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                    The myths and legends of Scotland are full of
what is called "local colour". They afford us not only glimpses of
ancient times and of old habits of thought and life, but also of
the country itself at different times of the year. In the winter
season the great mountain ranges are white with snow and many
inland lochs are frozen over, but along the west coast, which is
washed by the warm surface waters of the Atlantic and bathed in
mild moist breezes from the south-west, there may be found
sheltered and sunny spots where wild flowers continue to bloom. The
old people believed that somewhere in the west the spirit of Spring
had its hiding-place, and they imagined this hiding-place to be a
green floating island on which the sun always shone and flowers
were always blooming. During the reign of Beira 1, Queen of Winter,
the spirit of Spring, they thought, was always trying to visit
Scotland, and they imagined that Beira raised the storms of January
and February to prolong her reign by keeping the grass from
growing. Beira was regarded as a hard and cruel old woman, and the
story of her exploits is the story of the weather conditions in
winter and early spring. She rouses the dangerous whirlpool of
Corryvreckan, she brings the snow, she unlooses the torrents that
cause rivers to overflow. According to folk belief, it was she who
formed the lochs and the mountains. In the days when the people had
no calendar, the various periods of good and bad weather were named
after the battles of Beira and the victories of the spirits of
sunshine and growth. Gaelic-speaking people still refer to certain
gales in February and March by their ancient names--the "whistling
wind ", the "sweeper", and so on, as set forth in the second
chapter. On the northeast coast even those fisher folks, who are
not Gaelic speakers, still tell that the fierce southwesterly gales
of early spring are caused by the storm-wife whom they call "Gentle
Annie". This Annie may be the same old deity as Black Annis of
Leicestershire and Anu of Ireland, whose name lingers in the place
name, the "Paps of Anu", a mountain group in County Kerry. In
Scotland the story of the winter goddess, Beira, has a strictly
local setting. She is, in consequence, a local deity. Bride, the
lady of summer growth, is still remembered also, and there are
beautiful Gaelic songs about her.





Other stories have likewise a local character. Those who know
the west coast will be familiar with the glorious transparency of
the hill-surrounded lochs in calm weather. When the old people saw
the waters reflecting the mountains and forests, the bare cliffs
and the bright girths of green verdure, they imagined a
"Land-under-Waves" about which they, of course, made stories. The
"Northern Lights" (aurora borealis), which are a feature of
northern winters, also stirred their imaginations. They called
these vivid and beautiful streamers "Nimble Men" and "Merry
Dancers", and believed they sometimes danced and sometimes waged
war. In the red-spotted green stones called "blood stones" they saw
the blood-drops of the wounded. When the streamers are particularly
bright a red cloud often appears below them; this the old people
called "the pool of fairy blood".





In like manner they accounted for the restlessness of the
waters of a strait between the island of Lewis and the Shant
islands by imagining that Blue Men were always swimming up and down
this haunt of theirs, trying to sink boats and ships. As the Gaelic
people have ever been great lovers of poetry, they made the Blue
Men poets, and told that they spared those seafarers who were able
to complete the half verses they shouted to them, by way of
challenge, for trial of skill. The "Blue Men" are peculiar to
Scotland, and especially to the north-western area.





In other stories we find female water spirits who wait at
fords, threatening travellers with disaster. They also could be
thwarted by those who had the necessary knowledge which made it
possible for them to secure protection.





Almost all the rivers of Scotland were abodes of goddesses,
but about many of them there are no surviving stories. The
character of a goddess was suggested by that of a river. The
goddess of the river Forth, for instance, was "the deaf or
soundless one", because the Forth is a comparatively silent river;
the goddess of the Clyde, on the other hand, was "the purifying
one", because the old people knew it: as a river which scoured the
country it passed through, and carried much mud and clay seaward
when in flood. 1





Many old stories have been lost, of course, and those which
remain are mere fragments of an ancient mythology. In different
parts of Scotland there are variations of legends, because the
local conditions are of varying character.





Readers may ask how the stories of ancient beliefs happen to
be preserved in Christian times. One reason is because they are
connected with place names; another because certain of them were
recorded centuries ago by early writers. One of the early Scottish
collectors of old legends and poems was Sir James MacGregor, Dean
of Lismore, who lived in the sixteenth century. His manuscript
volume is still in existence, and the most of it can be read
without difficulty. It is called "The Dean of Lismore's Book".





The greater number of collected legends, however, have been
taken down from reciters in recent times. In the days when there
were no books, poets and story-tellers committed their compositions
to memory. These they repeated to their students, who in turn
repeated them to others. In this way poems and stories were handed
down from generation to generation. Even in our own day it is
possible to find not a few Gaelic-speaking men and women who can
repeat compositions many thousands of words in length which they
have learned by rote. The writer knew an old woman whose stories
would have filled a volume quite as large as this one. Some of the
poems collected by the Dean of Lismore in the sixteenth century
were still repeated about a generation ago, almost word for word,
by old reciters in the Highlands, certain of whom could neither
read nor write.





Men and women able to repeat popular poems and stories have
always been greatly thought of in the Gaelic-speaking parts of
Scotland. On long, dark winter nights it is still the custom in
small villages for friends to collect in a house and hold what they
call a "ceilidh" (pronounced kay'lee). Young and old are
entertained by the reciters of old poems and legendary stories
which deal with ancient beliefs, the doings of traditional heroes
and heroines, and so on. Some sing old and new songs set to old
music or new music composed in the manner of the old. In this way
some of the ancient poems, stories, and music of the early
inhabitants of Scotland have been preserved till our own times.





The wonder tales of Scotland do not afford a very clear
indication of the attitude of worshippers towards their deities. So
far as can be gathered, they loved and admired some deities,
especially those that brought them good luck and plenty, and they
hated and feared those deities who were supposed to cause suffering
and disaster. At the same time they believed that there were
mysterious Powers, or a Power, greater than the gods and goddesses.





Beira, the winter queen, might raise storms and bring snow
and frost, but when the spring season came on she could not prevent
the grass growing or the trees budding. The Powers which caused the
seasons to change were never named; they were not even given human
attributes. When we study the customs and search through the
stories for traces of religious beliefs and practices, we find that
there were many ceremonies, some of which still survive. The old
people appear to have been greatly concerned about the earth, the
water supply, and the weather. When they took oaths they swore by
the earth. In one old story, for instance, a hero is insulted and
badly treated by his enemies. He complains to his companions.
"When", this story runs, "he rehearsed to them the tale of his
wanderings, and told of the insults and of the bad treatment he had
received, and the hardships he had endured since they had
separated, they lifted a little piece of earth and they shouted
'Vengeance'." That is, they swore by what was holiest to them. In
various parts of Scotland there are earth mounds which used to be
sacred to the old people. They held regular assemblies upon them,
at which new laws were made and law-breakers were judged. Religious
ceremonies were also performed. When Christianity was introduced,
the sacred mounds and the lands surrounding them were, in many
cases, taken over as church-lands. The Gaelic name for
"church-lands" is derived from the name of an earth goddess, and
rendered in English as "Navity" or "Navie". No doubt Beira, who was
a goddess of the mountains, lochs, and rivers, as well as of the
weather, had some connection with the earth spirit. She kept herds
of wild animals, like the Greek Artemis. At the same time she found
the "Powers", which caused the grass to grow, were opposed to her
when spring came on. The period of her reign was limited to winter,
and during winter the "Powers" favoured her.





The earth Power, or Powers, may also have had control over
the fairies who were usually clad in green, which was a
supernatural colour. It is still regarded unlucky for ladies to
wear green dresses. An old Scottish saying is:





A Graham in green

Should never be seen.





In Wales one of the names of the fairies is Y Mamau, which
means "The Mothers". It may be the fairies represent the ancient
group of "Earth Mothers" who caused the grass to grow, the corn
seeds to sprout in the earth, the trees to bud, blossom, and bear
fruit. The fairies are always represented as busy workers; they
teach human beings how to compose music and make musical
instruments, how to make implements and weapons, and so on; and
they sometimes. assist them to spin and weave, to sow seeds, to.
plough and to reap. The people made food offerings to the fairies,
who were very fond of meal. Mothers used to put meal in children's
pockets. to protect them against the fairies.





Certain animals were connected with the earth spirit or
spirits. One was the boar, and there are references in Gaelic
stories to a "green boar"' and a fierce "black boar". In the
northern and southern Highlands there long existed a prejudice
against pork, because pigs were, it seems, sacred animals. The
devil is sometimes called the "Black Pig", because the early
Christians regarded the Pagan gods as demons. Another sacred animal
was the serpent. All winter long it slept secure from storms. and
cold. When, however, Beira, the winter goddess, was overthrown, and
Bride, the goddess of growth, began her reign, the serpent came
forth from its winter abode. The people then chanted a hymn, of
which the following is a verse:--





To-day is the Day of Bride,

The serpent shall come from his hole,

I will not molest the serpent,

And the serpent will not molest me.





The serpent was sometimes called "Daughter of Ivor", and Mac
Ivors were supposed to be safe from attack by her and all other
serpents. She was also referred to as "noble queen". It is possible
she was a form of the Earth spirit in spring-time. Another verse of
a Bride's Day hymn is:--





The serpent will come from the hole

On the brown day of Bride,

Though there should be three feet of snow

On the flat surface of the ground.  1





A white serpent was supposed to give skill to physicians. A
part of the body was cooked, and he who first tasted the juice of
the serpent obtained power to cure diseases. This belief will be
found in the story about Michael Scott.





The salmon was a sacred fish, and he who likewise first
tasted the juice of a certain salmon obtained the power to foretell
events. When the first salmon grilse of the season is caught,
salmon fishers on the east coast make merry and celebrate the
event, as probably did their pagan ancestors in ancient times. On
several of the old standing stones of Scotland there are drawings
of salmon. Serpents are also depicted.





How did the old people worship the earth and other spirits?
The answer is that they made offerings to them, and performed
ceremonies to secure luck and protect themselves against attack.
Instead of prayers they used magical verses. Various charms were
repeated to cure diseases and ward off trouble. Here is an extract
from a charm against the "evil eye":--





The eye that went over,

And came back,

That reached the bone,

And reached the marrow,

I will lift from off thee--

And the King of the Elements will aid me.





The person who repeated the charm believed that the injurious
influence of the "evil eye" would be "lifted off" with the aid of
the "King of the Elements". We do not have any stories about this
god. He is often referred to, and is one of the vague Powers
without a personal name.





On "Bride's Day", the first day of the Gaelic Spring,
offerings were made to earth and sea. Milk was poured on the
ground, and the fisher people made porridge and threw it into the
sea so that the sea might yield what was sought from it--lots of
fish, and also seaweed for fertilizing the soil. In some parts of
the Hebrides the sea deity to whom the food offerings were made was
called "Shony".





It will thus be seen that the old stories are not only
interesting as stories, but are worthy of study as helping us to
know something about the beliefs of the people of olden time.





Certain stories appear to be very ancient. It is possible
that one or two have come down from the Late Stone Age, which, in
these islands, closed probably about 3000 years ago. There are
hints of very ancient beliefs, for instance, in the story about
"Finlay and the Giants". The hero obtains a magic wand which
transforms stone pillars into human beings. It was believed by the
old people that the spirit of the dead entered the stone erected
over a grave. Another story of special interest is the one about
"Heroes on the Green Isle". A princess is confined in a tower,
waiting for a hero to win her as his bride by taking her down. A
similar story is found in an ancient Egyptian papyrus. It may be
that the Scottish and Egyptian versions of this legend came from
the same source in remote times. A string of Egyptian beads has
been found in a grave near Stonehenge. It came from Egypt about
3000 years ago, along the old trade routes. If far-travelled
wanderers, or traders, brought beads, they may also have brought
some stories. The ancient Egyptians had, like the ancient folk of
Scotland, a wonder tale about a floating island which vanished
beneath the waves.





Another interesting Scottish story is "The Vision of the
Dead". The woman who acts as a nurse to a fairy child sees the
spirits of the dead cutting corn. In Egypt it was believed that the
dead were thus employed in the Paradise of Osiris, who was, among
other things, a corn god.







The gods and goddesses of Scotland were never depicted by
sculptors like the gods and goddesses of ancient Greece. They are
not therefore so well known. They would have been entirely
forgotten long ago had not the old bards sung songs about them, and
the old story-tellers composed "wonder tales", such as are retold
in this volume from fragments that survive.





Of special interest at the present time are the references in
some stories to "red moss"; that is, the red "sphagnum" which was
used to dress wounds. Apparently the ancient people knew from
experience that it had cleansing and healing properties, and
esteemed the red as superior to green sphagnum. They also used tar
water for skin troubles, and to cure diseases they used certain
herbs from which some modern-day medicines are manufactured.







  
Footnotes







10:1 Pronounced Bee'ra.





12:1 Professor W. J. Watson's Rhind lectures, 1916.





18:1 Dr. A. Carmichael's Carmina Gadelica, Vol. I, p.
169.
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Dark Beira was the mother of all the gods and goddesses in
Scotland. She was of great height and very old, and everyone feared
her. When roused to anger she was as fierce as the biting north
wind and harsh as the tempest-stricken sea. Each winter she reigned
as Queen of the Four Red Divisions of the world, and none disputed
her sway. But when the sweet spring season drew nigh, her subjects
began to rebel against her and to long for the coming of the Summer
King, Angus of the White Steed, and Bride, his beautiful queen, who
were loved by all, for they were the bringers of plenty and of
bright and happy days. It enraged Beira greatly to find her power
passing away, and she tried her utmost to prolong the winter season
by raising spring storms and sending blighting frost to kill early
flowers and keep the grass from growing.





Beira lived for hundreds and hundreds of years. The reason
she did not die of old age was because, at the beginning of every
spring, she drank the magic waters of the Well of Youth which
bubbles up in the Green Island of the West. This was a floating
island where summer was the only season, and the trees were always
bright with blossom and laden with fruit. It drifted about on the
silver tides of the blue Atlantic, and sometimes appeared off the
western coasts of Ireland and sometimes close to the Hebrides. Many
bold mariners have steered their galleys up and down the ocean,
searching for Green Island in vain. On a calm morning they might
sail past its shores and yet never know it was near at hand, for
oft-times it lay hidden in a twinkling mist. Men have caught
glimpses of it from the shore, but while they gazed on its beauties
with eyes of wonder, it vanished suddenly from sight by sinking
beneath the waves like the setting sun. Beira, however, always knew
where to find Green Island when the time came for her to visit it.





The waters of the Well of Youth are most potent when the days
begin to grow longer, and most potent of all on the first of the
lengthening days of spring. Beira always visited the island on the
night before the first lengthening day--that is, on the last night
of her reign as Queen of Winter. All alone in the darkness she sat
beside the Well of Youth, waiting for the dawn. When the first
faint beam of light appeared in the eastern sky, she drank the
water as it bubbled fresh from a crevice in the rock. It was
necessary that she should drink of this magic water before any bird
visited the well and before any dog barked. If a bird drank first,
or a dog barked ere she began to drink, dark old Beira would
crumble into dust.





As soon as Beira tasted the magic water, in silence and
alone, she began to grow young again. She left the island and,
returning to Scotland, fell into a magic sleep. When, at length,
she awoke, in bright sunshine, she rose up as a beautiful girl with
long hair yellow as buds of broom, cheeks red as rowan berries, and
blue eyes that sparkled like the summer sea in sunshine. Then she
went to and fro through Scotland, clad in a robe of green and
crowned with a chaplet of bright flowers of many hues. No fairer
goddess was to be found in all the land, save Bride, the peerless
Queen of Summer.





As each month went past, however, Beira aged quickly. She
reached full womanhood in midsummer, and when autumn came on her
brows wrinkled and her beauty began to fade. When the season of
winter returned once again, she became an old and withered hag, and
began to reign as the fierce Queen Beira.





Often on stormy nights in early winter she wandered about,
singing this sorrowful song:








O life that ebbs like the seal

  I am weary and old, I am weary and old--

Oh! how can I happy be

  All alone in the dark and the cold.





I'm the old Beira again,

  My mantle no longer is green,

I think of my beauty with pain

  And the days when another was queen.





My arms are withered and thin,

  My hair once golden is grey;

’Tis winter--my reign doth begin--

  Youth's summer has faded away.





Youth's summer and autumn have fled--

  I am weary and old, I am weary and old.

Every flower must fade and fall dead

  When the winds blow cold, when the winds blow cold.





The aged Beira was fearsome to look upon. She had only one
eye, but the sight of it was keen and sharp as ice and as swift as
the mackerel of the ocean. Her complexion was a dull, dark blue,
and this is how she sang about it:--





Why is my face so dark, so dark?

  So dark, oho! so dark, ohee!

Out in all weathers I wander alone

  In the mire, in the cold, ah me!





Her teeth were red as rust, and her locks, which lay heavily
on her shoulders, were white as an aspen covered with hoar frost.
On her head she wore a spotted mutch. 1 All her clothing was grey,
and she was never seen without her great dun-coloured shawl, which
was drawn closely round her shoulders.





It is told that in the days when the world was young Beira
saw land where there is now water and water where there is now
land.





Once a wizard spoke to her and said: "Tell me your age, O
sharp old woman."





Beira answered: "I have long ceased to count the years. But I
shall tell you what I have seen. Yonder is the seal-haunted rock of
Skerryvore in the midst of the sea. I remember when it was a
mountain surrounded by fields. I saw the fields ploughed, and the
barley that grew upon them was sharp and juicy. Yonder is a loch. I
remember when it was a small round well. In these days I was a fair
young girl, and now I am very old and frail and dark and
miserable."





It is told also that Beira let loose many rivers and formed
many lochs, sometimes willingly and sometimes against her will, and
that she also shaped many bens and glens. All the hills in
Ross-shire are said to have been made by Beira.





There was once a well on Ben Cruachan, in Argyll, from which
Beira drew water daily. Each morning at sunrise she lifted off the
slab that covered it, and each evening at sunset she laid it above
the well again. It happened that one evening she forgot to cover
the well. Then the proper order of things was disturbed. As soon as
the sun went down the water rose in great volume and streamed down
the mountain side, roaring like a tempest-swollen sea. When day
dawned, Beira found that the valley beneath was filled with water.
It was in this way that Loch Awe came to be.





Beira had another well in Inverness-shire which had to be
kept covered in like manner from sunset till sunrise. One of her
maids, whose name was Nessa, had charge of the well. It happened
that one evening the maid was late in going to the well to cover
it. When she drew near she beheld the water flowing so fast from it
that she turned away and. ran for her life. Beira watched her from
the top of Ben Nevis, which was her mountain throne, and cried:
"You have neglected your duty. Now you will run for ever and never
leave water."





The maiden was at once changed into a river, and the loch and
the river which runs from it towards the sea were named after her.
That is why the loch is called Loch Ness and the river the river
Ness.





Once a year, when the night on which she was transformed
comes round, Ness (Nessa) arises out of the river in her girl form,
and sings a sad sweet song in the pale moonlight. It is said that
her voice is clearer and more beautiful than that of any bird, and
her music more melodious than the golden harps and silvern pipes of
fairyland.





In the days when rivers broke loose and lochs were made,
Beira set herself to build the mountains of Scotland. When at work
she carried on her back a great creel filled with rocks and earth.
Sometimes as she leapt from hill to hill her creel tilted sideways,
and rocks and earth fell from it into lochs and formed islands.
Many islands are spoken of as "spillings from the creel of the big
old woman".





Beira had eight hags who were her servants. They also carried
creels, and one after the other they emptied out their creels until
a mountain was piled up nigh to the clouds.





One of the reasons why Beira made the mountains was to use
them as stepping stones; another was to provide houses for her
giant sons. Many of her sons were very quarrelsome; they fought
continually one against another. To punish those of them who
disobeyed her, Beira shut the offenders up in mountain houses, and
from these they could not escape without her permission. But this
did not keep them from fighting. Every morning they climbed to the
tops of their mountain houses and threw great boulders at one
another. That is why so many big grey boulders now lie on steep
slopes and are scattered through the valleys. Other giant sons of
Beira dwelt in deep caves. Some were horned like deer, and others
had many heads. So strong were they that they could pick up cattle
and, throwing them over their shoulders, carry them away to roast
them for their meals. Each giant son of Beira was called a Fooar. 1













It was Beira who built Ben Wyvis. She found it a hard task,
for she had to do all the work alone, her hag servants being busy
elsewhere. One day, when she had grown very weary, she stumbled and
upset her creel. All the rocks and earth it contained fell out in a
heap, and formed the mountain which is called Little Wyvis.





The only tool that Beira used was a magic hammer. When she
struck it lightly on the ground the soil became as hard as iron;
when she struck it heavily on the ground a valley was formed. After
she had built up a mountain, she gave it its special form by
splintering the rocks with her hammer. If she had made all the
hills of the same shape, she would not have been able to recognize
one from another.





After the mountains were all formed, Beira took great delight
in wandering between them and over them. She was always followed by
wild animals. The foxes barked with delight when they beheld her,
wolves howled to greet her, and eagles shrieked with joy in
mid-air. Beira had great herds and flocks to which she gave her
protection-nimble-footed deer, high-horned cattle, shaggy grey
goats, black swine, and sheep that had snow-white fleeces. She
charmed her deer against the huntsmen, and when she visited a deer
forest she helped them to escape from the hunters. During early
winter she milked the hinds on the tops of mountains, but when the
winds rose so high that the froth was blown from the milking pails,
she drove the hinds down to the valleys. The froth was frozen on
the crests of high hills, and lay there snow-white and beautiful.
When the winter torrents began to pour down the mountain sides,
leaping from ledge to ledge, the people said: "Beira is milking her
shaggy goats, and streams of milk are pouring down over high
rocks."





Beira washed her great shawl in the sea, for there was no
lake big enough for the purpose. The part she chose for her washing
is the strait between the western islands of Jura and Scarba.
Beira's "washing-pot" is the whirlpool, there called Corry-vreckan.
It was so named because the son of a Scottish king, named Breckan,
was drowned in it, his boat having been upset by the waves raised
by Beira.





Three days before the Queen of Winter began her work her hag
servants made ready the water for her, and the Corry could then be
heard snorting and fuming for twenty miles around. On the fourth
day Beira threw her shawl into the whirlpool, and tramped it with
her feet until the edge of the Corry overflowed with foam. When she
had finished her washing she laid her shawl on the mountains to
dry, and as soon as she lifted it up, all the mountains of Scotland
were white with snow to signify that the great Queen had begun her
reign.





Now, the meaning of this story is that Beira is the spirit of
winter. She grows older and fiercer as the weeks go past, until at
length her strength is spent. Then she renews her youth, so that
she may live through the summer and autumn and begin to reign once
again. The ancient people of Scotland saw that during early winter
torrents poured down from the hills, and in this Beira fable they
expressed their belief that the torrents were let loose by the
Winter Queen, and that the lochs were, at the beginning, formed by
the torrents that sprang from magic wells. They saw great boulders
lying on hillsides and in valleys, and accounted for their presence
in these places by telling how they were flung from mountain tops
by the giant sons of Beira.





In the next chapter the story will be told of the coming of
Angus and Bride, the King and Queen of Summer and Plenty, and of
the stormy conflicts waged during the closing weeks of winter and
the early weeks of spring between Beira and Angus-the-Ever-Young,
who comes from the fabled Green Isle of the West-the land of
eternal summer and perpetual youth.







  
Footnotes







25:1 The old Scottish name for a woman's cap.





29:1 Pronounced Foo'ar. The Anglo-Irish rendering is
"Fomorian", but the Irish Fomorians are different from the
Scottish.
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