HISTORY OF THE MURRAY SURNAME

With a rich and varied history, members of Clan Murray have many reasons to be proud of the Clan’s heritage and its contributions to Irish and Scottish history. Murray is a common
surname throughout Scotland and Ireland; in fact, it’s still one of the top 20 names in Ireland.

Murray was first used by the Picts of ancient Scotland, and some people point to research that makes the Murrays
descendants of MacAngus de Moravia, the first Earl of Murray and a descendant of King Duncan of Scotland, who reigned from 1034 to 1040 AD.

Frequent and repeated translations of the name from Gaelic to English resulted in a wide range of inaccuracies - Murray, MacMurray, McMurray, Murrey, Moray, Morey, Morrey, Morry, Murry, MacMhuirich (Gaelic), and others.

The Scottish surname, Murray or MacMurray, by some accounts, comes from the Moray region in the northeast. Moray, in 10th Century Gaelic, translated to “settlement by the sea.” In Gaelic, Moray is actually pronounced “Murray.”

The earliest recorded ancestor of the Murrays was Freskin, a Flemish warrior who obtained a large grant of land in Strathbrock in Lothian, south of Edinburgh, from King David I, who reigned from 1123 to 1153. Freskin also received land in Morayshire in 1130. 

Freskin was either descended from the first earl or married into the royal family of Moray, as did his grandson, William, who married the heiress of the Bothwells in Lanarkshire. His sons founded many other houses, including the Murrays of Tullibardine, later the Dukes of Atholl and Chiefs of Clan Murray.

I am related to Clan Murray through Freskin and the Bothwell link; my wife is related through the Tullibardine link and is a distant cousin of Bruce Murray, 12th Earl of Tullibardine and current Clan Chief.

Other Freskin descendants married into families that ultimately became Earls in Clan Sutherland and Clan Douglas in the early 13th Century.

The first recorded spelling of the name Murray was found in 1203, when William de Moravia was a witness at the Abbey of Holyrood during the reign of King William “The Lion” of Scotland, who reigned from 1165 to 1214. Moravia was the Latin version of Moray.

In Ireland, Murray is thought to date from early times. The name probably comes from O Muireachaidh, or “descendant of the seaman.” The most prominent family with the name was that of Donogh O’Murry, based in the Roscommon-Galway region of Ireland, part of the Ui Maine tribe. 

Another family named Murray was found in the Barony of Carbery in Cork, and Mac Muireachaidh, anglicized as Murray and MacMorrow, was found in County Leitrim and County Down.

Mac Giolla Mhuire, “son of the servant of Mary,” another County Down name, has sometimes been anglicized as Murray, as well as Macllmurray and Gilmore. 

Siol Muiredhaigh (pronounced Sheel Murray) was also a territorial and dynastic name for clans descended from Muireadhach Muilleathan (Murray “the Longheaded”), who died around 700. 
The name Muiredhaigh (“lord” or “master”) was a fairly common personal name in “The Annals of the Four Masters.”

As Irish Murrays were losing their lands, Scottish Murrays were stepping in. The Murrays of Broughton obtained a plantation grant in Donegal in 1610, but remained absentee landlords for the most
part. The Murray name was becoming established in Ulster through Protestant immigrants, and the Catholics followed suit, settling in County Wicklow, especially after the Scottish defeat at the Battle of Culloden in 1746. The Ulster Murrays are thought to account for the vast majority of Murrays who eventually emigrated to Canada and the United States as part of the Scots-Irish Migration.

Names change spelling for many reasons, some good, some bad. Some changes are simply errors, some come about by the
translation from one language to another, some are simplifications or modernizations, to name just a few. Brick walls appear in your research if you don’t consider all the possibilities. Currently, there is a one-name study of Murray and its variations on Wikitree.com. and includes over 23,000 individual profiles for the surname Murray, and thousands of others for variations of the name.
