from his many life experiences to form plots which are not meant to be an exact representation.  
 
My speculation is that this recently excavated  site cave at Portkil  is where Effie‟s story ends in 
tragedy with Lady Staunton unwittingly coming across  “Whistler” and where  Lord Staunton is killed 
not knowing their long lost son.  
 
Could this cave have been a quiet refuge for a writer dictating, trying to pull together the various 
strands to finish the story of the “Heart of Midlothian”, whilst taking tea with jam and scones?  
 
N Maidment. 
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