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			Introduction

			 

			 

			With its battle-scarred past, a long and romantic history, and the incomparable majesty of its wild peaks and mysterious lochs, Scotland has as great a claim on the traveller’s imagination as anywhere in the world.

			The Scots know it, too, and beyond its natural glories will proudly tell of their countrymen who invented Tarmac, the telephone and television. They’ll tell visitors how it was a Scot who discovered penicillin, a Scot who came up with the idea for the Bank of England, and a Scot who established the BBC as the institution it is today.

			But even they know only half the story. How many remember the Scottish factory where cars used to be built ‘by ladies for ladies’, for example, or knew that punters enjoying the show at Glasgow’s Britannia Panopticon – Britain’s oldest surviving music hall – used to keep warm by filling their pockets with horse dung, which, once cold, would be hurled at performers who failed to please?

			Do they know about the Edinburgh car dealer’s son who first drove a car to the top of Ben Nevis back in 1911? Why a Clydeside shipbuilder built a yacht shaped like a fish for a Russian Tsarina who didn’t like boats? Or why once a year the queen likes to pull on a pair of rubber gloves during her stay at Balmoral, and why the Scottish football team used to dress in pink and primrose?

			The truth is, it’s not just the lochs that are mysterious in Scotland. If you’ve ever wondered what the 17th-century Scottish linguist meant when he spoke about ‘anfractuosities’ and ‘cathetobasall’, or how much the newly crowned Edward VII enjoyed smashing to pieces his mother’s collection of china statues of John Brown, or why the Duke of Hamilton had his feet cut off, then this book is for you. 

			In it you’ll find the answers to questions even the Scots themselves don’t ask. Which Scottish city council has a stated policy to extend a ‘warm and peaceful’ welcome to visitors from outer space. The location of the world’s oldest indoor loo. Or how much it costs to strangle and burn a witch. It’s all here, from the country’s ugliest building to its oddest jobs, from the most unsavoury-sounding wig to the most famous village that never existed. Bizarre Scotland celebrates the great country like never before – and it’s all true.

			 

			David Long, October 2014
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			Royal Scotland
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			‘I feel a sort of reverence in going over these scenes in this most beautiful country, which I am proud to call my own, where there was such devoted loyalty to the family of my ancestors – for Stuart blood is in my veins . . .’

			Queen Victoria’s journal entry in 1873

			For years the royal family’s most vociferous opponent was a Scot, the staunch republican and MP for Fife Willie Hamilton (1917–2000). But in spite of this, thanks to Balmoral, Gordonstoun and a love of reeling, Britain’s first family has long had strong links north of the border, and the Scots seem on the whole to love having them come to stay.

			When in Scotland

			Travelling in Scotland, as heir to the throne, the Prince of Wales is correctly referred to as the Duke of Rothesay or, in Gaelic, Diùc Baile Bhòid. The title refers to a Scottish Act of Parliament that was passed in 1469 but refers quite specifically to ‘the first-born Prince of the King of Scots for ever’. In theory this means that if a Prince of Wales were to die before succeeding to the throne his heir would not be entitled to the same courtesy.

			The sovereign has also resorted to a number of aliases when moving through her realm. For a while Queen Victoria called herself the Countess of Balmoral in the mistaken belief that in this way she could travel incognito (the Countess of Lancaster was another favourite disguise) while Edward VII occasionally made a similarly unsuccessful bid to hide behind the moniker ‘Charles Renfrew’.

			As a pupil at Gordonstoun, Prince Philip once signed his name as the Earl of Baldwin when asked by a tourist for his autograph. His youngest son was also known as Earl during his time at the school – from his initials Edward Anthony Richard Louis – but then nicknamed ‘Jaws’ when he was fitted with braces for his teeth. Prince Andrew’s nickname at the school was ‘The Sniggerer’, and Prince Charles’s ‘School Guardian’ as he was headboy. (Quite a naughty one, though: in 1963 the newspapers revealed he had been caught in a pub in Stornoway ordering a glass of cherry brandy.)

			Maintaining the nicety of treating Scotland as a genuinely separate country, the last of the Hanoverians, King William IV (1765–1837), technically succeeded to four distinct thrones. On the death of his brother, and as the oldest person ever to succeed as a British sovereign, he became William I of Hanover, William II of Ireland, William III of Scotland and William IV of England. 

			Welcomed into the world at her grandparents’ Glamis Castle in 1930, HRH Princess Margaret was the first royal in direct line to the throne to have been born in Scotland for 300 years. She also owes her marriage to a Scot because it was at the 1956 wedding of her friend Colin Tennant, 3rd Baron Glenconner (see Aristocratic Scotland), that she first spotted the official photographer, Anthony Armstrong-Jones, whom subsequently she married.

			Dressing the Part

			In 1822, on the first royal visit north of the border since the ’45 Rebellion, George IV lifted the longstanding ban on the playing of bagpipes and truly entered into the spirit by dressing head to foot in tartan. Unfortunately no one pointed out that he had his kilt on back-to-front. (At the start of the same visit Sir Walter Scott had seized a goblet from which the king had been drinking and vowed it would forever remain in his family, an heirloom to mark this historic occasion. Unfortunately, according to Thackeray, he had ‘clapped the precious glass in his pocket [then] sat down on it and broke it when he got home’.)

			On a visit to Balmoral some thirty years later Queen Victoria was reportedly not amused to witness the young Lord Claud Hamilton (then aged ten) turning somersaults in his own kilt and in the process demonstrating the traditional Highland habit of wearing nothing underneath.

			Funnily enough her ancestor George III had had a similar shock, once shouting when at a levee, ‘Keep the ladies at the back, keep them at the back,’ when a respectful Scottish colonel’s deep bow caused his kilt to ride up. And when William IV wore one on his first visit to Scotland, and expressed concern that it was perhaps a little short, a tactful lady courtier assured him that ‘As your Majesty stays so short a time in Scotland the more we see of you the better.’ 

			He might have been fooled, but the queen wouldn’t have been: in the 1960s when Princess Anne suggested she try a mini­skirt she dismissed the suggestion, saying she was ‘not a film star’. Then again, and I know this is hard to imagine, in 1969 she did agree to dress up as a beatnik (for a Come-as-a-Beatnik Ball at Balmoral) and around the same time her brother-in-law Lord Snowdon was spotted in the village of Ballater wearing tweed knickerbockers and a ‘brown velvet anorak’. 

			George VI also went through a tartan phase, ordering not one but two tartan dinner jackets in February 1950. Pictures of him wearing them very rarely come to light, suggesting His Majesty had been stung by the words of the po-faced Tatler editor Mr John Taylor, who decided ‘not to make any comment. Presumably it is intended for wear in private only.’

			Life at Balmoral

			
					
•	Describing it as her ‘pretty castle in the old Scotch style’, Queen Victoria purchased the Balmoral estate for her beloved Prince Albert after unexpectedly inheriting around half a million pounds in 1852 from someone she had never met and of whom she had never previously heard.

					
•	The money came from John Camden Neild, an eccentric and slightly reclusive figure who lived on the Thames at Chelsea. Despite being worth perhaps £40 million at current values Neild would routinely hitch rides on carters’ wagons rather than pay a coach fare into London, and never cleaned his clothes for fear this would wear them out. He made occasional bequests during his lifetime but frugality was very much his watchword, and on his death he left his entire fortune to his sovereign, ‘begging for Her Majesty’s most gracious acceptance of the same, for her sole use and benefit, and her heirs, &c’.

					
•	Since then most of those heirs and their families have loved the place as much as she did, but Edward VII was a notable exception and memorably described it as ‘the Highland Barn of 1,000 draughts’. He wasn’t mad about Sandringham either (calling it ‘Dickens in a Cartier setting’) but the Queen is very happy at Balmoral, although curiously she is reported to have said that at Sandringham she feels ‘a great deal more remote from London than at Balmoral’.

					
•	The 42,000-acre estate is very much a holiday home, and so high jinks are only to be expected. Practical jokes played on visitors to Scotland have included apple pie beds (organised by Diana, Princess of Wales) and everything between guests’ sheets from dried peas to dead birds and even a live lobster, which Edward VII was wont to slip in.

					
•	Years later his son George V banned alcohol from Balmoral for the duration of the Great War, although it was well known at the time that when he left the table saying he needed to ‘attend to a small matter of business’ he was actually sneaking off to his study for a glass of port. The traditional shooting was also largely curtailed during the war years, the only game shot being for the benefit of local farmers, servants and the sick.

					
•	Ordinarily if unusually, His Majesty drank a single malt with his dinner. Princess Margaret did this too, probably because she liked neither white wine nor champagne. Albeit diluted, whisky also forms part of the traditional shooting lunch at Balmoral, where each ‘piece’ comprises a fairly modest bill of fare of a stuffed roll, an apple and a slice of plum pudding.

					
•	Today when the queen or her family is en route to Balmoral special arrangements are made with National Air Traffic Services (NATS). These ensure that a strip of sky ten miles wide is cleared of all other aircraft on the route from London to Aberdeen. A similar arrangement was made between London and Caithness when the queen mother visited her Castle of Mey. (Arriving by helicopter she once observed that ‘the chopper has transformed my life – even more than it transformed Anne Boleyn’s’.) Designated Purple Air Ways, these strips must be avoided by all civil and military aircraft for a period of half an hour before members of the royal family are scheduled to travel. 

					
•	Grey with red and black overchecks, the sett of the Balmoral tartan was invented by Prince Albert in 1853 and is said to echo the appearance of the rough-hewn granite of Royal Deeside. It is worn by HM Queen and members of the royal family can wear it only with her express permission. Her personal piper is also permitted to wear it but estate workers and ghillies are not, and instead sport the Balmoral tweed. 

			

			What They Like Doing at Balmoral . . .

			There’s a nine-hole golf course on the estate and a cricket pitch, but for a while the Duke of Edinburgh liked nothing more than to dig. The lake at Balmoral was excavated by him personally using a bulldozer on loan from the Army. 

			Briefly the royal household also used to enjoy American-style toasted triple-decker sandwiches. These had been introduced to Balmoral by Mrs Wallis Simpson during a visit to the castle in 1936.

			Favourite television viewing at Balmoral has traditionally included Dad’s Army and Brideshead Revisited (for the queen and the late queen mum); Fawlty Towers (Prince Andrew); and Edward and Mrs Simpson and David Attenborough’s Life on Earth (Prince Charles). 

			The queen is also a big fan of the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine, and is known to have watched it many times. Performances of the national anthem on television are said to have irritated the queen mother greatly, however. She would always insist the set be switched off immediately, telling those assembled, ‘Unless one is there it is embarrassing, like hearing the Lord’s Prayer while playing canasta.’

			Apparently the queen also likes to wash the dishes at Balmoral, but only once a year, in private, after a family barbecue, with no one else drying or putting away.

			. . . And What They Don’t Like Doing at Balmoral

			At one point during her long reign Queen Victoria ordered ‘No Smoking’ notices to be posted around the place, to the irritation of several of her guests. In the event only one of these chose to ignore the decree. King Albert of Saxony decided after two days of painful abstinence to light a cigar on the grounds that, as a monarch himself, he was entitled to make up his own rules.

			Queen Victoria couldn’t bear coal fires and insisted on wood ones, although as often as not she would refuse to have these lit – or even have them put out – when she felt that a particular room was ‘quite warm enough’. The music of Handel was also banned, and once the ladies had retired after dinner the gentlemen were rarely allowed more than a few minutes to enjoy their port and manly chatter before rejoining their wives.

			George V refused to allow his son, the future Edward VIII, to enter into the spirit of the place, and on hearing him practising with a set of bagpipes advised him not to do it again. ‘Leave this art to the Highlanders,’ he said. ‘They know what they’re doing.’ 

			While it is unlikely that many people get away with telling the queen what to do, Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother once asked her daughter (who had just requested another glass of wine), ‘Is that wise? You know you have to reign all afternoon.’

			The queen mother also preferred lady guests at Balmoral not to wear trousers and, never wearing them herself, would pull waders on over a skirt when out fly-fishing. Meanwhile her daughter, while happy to be seen out on the grouse moor – of which the royal family owns many thousands of acres around Balmoral, Birkhall and Glen Doll – never eats the birds themselves, nor snails or oysters.

			Bad Manners in the Borders

			In a rare public gaffe, Queen Mary praised the appearance of a new park she had been asked to open in Glasgow but then complained to a local councillor, ‘What a shame about all the houses around it.’

			Stalking near Balmoral George V, though a keen shot, missed a relatively easy stag. Clearly irritated, he ordered the stalker to ‘take this damned rifle away and never let me see it again’. To his surprise the Scotsman replied, telling the king, ‘Your Majesty, don’t waste your breath damning the rifle. It was a very bad shot.’

			The Scottish politician the 5th Earl of Rosebery was similarly ticked off by Edward VII. After he presented himself at court in a suit rather than dress uniform, the king affected to believe the former prime minister was an American. (George V inherited the same stickiness for correct form and used to insist his children wore white tie and their Garter stars even when the family was dining alone.)

			Well known not to suffer fools at all, let alone gladly, as a young showjumper in Ayrshire in 1972 Princess Anne snapped at a television cameraman, ‘Don’t you think I’ve got enough problems without you?’

			Prince Philip has also put his foot in it occasionally. In the 1960s, whilst speaking to members of the Scottish Women’s Institute, he surprised them by declaring, ‘You know, British women can’t cook. They are very good at decorating food and making it attractive. But they have a complete inability to cook.’

			In the 1930s when George V met the novelist John Buchan (aka the 1st Lord Tweedsmuir) he admitted he didn’t read a great deal but had very much enjoyed Buchan’s popular classic The Thirty-Nine Steps. Unfortunately Queen Mary followed this up by telling him that the king didn’t have much time for reading at all ‘and when he does I’m afraid he reads the most awful rubbish’.

			It wasn’t unknown for King George to attempt to put guests at their ease, however. When one of them broke wind at dinner one evening he was quick to kick a nearby dog whilst growling at it, ‘Filthy brute’. Unfortunately the dog was made of porcelain, and shattered into tiny fragments.

			The Affair of John Brown

			Queen Victoria showed rather more grace when out walking with her faithful manservant, John Brown. After a few too many Brown stumbled and tripped over. Rather than telling him off for being drunk, Her Majesty ignored the obvious and instead said that she too had felt the ground shake from a presumed earth tremor.

			One feels her son might have been rather more censorious. No fan of Brown’s, on the death of his mother the new King Edward VII lost no time in smashing all the commemorative statuettes of Brown he could lay his hands on. (He was also presumably instrumental in persuading his mother not to publish a small book she had written, although he was unable to prevent her from printing a number of copies of The Biography of John Brown at her own expense.)

			More Retail than Regal

			Woolworths was never awarded the Royal Warrant for rendering goods or services, but in 1939 the future Queen Elizabeth II, then a teenager, bought all her Christmas presents from a branch of the store in Aberdeen.

			Another royal retail connection: in the 1980s Princess Diana’s mother, the Hon. Frances Shand Kydd, owned a small news­agent and tobacconist’s in the coastal town of Oban. (In fact there are a few of these: Princess Michael’s mother had a dress shop in Sydney, Australia, and both Angus Ogilvy and Anthony Armstrong-Jones worked as waiters before marrying their princesses.)

			Even more surprisingly, perhaps, in the 1950s the queen mother organised a fête in the grounds of Crathie Church near Balmoral and insisted that various family members – including her daughter – run one of the stalls during the afternoon. 

			In Closing: What Scotland Means to Them

			Queen Victoria called it her ‘loved and blessed land’ and, as a nod to ancient Scottish superstitions, forbade any of her children from marrying in May for fear it would bring them bad luck.

			Queen Alexandra once made the mistake of comparing Scotland unfavourably with Ireland, which she thought ‘far more beautiful’. Queen Mary was more sensitive, and seeking a way to describe the stunning scenery of Norway eventually settled on a description of ‘a mixture of Scotland and Switzerland’.

			One of the Queen’s particular favourites is reportedly Scottish country dancing, although in her youth she was also very good at tap and learned to do the Twist. Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother was also a great fan of the fishing here, and something of an expert. Well into her old age she was still landing twenty-pounders each season at Balmoral.

			Of course, she was a Scot herself, and as a girl the young Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon had enjoyed dressing up in the nursery at Glamis Castle. Insisting family members call her ‘Princess Elizabeth’ even then, and with a dressing-up chest that included genuine Tudor clothes, she soon became known for her sharp wit and shrewdness. Neither was ever better displayed than in a brief cable from London to her father when she ran out of funds: ‘SOS,’ it read: ‘LSD RSVP.’

			(Glamis Castle is also the only place where our present sovereign has been known to say anything even remotely controversial about religion. As a young girl staying at with her grandparents Princess Elizabeth was told by a visiting cleric that he would send her a book as a present. To this the future Defender of the Faith told him, ‘Not about God. I know all about him already.’)

			And Finally: A Corner of a Field which is Forever Scotland

			Despite their love for the country only two members of the British royal family have been buried in Scotland. Edward VII’s granddaughter, HRH Princess Arthur of Connaught, was cremated in 1959 and had her ashes interred at the chapel of Mar Lodge in Braemar together with those of her son, the 2nd Duke of Connaught, who had predeceased her.
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			Natural Scotland
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			‘Your country consists of two things, stone and water. There is, indeed, a little earth above the stone in some places, but a very little; and the stone is always appearing. It is like a man in rags; the naked skin is still peeping out.’

			Samuel Johnson, quoted in James Boswell’s Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides

			Johnson, of course, was the exception, and it’s a sad man who can’t appreciate Scotland’s beauty and quite outstanding nat­ural heritage. The novelist Elizabeth Smart came closer when she described ‘a glorious riot of colour blazing red across the moors and gleaming every shade of gold in the forests of sheltered glens. Those achingly beautiful images would be painted again and again across the hills and in the shivering waters of the mountain tarns.’

			Scotland’s Top Ten Rare Mammals

			
					
•	Despite the name common seals are much, much rarer than grey ones, with approximately 83,000 examples of Phoca vitulina living in Europe, compared with around 400,000 Halichoerus grypus (an unfortunate name for the poor grey, which translates as ‘hook-nosed sea pig’). These days around a third of Europe’s Common Seals live in Scottish waters, and it is illegal to harass one without a licence.

					
•	Sika deer were introduced to the British Isles from the Orient during the reign of Queen Victoria. Even now it is thought that every living example running wild in Scotland is descended from a single stag and three hinds that were acquired in 1860 by Mervyn Wingfield, 7th Viscount Powerscourt, for his deer park at Enniskerry in Ireland.

					
•	It is illegal to harm or obstruct a pipistrelle bat, but one wonders why anyone would risk injuring such a helpful beast. Each one consumes approximately 3,000 of those pesky Highland midges every single night.

					
•	Although the name badger is thought to be derived from the French word bêcheur (meaning digger), the animal is sufficiently at home here in Scotland for a family group to be known as a clan.

					
•	The sovereign enjoys an ancient right entitling her to claim any sperm whale that washes up on the Scottish shore. Even so, when a forty five-foot specimen was found dead at Portobello beach in Edinburgh in January 2014 it was unceremoniously towed away and dumped on a landfill site.

					
•	Scotland’s most famous otter – the star of Gavin Maxwell’s Ring of Bright Water – was actually an immigrant. Though raised by the author on ‘Camusfeàrna’ (in reality one of the Sandaig Islands in the Sound of Sleat), Mijbil was born in the marshes of Iraq. Subsequently identified by staff at London Zoo as a representative of a hitherto unknown species, she was given the Latin name Lutrogale perspicillata maxwelli. This hugely annoyed Maxwell’s fellow author and erstwhile friend Wilfred Thesiger, who had actually found the beast in the first place. The film of the book was shot mainly around Seil Island in the Firth of Lorne and Argyll.

					
•	Pine martens, those cute-looking but ferocious cat-sized members of the weasel family, generally live in woodlands but have been known to move in with human families (usually, thank goodness, preferring the roof space). Adept at catching squirrels on the fly, they are sufficiently sure-footed to chase one at speed through the upper branches of trees.

					
•	That said, the red squirrel, Scotland’s beleaguered native, has much to thank the pine marten for. Research published in 2013 seems to indicate that the latter kills proportionately more grey squirrels than red ones. Because of this it is thought to be a major factor in the recent revival of the threatened native species in areas such as Pitlochry and Aberfeldy in Perthshire and in the Trossachs.

					
•	Frequently mistaken for rats – Ratty in Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows is actually a European water vole – this shy little rodent is a rarity in Scotland despite the female’s ability to give birth to a new litter every twenty-two days. Able to swim fifty feet underwater on a single breath, they cleverly kick up mud from the riverbed to provide a squid-like cloud to obscure their precise whereabouts when spotted by a hungry otter.

					
•	The last surviving feline species to be found living in the wild in Britain, the Scottish wildcat – aka the Highland Tiger – can hear whilst asleep and has eyesight reckoned to be seven times more acute than a human’s. Able to run at 30 mph, and pound for pound as strong as an actual tiger, they make lousy pets even when hand-raised from a kitten.

			

			
SCOTLAND’S FIRST METEORITE

			. . . Or at least the first one we know about. This fell before lunch on 5 April 1804, landing in a disused quarry at High Possil, a suburb of Glasgow. More than 200 years later it is something of a rarity as only three other meteorites have since been recorded in Scotland.* 

			According to a report in the Herald and Advertiser a little over three weeks later, three men working nearby ‘were alarmed with a singular noise, which continued, they say, for about two minutes, seeming to proceed from the south-east to the north-west. At first, it appeared to resemble four reports from the firing of cannon, afterwards, the sound of a bell, or rather of a gong, with a violently whizzing noise; and lastly they heard a sound, as if some hard body struck, with very great force, the surface of the earth.’

			A ‘misty commotion’ having been observed in the atmosphere – a cause of considerable concern in more religious times than our own – it took several days to locate all the fragments that had fallen to earth, and sadly the largest of these was then discarded and is now lost. Others found their way to the Hunterian Museum at the University of Glasgow, enabling the meteorite to be identified as being of a common type – classified as a L6 olivine-hypersthene chondrite – but containing minerals only found very rarely on the Earth. 

			*Two more fell in Perthshire (1830 and 1917) and a third near Glenrothes on Speyside. The latter was found as recently as 1998 but presumed to have fallen much earlier, as it was heavily weathered. Four is not many, but given that more than 600 square miles of Scotland are made up of freshwater lakes and lochs the chances are that one or two have sunk without trace.

			

			Scotland’s Top Ten Rare Birds

			
					
•	In June 2013 birders from all over the UK travelled to the Western Isles to see a rare example of the white-throated needle­tail. For some reason the bird, which breeds in China and winters in Australasia, had been spotted on Harris. Said to be the fastest bird in the world in level flight, this one was unfortunately killed almost as soon as it arrived after flying into the blades of a supposedly environmentally friendly wind turbine.

					
•	The fear of something similar happening to another uncommon visitor ­the same year was enough to halt the development of a massive wind farm on Shetland. A thirty-acre site had been earmarked for more than 100 turbines, but the project was canned when a high court judge learned that it was an important breeding ground for the graceful whimbrel. 

					
•	Once widespread across Britain but killed in vast numbers by fisherman who like to use its feathers for making trout flies, the dotterel is now reduced to as few as fifty breeding pairs. In summer this member of the plover family was seen only on Cairngorm mountain tops, the males taking the usual female role of sitting on the eggs and raising the young. It was the bird’s singular misfortune to be a great favourite of James VI, who shot them in huge numbers.

					
•	One of the reasons you don’t see a golden eagle very often is that each breeding pair (they are impressively monogamous) requires a vast territory of 60–70 square miles of largely empty countryside. Also, in a dive they can fly at 150 mph, which is more than enough to outrun someone peering through binoculars or reaching for a cameraphone.

					
•	There are a great many rarities that make landfall on the north-east coast of Scotland or Shetland. Seen in Britain on only three occasions, the Isabelline wheatear has made it to Scotland just once, when an example of this Tanzanian relative of the thrush somehow turned up in Aberdeen.

					
•	Clearly numerous during the Iron Age, and a popular dish to set before kings in centuries past, the common crane was more or less eaten to extinction during the Middle Ages. Recently the birds have returned to these shores, however, and at the last count there were seventeen breeding pairs in Great Britain. These include one in north-east Scotland, which has produced two chicks, but the RSPB is refusing to say more on the grounds that the birds ‘don’t like to mix it with humans’.

					
•	Huge, delicious and sedentary – a bad combination for any animal that spends most of its time on the ground (just ask the dodo) – the capercaillie became extinct in Britain in 1785. Since being reintroduced several times since 1837 the grouse’s fat cousin has unsurprisingly found itself back on the red list for species at risk.

					
•	Another potential victim of green technologies, the black-throated diver is so poor at walking that it needs to nest at the water’s edge so it can shuffle around on its belly. Until recently this ruled out several lochs used to power hydroelectric schemes in the north-west (where the water’s edge moves back and forth as the level fluctuates) but now special floating ‘islands’ have been created to help out the hapless creatures.

					
•	An example of the splendidly named Ascension frigatebird, so-called for its breeding ground on the rocky slopes of Boatswain Bird Island just off Ascension Island in the tropical Atlantic, was found dying on Tiree in 1953. Sixty years later a juvenile of the same species made its way to Bowmore on Islay, but presumably only after being blown off course, as its preferred diet consists of turtles.

					
•	A rare visitor to Shetland and the Cairngorms, the snowy owl hasn’t bred in Scotland since the 1970s. This may be because even the worst winters here are a bit too warm, the owl’s thick plumage and heavily feathered feet being better adapted to life many miles north of the Arctic Circle. An adult will happily consume smaller owls whole and as many as 1,800 lemmings in a year, and is intelligent enough to follow traplines in search of mammals to eat if it can’t be bothered to hunt.

			

			Arguably more impressive than any of this lot, however, is ‘Lady’, Britain’s oldest breeding osprey, who in 2014 returned to the Loch of the Lowes reserve near Dunkeld in Perthshire for the twenty-fourth year in succession. Thought to be twenty-nine years old, making her the world’s oldest known breeding raptor, at the time of writing she had just laid her 69th egg before flying back to Africa for the winter months, leaving her partner to feed the chicks.

			
SCOTLAND’S WORST-EVER WEATHER

			Although recent experience suggests there is more to come – as when houses in Footdee in Aberdeen were blanketed by a foot-thick creamy-white layer of foam in September 2012 (actually a wind-whipped mixture of sand and water) – Scotland can lay claim to several unenviable UK weather records. These include:

			The coldest temperature ever recorded in the British Isles was at Altnaharra in Sutherland where the mercury dipped to minus 27.2°C on 30 December 1995.

			On 26 June 1953 at Eskdalemuir in Dumfriesshire more than three inches (actually 80 mm) of rain fell in a single half hour.

			For rainfall over a 24-hour period the record goes to Sloy Main Adit (Argyll and Bute), which on 17 January 1974 received a 238-mm soaking, an astonishing nine inches or more.

			At Fraserburgh in Aberdeenshire on 13 February 1989 the highest recorded windspeed reached 142 mph, but that was only at low level. The official absolute windspeed record was recorded higher up on Cairn Gorm above Aviemore. On 20 March 1986 the wind reached an incredible 173 mph.

			(Unofficially Shetland beat it with a recorded speed of 177 mph back in 1962, but this could actually be correct as it was recorded by professionals, at RAF Saxa Vord.)

			And the good stuff? Well, it does happen. The aforementioned Tiree in Argyll and Bute notched up a record sunshine total of 329.1 hours during the course of May 1975, barely fifty hours behind the south coast of the so-called English Riviera.

			

			Stop Press: New Species Always Welcome in Scotland, Says Man

			In 2013, in a response to a bizarre Freedom of Information request from a member of the public, Glasgow City Council confirmed that it would welcome contact from extra-terrestrial species, assuring new arrivals of a ‘warm and peaceful’ reception.

			A spokesman for the local authority admitted that there were no specific plans in place to organise such a welcome, saying this was because ‘the general consensus . . . is that contact is most likely to be made through radio communication, since faster-than-light travel remains in the realms of fiction and it would take an improbably long time to travel between the stars at sub-light speed. As the council does not own or control any radio telescopes we do not expect to pick up any signals from space.’

			He was keen to stress, however, that the city is a vibrant and exciting place to visit, although the fact that it covers just 0.00003% of the earth’s surface means that statistically it is highly unlikely to be chosen as a landing spot even if alien intelligence is sufficiently advanced to allow an attempt to drop in actually to be made.

			
THE DEADLY GULF OF CORRYVRECKAN

			In Gaelic the name of the narrow strait between the Hebridean islands of Jura and Scarba – Coire Bhreacain – describes a ‘cauldron of the speckled seas’. It’s an apt name for what is officially the world’s third largest natural whirlpool, with waves of up to thirty feet high. As such it is subject to numerous Admiralty warnings. According to the Scotsman newspaper the Royal Navy considers it to be unnavigable by vessels, but no mention is made of one-legged swimmers, which perhaps explains why Bill Dunn, a local farmer and George Orwell’s disabled brother-in-law, once dived in to become the first person ever to swim across it.

			

			Skye’s McDino

			While dinosaur bones and fossils are nowhere exactly common, people have been unearthing them for centuries, but never, it seems, in Scotland. Not until 1982, anyway, when a footprint from an ornithopod was found on the Isle of Skye, and then again in 1994 when a possible cetiosaurus (or whale-lizard) femur was found on the same island. At this rate, according to Dr Neil Clark, a palaeontologist at the Hunterian Museum in Glasgow, it will take Scotland’s fossil hunters ‘over 200 years to collect a complete dinosaur’.

			For anyone interested Skye is definitely the place to look, however. The island’s famous Kilt rocks are middle-Jurassic or approximately 165 million years old, and already lucky amateurs have found bones from a ceratosaur, a bird-like carnivore, and a creature similar to a stegosaurus, and several more footprints. Unfortunately the richest seams are buried beneath a hard volcanic layer, 100 feet thick in places, meaning that even now, millions of years after the creatures died out, the only practical way to find a fossil is to sit tight and wait for the rock to wear away so that it falls out.

			
LOCH NESS MONSTER: FACT OR FICTION?

			A unique survivor of a species of long-lived plesiosaur, Britain’s own bigfoot or just a harmful mix of hoax and wishful thinking? In truth neither the locals nor Scotland’s tourist chiefs know any more about Nessie than the rest of us, and they probably prefer not to pry too deeply anyway for fear of killing the monster that lays the golden eggs.

			If the beast does exist, it’s certainly chosen the right place to hide. Loch Morar might be a bit deeper at its deepest point, Loch Lomond has a greater surface area and Loch Awe is indeed slightly longer. But Loch Ness has the greatest average depth and that means by far the greatest volume of water in which to hide. In fact, it is the largest loch by such a margin that at approximately ten trillion gallons (or nearly one and three-quarter cubic miles) it holds almost twice as much water as every lake in England and Wales put together.

			The first supposed sighting of the not-so-wee beastie might have been as early as the 6th century; the first snap was taken in 1933; and in 1975 the naturalist Sir Peter Scott claimed to have found something huge in the deep waters. Unfortunately the name he gave it, Nessiteras rhombopteryx, was quickly outed as an anagram of ‘Monster hoax by Sir Peter S’, since which time the absence of any physical remains – and the fact that sonar has mapped every inch of the loch bottom and found nothing – has led the scientific community to dismiss the existence of a creature, let alone a whole colony.

			Needless to say, this has had no impact whatsoever on the Nessie legend, nor prevented several rival lochs from coming up with cryptids of their own. At the last count nearly a dozen of them – Arkaig, Awe, Linnhe, Lochy, Lomond, Maree, Morar, Oich, Quoich, Shiel and Suainaval – were being promoted as the watery homes of unlikely beasts. The best bet is that most of these are giant eels, or entirely made up.

			

			Nature’s Larder

			In January 2013 seagulls wheeling over St Cyrus in Aberdeenshire were reportedly thrilled when four massive barrel-shaped pieces of lard drifted onto the beach at the local nature reserve. Incredibly, the lard was around seventy years old, the cargo of a merchantman sunk off the east coast by enemy action during the Second World War. Over the years the barrels have rotted away, and every few years the occasional big storm washes the brilliant white lard onto the coast. In the 1940s and 1950s the locals would collect it and boil it up to get the sand out, and apparently it still smells fresh beneath the barnacles. But these days no one seems prepared to risk eating any, except the gulls and the odd dog out walking with its owner.

			Scotland’s Biggest Natural-born Killer

			The smallest wee beasties are frequently the deadliest, which is why according to some estimates half of all the people who have ever lived died of one mosquito-borne ailment or another. Close behind this comes the flea, in particular the Oriental rat variety Xenopsylla cheopis, which is credited with wreaking havoc across Europe in the mid-1300s. 

			At initial reports of what came to be known as the Black Death the Scots were delighted to hear about the carnage down south – ‘the foule deth that Ynglessh men dyene upon’ – and, smugly assuming it was a heavenly judgment on their enemies, decided to take advantage.

			As they began planning an invasion from the forests of Selkirk, however, it rapidly became apparent that this creature was to be no respecter of boundaries. By 1350 the flea and the related pesti­lence were well established north of the border as well as south of it, one chronicler describing ‘a strange and unwonted kind of death, in so much as the flesh of the sick was somehow puffed out and swollen, and they dragged out their earthly life for barely two days’. Precisely how many Scots it killed is unclear, but it was probably around 200,000 out of a population of one million. Possibly thanks to the cold weather this was only about half the likely mortality rate experienced in England over the same period, but it was still a devastating blow, and sufficient to make it the worst calamity ever to strike the Scottish people. So much for that tiny little flea . . .

			
THE REAL TOP TEN PEAKS

			Much is made of Ben Nevis, and with good reason, but Scotland boasts not just the tallest peak in Britain but more than fifty of the tallest. As the following list shows, Snowdon falls well short of Scotland’s top ten, at just over 3,500 feet, and England’s Scafell Pike is hardly worth a mention at 3,209 feet.
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