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By Dave Cumming 
 

One day while in a writing class at Texas Christian University, my professor said to me “do you know 

you have an important Scottish name?” Professor Edwards had just returned from a trip to Canada in 

which she had encountered the Cumming Clan 

Tartan and Badge. For a young man who was having 

some difficulty in the class and with a very poor self-

image, the words were curiously encouraging. I had 

often wondered about our name. Where did it come 

from? There didn’t seem to be a lot of them spelled 

the way we did. Oh, sure, I knew there was the poet 

E. E. Cummins and the TV and film actor Bob 

Cummings.  But I didn’t run into many without the 

“s” on the end. Many years later, on a trip to Europe 

and the UK to visit my Uncle Herbert’s memorial in 

Belgium and Uncle Bob’s grave in England, I 

encountered a small town lying right on the French-

Belgium border that once was part of Old Flanders 

named “Comines”. I didn’t know it then, but later I 

discovered there was a distinct connection that the name “Cumming” has to the locality of Comines 

dating back to the 11th Century and the Norman Conquest from which came a knight with William the 

Conqueror in 1066 named Robert de Comine. The Norman Invasion and the Battle of Hastings was 

one of those pivotal events in history that shaped the movement of people and is the source for many 

names in early England and Scotland. Like Hay or Hays, for example, as the official Clan Hay site 

clearly shows in its excellent history of Norman names originating in Normandy and moved to the land 

of the King Harold and the Anglo-Saxons — what later became known as the British Isles –England, 

Ireland, Scotland, and Wales — and, in modern times, known as the United Kingdom. 

 

In our young years, my brother and I grew up spending a lot of time with our Grandmother, Mrs. S. E. 

Jesse Margaret (McAnally) Cumming, and her house was full of memorabilia of her family and of our 

uncles who served the Army Air Corps in World War II. Among the items she had were information 

packets for their memorials in Belgium and England. Uncle Herbert (who coincidentally flew missions 

out of Kings Cliffe East Northhamtonshire, UK) was Missing in Action and has a memorial at Ardennes 

American Cemetery and Memorial in Neupré (Neuville-en-Condroz), southwest of Liège Belgium and 

Uncle Bob is buried at Cambridge American Cemetery a few miles outside of Cambridge, England. I 

C 
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made the brash promise one day to my Grandmother, whom we called “Memaw” that I would take her 

to see their memorials someday. 

 

Well I wasn’t able to get together the means to do that until a year after 

she died (1984). So I went to Europe and the UK in 1985 at least in part 

on a mission ― to visit my uncles’ memorials vicariously for my 

Grandmother. I accomplished that mission. While there, I discovered 

some connections with our family name both in northern France (Pas-

de-Calais, Departement du Nord) and southwestern Belgium (Walloon 

Region) which was once called “Old Flanders” ― a region that was once 

occupied by Celtic tribes of early Gaul (before the Franks) and dubbed 

by the Romans “Gallia Belgica”. The far southwestern region of what is 

now Belgium was once either a part of or under the influence of the 

Duchy of Normandy and of William II (“the Conqueror”), grandson of 

Duke, Rollo, of Normandy. 

 

Above: Cumming Clan Tartan; Left: Clan Badge, Shield with Wheat 

Sheaves, Cumming Clan Motto, Clan History, and Clan Chief. 
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A little town that still exists today, 

called Comines lies in that region 

and figures prominently in a name 

that would eventually make its way 

into Scotland through Robert de 

Comines. Robert took his name 

from his former fief, Comines. 

Robert Comine (also Robert de 

Comines, Robert de Comyn) was 

very briefly earl of Northumbria. 

His name suggests that he 

originally came from Comines, then 

in the Flanders part of the Duchy of 

Normandy, and entered the 

following of William the Conqueror. 

King Malcom Canmore granted 

many Norman nobles lands in 

Scotland as a reward for their 

service in the Battle of Hastings in 

1066. His fellow Normans soon 

punned his territorial title into 

“Cummin”, an aromatic herb (later 

the badge of the clan, in Gaelic, was 

“Lus Mhic Cuiminn”, in English, the 

Cummin plant). In fact, the Coat of 

Arms bears three sheaves of wheat, 

which were originally bundles of 

this herb. He was sent to the north 

as earl from 1068 to 1069. Legend 

has it that, in 1066, Duke William of 

Normandy, Rollo’s grandson, set 

sail in a fleet of Viking longships to 

conquer England. His Army of 

perhaps around 8,000 was 

gathered from all over northern Europe and included most of the leading Norman noble families. From 

the descendants of the three knights who sailed with William the Conqueror were “de Brus” (later the 

name became “Bruce”); “de Baillioul” (later the name became “Balliol”); and “de Comine” (later the 

name became “Comyne, Comyn, and Cumming”). Later to come were the Scottish kings of Bruce; 

Balliol; and the ill-fated Stuart dynasty. Richard de Comines’ nephew, William, became Chancellor of 

Scotland in 1133. The Chancellor’s nephew, Richard, inherited the English possessions of the family 

and married the Countess of Athol, grand-daughter of Donald Bane, King of Scots, and his son, 

William, in 1210, became Earl of Buchan by marrying the Celtic heiress of the North Earldom. By this 

marriage he became the father of Alexander Stuart, Earl of Buchan, who married the daughter of 

Roger-de Quenci, Earl of Winchester. By other marriages, the family obtained the Earldom of Angus 
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and Athol, so that by the middle of the 13th century there were in Scotland on Lord, four earls, and 

thirty-two belted Knights by the name of Comyns. Within 70 years this great house was entirely 

overthrown, there were none left of them, save those who took refuge in the “Monks of Deer”, a 

monastery founded in 1219 by William Cumyns, Earl of Buchan. 

Above: Photo I took in 1985 in Moray 

 

On visiting the Hollyrood Abbey in Edinburgh Castle, Scotland, and the National War Memorial listing 

of Scots that have served in all the wars, I saw numerous listings of the name “Cumming” spelled 

without an “s” on the end.  Later I learned the name is very prominent in Scotland and almost always 

spelled without the ‘s” on the end. That made me think of how our family, throughout its history went 

to great lengths to preserve the correct spelling that was without the “s” even though often the “s” was 

added – even to some official records by mistake and later corrected. Why was it so important? I 

wondered. Then I began to see connections. I saw how often those with the name who migrated to 

England and Ireland became “Cummings” in England and “Cummins” in Ireland ― and even 

“O’Comyn” in Ireland. The name even was transmogrified into “Commons”. But those who came 

directly from Scotland or who maintained their Scots connection retained the “Cumming” spelling. 

Before this and after the statement of my professor in the classroom, on a visit to Salado, I had 

encountered Lucille or “Cile” Robertson, a descendant of Sterling Robertson of early Texas Revolution 

fame. 
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Photo I took at Grantown-on-Spey Scotland 

 

Cile founded the Central Texas Area Museum in Salado, Texas and was instrumental in bringing the 

Gathering of the Clans and Highland Games to Salado, Texas. Cile said to me “your name is a very 

ancient one in Scotland and connected with the early royal line.” I wondered to myself “does everyone 

with a Scottish name get that connection?” But later, I found it was true – not only a very old royal 

connection but a connection with an ancient proscription and dispossession of lands, titles, and 

holdings. 

 

Nevertheless, I learned also of a history of survival and that the Clan Cumming survived its 

proscriptions in the present Clan and the Clan’s Chief in Scotland – the Cummings of Altyre, and the 

Clan identity is retained by this family to the present. The current Chief is the son of Sir William 

Gordon Gordon-Cumming, Sir Alexander “Alastair” Penrose Cumming of Altyre, a descendant of Sir 

Robert Comyn, the knight who was killed while defending his nephew, John the Red Comyn. The heir 

apparent is the present holder’s 21 year old son William Gordon Cumming of Altyre, born in 1993. 
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Gordon-Cumming Baronetcy 

 

The present Clan Chief, Sir Alistair Gordon Cumming of Lochtervandich and Auchry, Baronet of of 

Altyre and Gordonstoun, lives on his 13,000 acre estate in Scotland. One of Sir William’s daughters, 

Charlotte Gordon Cumming is married to Nicholas Evans, author of the 1995 novel The Horse 

Whisperer, which was made into a 1998 American drama film directed by and starring Robert 

Redford. Nicholas’ latest book is The Brave. Charlotte Gordon Cumming is well known in her own 

right as a singer-songwriter. Charlotte’s latest album The Brave follows her albums, Mindwalking, 

and the track The Cross and Switchblade based on the famous book written in 1962 by pastor David 

Wilkerson with John and Elizabeth Sherrill. The Pastor’s book tells the true story of Wilkerson’s first 

five years in New York City, where he ministered to disillusioned youth, encouraging them to turn 

away from the drugs and gang violence they were involved with. The book became a best seller, with 

more than 15 million copies distributed in over 30 languages. 

 

Sir Alistair, Charlotte, and her husband Nicholas Evans were all in the news several years ago because 

of their challenges of illness resulting from having accidentally picked and ingested mistaken 

poisonous wild mushrooms and the struggle to regain a degree of health afterwards. Charlotte 

was interviewed about this, about her latest album, Mindwalking, recently released, and her track, The 

Cross and Switchblade. In the interview, she related her struggles with both the physical and 

psychological struggles she and her 

husband had and continue to have. 

 

Left: A photo I took in 1985 of Castle Loch 

an Eilein 

 

While I visited Scotland in 1985, I 

stayed in Aviemore near the small Loch 

an Eilein on the Rothiemurchus estate 

about 3 miles (5 km) south of the 

town. The name Loch an Eilein comes 

from the gaelic “loch of the island” 

because there is a small island upon 

which the castle by the same name was 
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built. Loch an Eilean castle was once connected to the shore by a causeway but it was inundated, and 

the size of the island much reduced, when the water level in the loch was raised in the late 18th 

century.  Rob Roy and other cattle rustlers used the loch and one side of the loch is called “Robbers 

Way”. Ospreys have been known to nest in the castle and to fish in the loch. I visited nearby Loch an 

Eilean castle – a ruins on the loch island that is associated with the struggles of the Cumming (then 

called Comyn) clan with the Shaws, the Chattan Confederation of Clan MacKintosh , Clan Campbell, 

Clan Murray of Atholl, Clan Forbes, and others. Rothiemurchus originally belonged to the powerful 

family of the Comyns, who owned all the lands of Badenoch. “With the displacing of the Comyns is 

associated a tradition of the Calart, a wooded hill to the west of the little loch of Pityoulish. In the 

pass close to this loch one of the Shaws, called Buck Tooth, waylaid and murdered the last of the 

Comyns of Badenoch. The approach of the Comyns was signaled by an old woman seated on the top 

of the Calart engaged in rocking the tow, and Shaw, with a considerable force of his clansmen, 

sprang from his ambush and put them all to the sword. The graves of the Comyns are still pointed 

out in a hollow on the north side of the Calart, called Lag-nan— Cumineach” — Rotheimurchas, Loch 

an Eilein, Chapter 2. 

 

I stood at the entrance to Urquhart Castle in 1985.

 
 

Me outside of Urquhart Castle Ruins 
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Right: Photo of Urquhart Castle Tower I 

took on my visit there in 1985 

Another castle associated with the Clan 

very early on was Urquhart Castle on 

the shores of Loch Ness. The “Red 

Comyn” was one of the “Guardians of 

Scotland” during the 13th century and 

held the castle. The castle was held by 

the Durwards in the mid-13th century, 

but passed to the Comyns. It was taken 

in 1296 by the English, was retaken by 

the Scots, only to be recaptured by the 

English in 1303. In 1308 it was besieged 

again by the Scots, led by Robert the 

Bruce, and taken for the Scots. The 

castle held out for David II in 1333 against Edward Balliol and Edward III of England. It was captured 

in 1437 by the Earl of Ross; in 1515 by the MacDonalds; and in 1545 by the MacDonalds and Camerons. 

In 1644 the castle was sacked by Covenanters. The castle held out against the Jacobites in 1689, but 

was dismantled in 1691 when the gatehouse was destroyed with gunpowder. I stood at the entrance 

to Urquhart Castle next to Loch Ness (no; I didn’t see Nessie) and outside the ruins on my trip through 

the Cairngorms Highlands and to Inverness in 1985. 

Above: Inverlochy Castle Ruins 

Another castle that was very important to the Clan Comyn or Cumming was Inverlochy. Inverlochy 

Castle was built circa 1270-1280 by John “the Black” Comyn, Lord of Badenoch and Lochaber, and 
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chief of the Clan Comyn. It may have been built on the site of an earlier Pictish fortification and 

settlement, which the historian Hector Boece (1465-1536) records as a “city” that was destroyed 

by Vikings. When Robert the Bruce succeeded to the Scottish throne in 1306, the Comyns, his rivals 

for the crown, were dispossessed, and the castle was unoccupied for a time. 

 

Above: Photo I took of Lochindorb Castle near Grantown-on-Spey in 1985 

 

Lochindorb (from the Scottish Gaelic: Loch nan Doirb (meaning “loch of the minnows”) is a freshwater 

loch near the River Spey on the Dava Moor 6.5 miles northwest  of Grantown-on-Spey and south Forres 

in the Highland council area of Scotland. 

 

This loch is home to the ruins of Lochindorb Castle, a former stronghold of the Clan Comyn. Most 

people remember the scene in Braveheart when Sir William Wallace, recently appointed Guardian of 

Scotland, is harangued by a figure in the corner about the Comyn claim to the Scottish throne. This 

was the “Red Comyn”, later killed by Robert the Bruce. His father was the “Black Comyn”, Earl 

of Buchan, Lord of Badenoch, also a sometimes Guardian of Scotland, who died in 1302 at Lochindorb 

Castle, the island fortress on the Dava Moor. Lochindorb, controlling the route north from the River 

Spey, was one of a string of well-sited Comyn castles. Most of the clan’s 58 castles 

(including Inverlochy near Fort William, were along this route. But they the Comyns lost control, and 

when, in 1303,  Edward I (Longshanks) was in Scotland, the Black Comyn spent ten days at Lochindorb 

– enjoying the hunting and destroying castles (such as Urquhart on Loch Ness).  See Living with Clans 

and Castles by Alistair Cunningham. 
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Lochindorb is first recorded during the Wars of Independence when Sir John (‘the Black’) Comyn died 

there in 1300. I photographed Lochindorb on my trip along the River Spey through the Cairngorm 

Mountains and Eastern Highlands. 

 

Other places associated with the Cumming name number in excess of 30 castles and locations. I visited 

two others associated with the name during my visit in 1985: Castle Grant and Blair Castle. 

  

 
Castle Grant 

  

Blair Castle 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_II_Comyn,_Lord_of_Badenoch
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/River_Spey
http://www.cairngorms.co.uk/
http://www.cairngorms.co.uk/
http://www.google.com/search?q=Eastern+Highlands+of+Scotland&hl=en&prmd=imvns&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ei=c1oyUPjPIojO2wWC_ICoAw&ved=0CFEQsAQ&biw=1600&bih=703
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Castle_Grant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Castle_Grant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blair_Castle

