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F. Marian McNeill


(b. Orkney 1885, d. Edinburgh 1973)




‘I can still recall vividly, the moorland path leading to a certain snug little croft, the clumps of foxgloves and purple thistles, the scent of heather and bog myrtle . . . the warm greeting at the door, the pungent odour of peats burning on the wide open hearth, the delectable nutty smell of oatcakes . . . toasting on the girdle, the singing of the kettle, the straw-backed Orkney chairs . . . the table spread with homely cottage fare. All this had a charm for me that was lacking in the Kirkwall drawing rooms with their Victorian furniture, in spite of their superior tea-table delicacies.


—from ‘An Orkney Childhood’ by F. Marian McNeill.1





This croft scene from Florence (Floss) Marian McNeill’s childhood took place in the district of Holm, a part of Orkney inhabited by crofters, farmers and fishermen: sensible, kindly, hard-working folk whose way of life was cooperative, not competitive. Human values were rated above commercial ones as they toiled under the great arch of sky, in the clean-cutting wind, among the austere beauty of those treeless islands and the ceaseless sounding of the sea.2 It was in this distinctive island culture—by a happy turn of fortune—that her roots were formed.


Her father, Daniel, was a Gaelic-speaking Highlander from Argyll, a medical doctor as well as Holm’s Free Church minister. He had been en route for missionary service when he met her mother, Jessie Jane Dewar, on Orkney. She had come from Fochabers to keep house for her brother, a doctor at St Margaret’s Hope, and was from a Lowland line of bonnet lairds, lawyers and ministers. Her parents were another happy turn of fortune.


The large manse looked out on a stunning panorama of islands and sea: wild gales in winter contrasting with opalescent summer nights when sunset merged into dawn. To feed their large family—they had six daughters and six sons, Floss was their eighth child—they farmed twenty acres of fertile croft-land. They grew oats for the porridge-pot and girdle and vegetables for the kail-pot; kept cows and goats for milk, cheese and butter; and hens for eggs. They had a boat for fishing and a pony and gig for trips into Kirkwall.


Their lifestyle, like the rest of the people in Holm, depended on daily frugality, diverted by seasonal and festive good things. Her mother did the scrimping and saving. She had a special concern for the emancipation of women in education and politics. Floss describes her as ‘a woman of unusual strength and sweetness of character, with intellectual and social skills which caused some of her friends to say she was “lost” in an obscure Orkney parish—an opinion she did not share.’1 Her father also had an exceptional intellect and ‘imbued his children with Gaelic lore and song as well as liberal theology’.2 She describes him as ‘a typical West Highlander—warm-hearted, impulsive, hospitable, full of vitality, [and] many-sided in his interests.’3 The manse was well stocked with books of all kinds. Economies were made on everything but the children’s education and the manse’s hospitality.


On social evenings, when her father’s fine fiddle playing, singing, and storytelling were the highlight of the night, drinking and eating went hand in hand with hospitality. Along with others, who had inherited an oral Celtic tradition, he was concerned that it would fall into oblivion in this century of industrial revolution, as country people flocked to the towns for work and lost touch with their roots. He believed that there was a cohesive force in folk culture, and heritage, which should be used to define the identity of small countries like Scotland.


Also part of the manse family life was the children’s nurse, Beenie (Bella Bremner), whose own family were steeped in generations of Orkney folklore and fairytales. On wild winter nights when the wind howled in the chimney pots, the children would gather, transfixed by Beenie’s stories as she sat in her high-backed, straw-woven Orkney chair by the kitchen’s glowing peat fire. There might be drama and intrigue in a Norse saga, or a trip into the mysterious Otherworld inhabited by trolls, fairies, witches and mermaids. ‘We lived,’ says Floss, ‘in an eerie borderland between the seen and the unseen worlds, and, Manse bairns and all as we were, duly trained in the Shorter Catechism . . . we had (like most Scots, I fancy) more than a dash of the pagan beneath our Presbyterian veneer.’1


In a writing career of almost fifty years, this childhood would influence much of her work. Firstly a history of Iona and a novel, then The Scots Kitchen, which was followed by a book on Scottish drinking customs and hospitality,2 and later by four volumes on Scottish folklore, and national and local festivals.3 Her heart and imagination often turned to Orkney for inspiration and renewal. When she was seventy-four, on a trip back to Holm, she went to the lonely, surf-washed graveyard by the sea where her parents were buried: ‘Dusk was gathering as I lingered there, and I reflected that as a child I should have been terrified to be alone at that hour in such a place. But now I felt no fear at all, not even grief, but only gratitude for all I owed my parents and my home.’4


Her mother died, aged forty-eight, in 1897, when Floss was twelve. Her elder sister, Charlotte (Hattie) was twenty-two and had been prepared, by her dying mother, to manage the family when she was gone.


Most of the children were educated in Orkney, and then finished their education, as Floss did, in Glasgow, France and Germany. She went to Glasgow University to study for an arts degree in 1904. Then there was a period of travel which she describes as a ‘sort of gaberlunzie’5 lifestyle: a hint that making money was not one of her top priorities. She taught English in France and Germany; lived for a while in Greece; was an organiser in the suffragette movement; became a social worker in London; and organised a Peacemakers’ Pilgrimage from Wales to London.


Some of the people she met during this period express something of her character: ‘I do like to get your letters with that spirit of ‘go’ in them.6 ‘You have upon you that subtle thing which I call “fineness”. It is an atmosphere, a rareness, something indefinable which I value and which is touched with the quality of poetry and romance.’1


Despite the loss of her mother at such an early age, she had become a highly motivated, socially aware, independent and attractive young woman with a special quality, but still in search of a purpose in life. She was one of the first women to take an equal place with men in politics and education. Her older sister, Mary, became a missionary doctor in Uganda, and her younger sister, Leila, a professor of English in America. Sadly, many of these young women would soon be caught up in the 1914–18 War. For Floss, two much-loved brothers, Pat and Willie, were lost, as well as a close male friend, all of which resulted in her emotional breakdown at the end of the war.


By this time, however, she had met and become close friends with some established Scottish writers living, like her, in London. She was especially close to Catherine Carswell and Willa Muir (wife of Orkney poet Edwin Muir) who were very supportive during this difficult time.2 It was a turning point in her life, for she no longer, it seems, had the stamina to organise peace marches and the like. Instead, she began writing a novel, loosely based on her childhood and her years in Glasgow and London. The story has an unhappy romantic ending followed by an epilogue, a poignant and healing return to her father’s West Highland roots. She called it The Road Home.3


Candid criticism in letters from writer friends was not encouraging. They thought the book was too concerned with ideas and lacking creative imagination.4 It was 1928, she was forty-three, unmarried, and had moved from trendy London to live with her sisters in Edinburgh where she would stay for the rest of her life, though she continued to travel a lot. Not abroad but in Scotland, visiting friends, and friends of friends; always collecting, from local museums and libraries, as well as from old people with long memories, the original material which would make her books unique.


Iona: History of an Island was published in 1925;1 her novel in 1932. She never wrote fiction again. She was, in any case, moving in a different direction as a freelance journalist. Her spirit of ‘go’ had returned. She set about founding the Clan McNeill Society and was involved with the early Scottish Nationalist movement, becoming Vice President in the 1930s. In her next book she would investigate ‘the pageant of Scottish history . . . shadowed in the kitchen’.2


Among the six McNeill sisters there were better cooks and bakers than Floss. But she had that spirit of ‘go’ to take up her father’s concern for the preservation of Scotland’s culture and heritage. She also had an instinctive curiosity about food, even as a young child starting school.


‘We used to take pieces to school,’ she recalls in a conversation with folk historian, Ernest Marwick, on a visit to Orkney in 1962, ‘and I would have a carvie biscuit, which the other children used to think rather exotic. I remember one little girl used to bring a kind of oatmeal gingerbread which she called broonie. And we used to exchange sometimes. I was so intrigued with this that I asked her one day: “What’s in it?” So I collected my very first recipe.’


‘And so that,’ said Marwick, ‘was perhaps the genesis of The Scots Kitchen?’


‘It was,’ she replied. ‘I wish I’d known as much then as I know now, I could have collected so much.’3


In a lifetime of collecting so much more than just recipes, she also had an eye for authenticity as well as a critical palate.4 She was certainly able, as her young heroine, Morag, in The Road Home was able, ‘[to] tell you the specialities of each farm and cottage where she went to tea, and could warn you against those goodwives whose scones were stodgy, whose butter tasted of turnips, or who let their tea infuse too long.’5


She was among the first generation of university-educated women with the confidence and insight to take a practical subject, like food and cooking, and look at it from other angles besides the recipe alone. Her approach was fresh and original. She sets the scene: the people from the past speak to us. The recipes she chooses are rooted in a place and time according to social class, food resources, inventiveness and skills. They have defining features of nationhood which she traces in poems, ballads, rhymes, stories and quotes from other writers. She pioneers a new way of writing about a nation’s food and creates an inspiring and rich resource for all time.


Scotland’s first published cookery book, in 1726,1 was in the simple form of tried-and-tested family recipes. This was followed by more comprehensive books, claiming to be complete systems of cookery. Meanwhile, England was about a century ahead of Scotland, so it was English cookery books of the 1600s which were the first to be bought by upper-class Scots. By the time Scottish publishing had caught up, popular editions of the English Mrs Glasse2 had been in circulation in Scotland for decades.


Scottish cookery books, when they do become popular, copy from English books. They also frequently ignore, possibly for class reasons, those clearly Scottish national dishes which all classes were eating. Elizabeth Cleland’s popular New and Easy Method of Cookery (1755) took many recipes from English books,3 yet failed to give a recipe for the distinctive Scotch haggis, with its sheep’s pluck, oatmeal and onions, which Burns was about to immortalise as Scotland’s national dish and which English cookery books described as the Scotch haggis.


All this was evidence, to people like Sir Walter Scott, that there was a ‘melting and dissolving of Scotland’s manners and character into those of England.’5 Until the publication of The Cook and Housewife’s Manual by Mistress Margaret (Meg) Dods in 1826,6 no Scottish cookery writer had thought of taking up the cause of Scotland’s national dishes. There was every chance that—as Scott predicted1— the nation’s most popular everyday dishes, by failing to appear in print, were in danger of falling into oblivion. But Meg Dods has four haggis recipes, including the Burns haggis, as well as a whole collection of ‘Scottish National Dishes’. It is these recipes which become ‘the nucleus’2 of The Scots Kitchen.


Even before Floss came back to Scotland, her personal commitment to the Scottish cause, both cultural and political, had been developing in London. With her return, it was intensified. The interwar literary revival movement, known as the Scottish Renaissance,3 was in full swing when The Scots Kitchen was first published. The mood of the country was particularly receptive to her revolt against ‘this age of standardization’.4 Leading figures expressed their approval.


‘What a book! It is a real treasure from cover to cover. I do wish you could follow it up with one about the local festivals.’5


‘I think your Scots Kitchen is a masterpiece. It will surely survive in the great . . . library of . . . Scotland’s works of all time.’6


‘It is a rare pleasure to come across such a very competent piece of work in a world that is producing sloppy books at a terrific rate.’7


Did Floss ever imagine that her Scots Kitchen was a treasure, or a masterpiece, or that it would ‘survive for all time’? Almost certainly not. She would have been uncomfortable with such superlatives, though she may have been quietly pleased that a literary critic thought it a ‘very competent piece of work’.
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Note on Using the Recipes


The Format


Since many recipes are historical they have been written in pre-Mrs Beeton (1861) format, so the ingredients and quantities are given through the method and it appears as a paragraph.


A slight variation is that though there is a list of ingredients at the beginning of the recipe, the quantities are omitted.


The Quantities


Sometimes the recipes which have been taken from early cookery books do not give exact quantities for everything. This was fairly common in the 17–1800s when it was assumed that cooks—once they had mastered the skills of the kitchen—would have a rough idea of how much to use. Besides, they were not expected to follow a recipe slavishly. The idea was that cooks would use the recipe for inspiration, then take off and experiment in their own style. The exception to this is in baking, where precise quantities, temperatures and timings are essential. Here, quantities and timings are almost always given, though not always the exact temperatures. (See temperature chart below.) Some recipes have been collected from women who never measured with scales but would use a cup, or a handful, of this or that, and these terms sometimes appear in the recipes. They may also have had a coal-fired oven with no thermometer, so sometimes there is not a precise temperature. Some recipes, like Orkney Broonie (p.248), have had their measurements, temperatures and timings tested and worked out, though the quantities in the original recipe were just given as a ‘peedie’ bit of this and that. A few other traditional recipes, like Rutherglen Sour Cakes (p.223) have not been tested and worked out, but just say ‘a certain quantity of . . .’ so then it’s up to your imagination.


To Use


To get the best from the recipes, look up other books if you need more basic information, then use the ideas in these recipes as the starting point for a cooking adventure into the past. Though they are proof of Scotland’s fascinating culinary history, they are also practical recipes which have the potential to inspire future cooks to make them their own.


Oven Temperatures






	Gas Mark


	Fahrenheit


	Celsius


	Description







	¼


	225


	110


	Very cool







	½


	250


	130


	Cool







	1


	275


	140


	Very low







	2


	300


	150


	Very low (‘slow’)







	3


	325


	170


	Very moderate







	4


	350


	180


	Moderate







	5


	375


	190


	Moderately hot (‘fairly hot’)







	6


	400


	200


	Hot







	7


	425


	220


	Hot (‘good’ or ‘quick’)







	8


	450


	230


	Very Hot







	9


	475


	250


	Very hot








Fan ovens: as the heat is circulated evenly making the oven a little hotter, the cooking time should be reduced by about 10 minutes in every hour.


Measurement


1 teaspoon = 5ml


1 tablespoon = 15ml


1 gill = ¼ pint (150ml)


1 quart = 2 pints (1.2L)


Measuring based on the American Cup


¼ cup = 2fl oz or 60ml


1/3 cup = 2½ fl oz or 80ml


½ cup = 4fl oz or 125ml


1 cup = 8fl oz or 250ml


Conversion Imperial/Metric


Always use either Metric or Imperial—do not mix the two






	Weight


	Volume







	½ oz (15g)


	½ fl oz (15ml)







	1oz (25g)


	1fl oz (25ml)







	2oz (50g)


	2fl oz (50ml)







	3oz (75g)


	3fl oz approx or 2½ fl oz exact (75ml)







	4oz (125g)


	3fl oz approx or 3½ fl oz exact (100ml)







	5oz (150g)


	4fl oz (125ml)







	6oz (175g)


	5fl oz – ¼ pt (150ml)







	7oz (200g)


	6fl oz (175ml)







	8oz (225g)


	7fl oz (200ml)







	8oz approx or 9oz exact (250g)


	8fl oz approx or 9fl oz exact (250ml)







	9oz approx or 9½ oz exact 275g)


	10fl oz – ½ pt (300ml)







	10oz approx or 10½ oz exact (300g)


	11fl oz (325ml)







	11oz approx or 11½ oz exact (325g)


	12fl oz (350ml)







	12oz (350g)


	14fl oz (400ml)







	13oz (375g)


	15fl oz – ¾ pt (425ml)







	14oz (400g)


	16fl oz (450ml)







	15oz (425g)


	17fl oz (475ml)







	16oz (450g)


	20fl oz approx or 18fl oz exact (500ml)







	16oz approx or 1lb 2oz exact (500g)


	20fl oz – 1 pt (600ml)







	1lb 5oz (600g)


	2 pt approx or 1¾ pt exact (1L)







	1lb 10oz (750g)


	2pt (1.2L)







	2lb approx or 2lb 4oz exact (1kg)


	3½ pt (2L)







	5lb (2.25kg)


	5¼ pt (3L)
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION



The object of this book is not to provide a complete compendium of Scottish Cookery, ancient or modern—for many of the dishes prepared in the Scots kitchen are common to the British Isles; some, indeed, to Europe—but rather to preserve the recipes of our old national dishes, many of which, in this age of standardization, are in danger of falling into an undeserved oblivion. Recipes available in contemporary Scottish cookery books are as a rule omitted, unless hallowed by age or sentiment.


All parts of the country, from the Shetlands to the Borders, have been levied, and all types of kitchen, from Old Holyrood to island sheiling. A few of the simple folk recipes collected in Orkney and the Hebrides have, I believe, never before been published.


In the preliminary sketch, I have tried to show how from the earliest times— through the period of romantic semi-savagery in the Highlands, the period of cosmopolitan elegance (Edinburgh’s golden age) in the days of the Auld Alliance, the sober kail-and-brose period that succeeded the Reformation, and on to modern times—the pageant of Scottish history is shadowed in the kitchen.


In Scotland today, as perhaps the world over, there is of good home cooking less and less. The old women say there is neither the variety there used to be, nor the respect for quality. But we may rest confident that out of the domestic travail through which our women folk are now passing there will emerge a new delight in the home, and, not least, in the kitchen.


‘Lean gu dlùth ri cliù do shinnsre,’ says the Gaelic proverb: Let us follow in the brave path of our ancestors.


Edinburgh, 1929


F. M. McNeill.










PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION



By a happy paradox, the more the peoples of the world draw together in amity, the less do they desire assimilation in a common culture. Standardization is, in fact, the antithesis of culture, which consists in those subtle differences, those nuances, which give colour and character to every aspect of the national life. It is right and desirable that in the arts and sciences, in products and manufactures, the nations should borrow freely from one another and thus share in the general progress of the human race; but it is no less right and desirable that each should cherish its distinctive traditions and customs, as evidence not of antiquarian zeal, but of a healthy national sentiment.


Needless to say, food and drink form an important part of a nation’s heritage, and the opportunity to enjoy the national and regional dishes of the country one is visiting gives an added zest to travelling abroad. There is, in fact, nothing more wearisome to the palate than an unrelieved diet based on la haute cuisine. The people who have lived for generations in a particular region may be depended upon to deal wisely and interestingly with the products of that region.


The Scot does not take to high sophistication in cookery (or in anything else) but he is wise to follow his instinct in using the simplest methods in dealing with foodstuffs of the first quality, with which his national larder is so well endowed. An unspoiled palate appreciates the essential flavour of the meat, fish or vegetable that is so easily destroyed by any but the most subtle seasoning.


‘Up to the middle of the last century,’ writes that distinguished dietician, Lord Boyd Orr, ‘the people of Scotland were eating natural foodstuffs. With the introduction of machinery . . . natural foodstuffs have been changed into artificial foodstuffs, with the very substances purified away that the Almighty put there to keep us in perfect health.’


In our modern civilization, it is true, such methods of food preservation as canning and refrigeration are undoubtedly a boon, even a necessity—at least to city-dwellers; but it should be borne in mind that canned or frozen foods are always, or nearly always, a second-best to foodstuffs that come straight from the soil or the sea, since they lack the ‘subtle elements of freshness’ that are the basis of sound nutrition.


Since this book was first published I have garnered a good deal more about the history and traditions of the Scots kitchen, and this material, together with a number of new recipes, I have incorporated in the revised edition.


Edinburgh, 1963


F. M. McNeill.
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AN
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I


INTRODUCTORY: INSTITUTION OF THE CLEIKUM CLUB


‘Man,’ said Mr. Peregrine Touchwood, ‘is a cooking animal.’


The occasion was a memorable one—none other than the institution of the celebrated Cleikum Club at the old Border Inn presided over by Meg Dods1 and immortalized by Sir Walter Scott in St. Ronan’s Well. This red-letter day in the annals of Scottish gastronomy is commemorated in the introduction to The Cook and Housewife’s Manual, by Mistress Margaret Dods (Edinburgh, 1826),2 a work not unworthy to be placed alongside its French contemporary, Brillat-Savarin’s Physiologie du Goût. After the catastrophe which befell the ancient and honourable house of St. Ronan’s, our friend Mr. Touchwood, more commonly styled the Cleikum Nabob, was, it appears, in some danger of falling into hypochondria— ‘vulgarly, fidgets, a malady to which bachelor gentlemen in easy circumstances, when turned of fifty, are thought to be peculiarly liable’—but evaded the disaster by the happy thought of founding a club of gastronomes. In addition to the founder, ‘who understood and loved good cheer’, the club included Mr. Winterblossom, ‘an old coxcomb, but deep in the mystery’; Dr. Redgill, an English divine who chanced to be taking the waters at St. Ronan’s,1 and who, ‘like a true churchman, had a strong leaning to dishes as they are’; Mr. Jekyl, a young life-guardsman who had served in the Peninsula, had ‘French theory’ in the affairs of the kitchen, and was ‘to the full as flighty and speculative as the Doctor was dogmatic’; and lastly, on Meg’s recommendation, Mr. Matthew Stechy, ‘St. Ronan’s auld butler, that kept the first hottle in Glasgow’. Mrs. Dods herself was elected ‘high priestess of the mysteries’. The Nabob explains his design to Dr. Redgill: ‘“To this ancient hostel now—you will scarce believe it—have been confined scores of admirable receipts in cookery, ever since the jolly friars flourished down in the monastery yonder:




The Monks of Melrose made fat brose
On Fridays, when they fasted.





You remember the old stave, Doctor?”


‘The doctor remembered no such things. His attention was given to more substantial doctrine. “Sir, I should not be surprised if they possessed the original receipt—a local one, too, I am told—for dressing the red trout,1 in this hereditary house of entertainment.”


‘“Never doubt it, man—claret, butter, and spiceries. Zounds, I have eat of it till— It makes my mouth water yet. As the French adage goes, ‘Give your trout a bottle of good wine, a lump of butter, and spice, and tell me how you like him’. Excellent trout in this very house—got in the Friar’s cast, man—the best reach of the mere. Let them alone for that. These jolly monks knew something of the mystery. Their warm, sunny old orchards still produce the best fruit in the country. You English gentlemen never saw the Grey-gudewife pear. Look out here, sir. The Abbot’s Haugh yonder—the richest carse-land and fattest beeves in the country. Their very names are genial and smack of milk and honey! But there comes a brother of the reformed order, whom I have never yet been able to teach the difference between Béchamel and buttermilk, though he understands ten languages. Dr. Redgill— give me leave to present you to my friend, Mr. Josiah Cargill, the minister of this parish.2 I have been telling my friend that the Reformation has thrown the science of cookery three centuries back in this corner of the island. Popery and made dishes, eh, Mr. Cargill?—Episcopacy, roast beef, and plum-pudding—and what is left to Presbytery but its lang-kail, its brose, and mashlum bannocks?”


‘“So I have heard,” replied Mr. Cargill; “very wholesome food indeed.”


‘“Wholesome food, sir! Why, your wits are wool-gathering. There is not a barefoot monk, sir, of the most beggarly abstemious order but can give you some pretty notions of tossing up a fricassee or an omelet, or of mixing an olio. Scotland has absolutely retrograded in gastronomy. Yet she saw a better day, the memory of which is savoury in our nostrils yet, Doctor. In old Jacobite families, and in the neighbourhood of decayed monasteries—in such houses as this, for instance, where long succeeding generations have followed the trade of victuallers—a few relics may still be found. It is for this reason I fix my scene of experiment at the Cleikum,3 and choose my notable hostess as high priestess of the mysteries.”’


The choice was justified.


‘The dinner was served punctual to the second; for Meg and the Nabob, though they did not quite agree in harmony, always agreed in time: a true gourmand dinner; no sumptuous feast of twenty dishes in the dead-thraw, but a few well-chosen and well-suited—each relieving each—the boils done to a popple, the roast to a turn, the stews to the nick of time.1 First came the soup—the hare soup; Meg called it rabbit-soup, as this was close-time.


‘“Sir, if you please,” replied the doctor, bowing to the tureen, and sipping his heated Madeira, as he answered the inquiry of the Nabob, if he would take soup, “as our great moralist, Dr. Johnson, said of your Scotch barley-broth, ‘Sir, I have eat of it, and shall be happy to do so again.”’


‘Stewed red trout, for which the house was celebrated; a fat, short-legged, thick-rumped pullet, braised and served with rice and mushroom sauce; a Scotch dish of venison-collops; and though last, not least in the doctor’s good love, one of the young pigs, killed since his adventure in the sty: these formed the dinner. And all were neatly dished—the whole in keeping that would have done honour to the best city-tavern in London. “Sir, I say city-tavern,” said Redgill; “for I humbly conceive that, in all save flimsy show, business is best understood in the city, however finely they may talk the matter at the West End.”’


Cranberry-tart and a copious libation of rich plain cream concluded one of the most satisfactory dinners Dr. Redgill had ever made in his life, and the racy flavour of Meg’s old claret completed the conquest of his affections.


After ‘much smacking of green seals and red seals’, much ‘cracking of nuts and of jokes’, ‘to conclude the entertainment, the Nabob produced a single bottle of choice Burgundy, Mont Rachet; and a special bumper was dedicated to the newcomer. Coffee, four years kept, but only one hour roasted, was prepared by the Nabob’s own hands—coffee which he himself had brought from Mocha, and now made in a coffee-pot of Parisian invention patronized by Napoleon.


‘The meal concluded, the Nabob wiped his mouth with his ample Bandana and proceeded:


‘“Gentlemen, Man is a cooking animal; and in whatever situation he is found, it may be assumed as an axiom, that his progress in civilization has kept exact pace with the degree of refinement he may have attained in the science of gastronomy. From the hairy man of the woods, gentlemen, digging his roots with his claws, to the refined banquet of the Greek, or the sumptuous entertainment of the Roman; from the ferocious hunter, gnawing the half-broiled bloody collop, torn from the still-reeking carcass, to the modern gourmet, apportioning his ingredients and blending his essences, the chain is complete!


‘“First, we have the brutalized digger of roots; then the sly entrapper of the finny tribes; and next the fierce, foul feeder, devouring his ensnared prey, fat, blood, and muscle!”


‘“What a style o’ language!” whispered Mistress Dods. “But I maun look after the scouring o’ the kettles.”


‘“The next age of cookery, gentlemen, may be called the pastoral, as the last was that of the hunter. Here we have simple, mild broths, seasoned, perhaps, with the herbs of the field, decoctions of pulse, barley-cake, and the kid seethed in milk. I pass over the ages of Rome and Greece, and confine myself to the Gothic and Celtic tribes, among whom gradually emerged what I shall call the chivalrous or feudal age of cookery—the wild boar roasted whole, the stately crane, the lordly swan, the full-plumaged peacock, borne into the feudal hall by troops of vassals, to the flourish of trumpets, warlike instruments, marrow-bones, and cleavers.”1


‘“Bravo!” cried Jekyl.


‘“Cookery as a domestic art, contributing to the comfort and luxury of private life, had made considerable progress in England before the Reformation; which event threw it back some centuries. . . . Gastronomy, violently expelled from monasteries and colleges, found no fitting sanctuary either in the riotous household of the jolly Cavalier, or in the gloomy abode of the lank, pinched-visaged Roundhead, the latter, as the poet has it, eager to




. . . fall out with mince-meat and disparage
His best and dearest friend, plum-porridge,





the former broaching his hogshead of October beer, and roasting a whole ox, in the exercise of a hospitality far more liberal than elegant.


‘“But, gentlemen, in our seats of learning the genial spark was still secretly cherished. Oxford watched over the culinary flame with zeal proportioned to the importance of the trust! From this altar were rekindled the culinary fires of Episcopal palaces, which had smouldered for a time; and Gastronomy once more raised her parsley-wreathed front in Britain, and daily gained an increase of devoted, if not yet enlightened worshippers.”’


An extended correspondence, we learn, was arranged by the Club “with well-known amateur gourmands, as well as practical cooks, and also with those clubs, provincial and metropolitan, of which the eating, rather than the erudite preparation of dishes, has hitherto been the leading business’.


Not only Scotland, but Ireland, England, and Wales were levied, and several continental countries as well. The later editions of the Manual contain over twelve hundred recipes. The unique feature of the work, however, is the section on Scottish National Dishes, and the sixty (or thereabouts) recipes it contains form the nucleus of the present collection.





______________________________


1. Lockhart, in his Life of Scott, tells us that Scott borrowed the name from Mrs. Margaret Dods, at whose little inn at Howgate, among the Moorfoots, with Will Clark, and John Irving, and George Abercrombie, he often spent a night during a fishing excursion in their student days. When the novel was published, Clark met Scott in the street and observed, ‘That’s an odd name; surely I’ve met with it somewhere before.” Scott smilingly replied, ‘Don’t you remember Howgate?’


The name alone, however, was taken from the Howgate hostess. According to a well-known Peebles tradition, supported by William Chambers, Miss Marian Ritchie was the true original of the termagant landlady of the ‘Cleikum Inn’, which, as the ‘Cross Keys’, still exists. Meg appears to have been a caricature of Miss Ritchie, but the characteristics, though exaggerated, are said to agree, in the main. Marian’s Bible, punch-bowl, etc., are still preserved in Peebles.—F.M.McN.


2. ‘The individual who has so ingeniously personated Meg Dods is evidently no ordinary writer, and the book is really most excellent miscellaneous reading. Here we have twenty or thirty grave, sober, instructive, business-like pages right on end, without one particle of wit whatever; then comes as many more, sprinkled with facetiae—and then half a dozen of broad mirth and merriment. This alternation of grave and gay is exceedingly agreeable—something in the style of Blackwood’s Magazine.’—Christopher North, in Blackwood’s Magazine, June, 1826.


‘We have no hesitation in saying that if the humorous introduction is not written by Sir Walter Scott, the author of it possesses a singular talent of mimicking his best comic manner, and has presented us with an imitation of the great novelist, as remarkable for its fidelity, facility, and cleverness as anything in the Rejected Addresses.’—The Monthly Review.


Whether or not Scott had a hand in it, the book was actually compiled by Mrs. Isobel Christian Johnston, the wife of an Edinburgh publisher, the author of The Edinburgh Tales and other works, and in after years the editor of Tait’s Magazine.


‘Her sense of humour and power of delineating character are shown in her stories and sketches in Tait, and a good example of her ready wit has been told by Mr. Alexander Russell, editor of the Scotsman. On a visit to Altrive, Mrs. Johnston and her party were kindly received by the Ettrick Shepherd, who did the honours of the district, and among other places took them to a Fairy Well, from which he drew a glass of sparkling water. Handing it to the lady, the bard of Kilmeny said, “Hae, Mrs. Johnston, ony merrit wummin wha drinks a tumbler o’ this will hae twuns in a twalmont.” “In that case, Mr. Hogg,” said the lady, “I shall only take half a tumbler”.’—Sir Walter Scott: Journal, Vol. I, Note.


Mrs. Johnston was born in Fife in 1781 and died in 1857.


1. St. Ronan’s is in fact Innerleithen, in the county of Peebles. Innerleithen had a Spa, known as the Doos’ Well, from the flocks of pigeons who made it their haunt. ‘The publication of Scott’s novel ushered in the period of its greatest glory, and visitors were further attracted by an annual festival established by an association known as the St. Ronan’s Border Club. Among those who countenanced, or took part in the proceedings, were Scott and Adam Ferguson, Christopher North and the Ettrick Shepherd, Sheriff Glassford Bell and others.’—W. S. Crockett: The Scott Originals.


1. See p. 130.


2. The original of Josiah Cargill was the Rev. Alexander Duncan, D.D., the minister of Scott’s Smailholm boyhood. See The Scott Originals, by W. S. Crockett.


3. The name Cleikum derives from the legend of St. Ronan, a seventh-century monk, whose method of dealing with the evil and ignorance of his time was symbolically displayed on the sign hung over the doorway of ‘Meg Dods’s’ establishment, where the saint is represented with his crook ‘cleeking* the De’il by the hind leg’. A ceremony in celebration of the saint is performed annually by the schoolboys of Innerleithen.—F. M. McN.


*Catching as by a hook.


1. ‘The Nabob: The Scots may, or did fail in a grand dinner, Doctor—no doubt of it; but as a nation they manage better than most of their neighbours.’—Annals of the Cleikum Club (incorporated in the Introduction and Notes to Meg Dods’s Manual of Cookery).


1.




The spousal rites were ended soon;


’T was now the merry hour of noon,


And in the lofty arched hall


Was spread the gorgeous festival.


Steward and squire, with heedful haste,


Marshalled the rank of every guest;


Pages, with ready blade, were there,


The mighty meal to carve and share;


O’er capon, heron-shew, and crane,


And princely peacock’s gilded train,


And o’er the boar-head, garnished brave,


And cygnet from St. Mary’s wave;*


O’er ptarmigan and venison


The priest had spoke his benison.


—Scott: The Lay of the Last Minstrel.


* St. Mary’s Loch, at the head of the Yarrow.





“The peacock, it is well known, was considered during the times of chivalry, not merelv as an exquisite delicacy, but as a dish of peculiar solemnity. After being roasted, it was again decorated with its plumage, and a sponge, dipped in lighted spirits of wine, was placed in its bill. When it was introduced on days of grand festivals, it was the signal for the adventurous knights to take upon them vows to do some deed of chivalry, “before the peacock and the ladies”.


‘The boar’s head was also a usual dish of feudal splendour. In Scotland it was sometimes surrounded with little banners, displaying the colours and achievements of the baron at whose board it was served.’


—Pinkerton’s History of Scotland, Vol. I.


‘At a Feeste Roiall Pecokkes shall be dight on this manere: Take and flee off the skynne with the fedurs, tayle, and the nekke, and the hed theron; then take the skyn with all the fedurs, and lay hit on a table abrode; and strawe theron grounden comyn; then take the pecokke, and roste hym, and endore hym with rawe zolkes of egges; and when he is rested, take hym of, and let hym coole awhile, and take and sowe hym in his skyn, and gilde his combe, and so serve hym forthe with the last cours.’


—From an old coverless Anthology.


At a ball given in the 1840s by the 72nd Highlanders, then stationed at Edinburgh Castle, ‘At either end of every long supper-table (there were, I think, three) a peacock sat in state upon his own pie—no doubt incited thereto by old Sanderson, the bird-stuffer—with the tail spread. The peacock is the crest of the regiment. The effect was very fine.’


—L. B. Walford (née Colquhoun of Luss): Recollections of a Scottish Novelist.
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II


THE NATIONAL LARDER


‘The fate of nations depends on how they are fed.’—Brillat-Savarin.


The art of a country always has its roots in the soil, and the study of comparative cookery shows that however plentiful and varied the imported foodstuffs, it is the natural conditions and products that determine the general character of the national cuisine.


Despite certain natural disadvantages, Scotland has always been in a special sense a food-producing country. It is true that little more than a fourth of her total area is under cultivation; the soil, too, though of very diverse quality, is on an average poorer than that of England, and the climate wetter and colder, so that neither crops nor fruits reach the same perfection, nor is the harvest so certain.1


‘We have a limited area,’ writes a leading authority,2 ‘but within that area a soil and climate equal to the best in Europe for the growth of grass, forage crops, potatoes, oats and some bush fruits, and a great variety of vegetables. Our climate is not suitable for the best qualities of wheat and barley. With the exception of the Lincolnshire fens, there are no greater areas of good land in Britain than can be found in the Merse, the Lothians, the East of Fife, the Vale of Strathmore and the Howe of the Mearns. There are no kindlier, nor more responsive soils than the early lands of South Ayrshire. There are no better strains of livestock anywhere in Europe, nor greater skill available for their management.’


Moreover, in certain sheltered districts in Moray, Ross and the Isles, exotic fruits and flowers grow freely in the open air. And nowhere in the world are farming and gardening prosecuted with greater skill and enterprise.1


In olden times, when the population was small and sparse—by the beginning of the sixteenth century it did not exceed half a million—the means of sustenance were on the whole plentiful. The moors and forests abounded with game, whilst in Argyll and elsewhere ‘herds of kye nocht tame’ with flesh ‘of a marvellous sweetness, of a wonderful tenderness, and excellent delicateness of taste’ ranged the hills. Rivers, lochs, and seas teemed with fish. Sheep were valued mainly for their wool, cows for their milk. Butter and cheese were in use in the earliest times, and the oat and barley crops have always provided the staple bread.2


Although barley bread (in the form of bannocks) was popular throughout the country for centuries and is still popular in the north, ‘It was not for his benefactions to broth-pot and bake-board,’ as Hugh Haliburton points out, ‘that John Barleycorn got title to rank as King of Grain. It was for the gift of his own heart’s blood. . . . From the Lothians in the south to the scarcely inferior barley-soils of Moray in the north, the great mass of the bear harvest is destined for distillation and brewing, and only an insignificant proportion will find its way to the mill. The flower of it goes to the brewer; the distiller gets the inferior quality; but even when barley-bread was a staple food in the farmhouses and burgh towns of Scotland, it was still the lighter qualities of both bigg and barley that were dressed or ground at the mill for pot or girdle.’3


‘There is one kind of food,’ writes a distinguished physician, ‘that is helpful to the brain and to the whole body, throughout childhood and adolescence, and that is oatmeal. Oats are the most nutritious of the cereals, being richer than any other in fats, organic phosphorus and lecithins . . . At one time it was the mainstay of the Scottish peasant’s diet and produced a big-boned, well-developed and mentally energetic race, but it is so no longer, having largely given way to less useful and economic foods.’1


Oatmeal has gradually ousted barley from its supremacy, and is in turn threatened by wheaten flour, the victory of which would be regarded by many as a national disaster.2


Since the Reformation, which effected a radical change in the national character, the proverbial Scot has been reared on porridge and the Shorter Catechism, a rigorous diet, but highly beneficial to those possessed of sound digestive organs.3 Many a ‘lad o’ pairts’ who ultimately rose to fame studied his Bain and Aristotle by guttering candlelight in a garret in which one of the most conspicuous articles of furniture was a sack of oatmeal,4 and regular holidays were formerly granted by the authorities to enable the poor student to tramp back to his native glen and replenish his sack.5


‘The ancient way of dressing corn,’ writes Martin, who visited the Western Isles in 1703, ‘which is yet used in several Isles is called Graddan, from the Irish word Grad, which signifies quick . . . A Woman sitting down, takes a handful of Corn, holding it by the Stalks in her left hand, and then sets fire to the Ears, which are presently in a flame; she has a Stick in her right hand, which she manages very dexterously, beating off the Grain at the very Instant, when the Husk is quite burnt, for if she miss of that, she must use the Kiln, but experience has taught them this Art to perfection. The Corn may be so dressed, winnowed, ground, and baked within an Hour after reaping from the Ground. The Oat-bread dressed as above is Loosening, and that dressed in the Kiln Astringent, and of greater strength for Labourers: but they love the Graddan, as being more agreeable to their taste.’


Another mode was the primitive mortar-mill, which was succeeded by the quern,1 a hand-mill composed of two circular stones with a hole in the centre of the upper one, through which it is fed with corn, and a wooden handle. The meal falls from all sides on to a wide tray, and by means of a wooden spindle can be ground coarse or fine at will.




The cronach2 stills the dowie3 heart,


The jurram4 stills the bairnie,


The music for a hungry wame5


Is grinding o’ the quernie,





says the old song.


The quern was in common use throughout the Highlands and Islands in the latter part of the nineteenth century, and is still used in the outlying districts, though isolatedly and sparingly.6 In the burghs, however, and in the more populated areas, it was displaced at an early period by the mill. David I (1123–53) built mills for the Augustinian canons of Holyrood at the village known, appropriately, as Canonmills, and elsewhere on the Water of Leith there were later established the mills belonging to the Baxters of Edinburgh,1 who received from the Town Council a monopoly of the making and selling of bread within the burgh, the Council itself fixing the weight and price of the loaves, admitting the burgesses to the Incorporation of Baxters, and regulating the admission of apprentices. Bread had always to be pure, wholesome and sweet.2


As in the rural areas, barley-meal and oatmeal were the grains in general use. Wheaten flour was long regarded as a luxury, but was used more extensively as home-grown and imported supplies increased. The many religious establishments throughout the country had their own mills and bake-houses.3 Not all the town houses had ovens of their own, and much of the food of the people was sent to the public bake-houses.


As oats and barley were the staple grains, so kail (colewort) was long the staple vegetable. His kail-yard4 was, in fact, to the old Scots crofter what his potato-plot was to the Irish peasant. There he planted cabbages for summer and green kail for winter use, in addition, of course, to potatoes.




Although my father was nae laird,5


’Tis daffin’6 to be vaunty,7


He keepit aye a gude kail-yaird,


A ha’ hoose8 and a pantry.9





Meg Dods speaks of The Land o’ Kail as Burns does of The Land o’ Cakes.1 The vogue of kail, however, was originally confined to the Lowlands. The Highlander preferred the common nettle in his broth, and appears to have regarded the use of kail as a symptom of effeminacy.2 In the earlier part of the nineteenth century, however, cabbage and green kail were freely grown in the Hebrides; but after the evictions in South Uist and elsewhere, when the people were deprived of their plots of land, they fell back on certain wild vegetables, most of which were used only in emergency—wild spinach, wild mustard, the goose-foot, and the root of the little silver-weed, trunkfuls of which were stored for winter use. Pennant tells us that the dried roots of the cor-meille, or wood pease (orobus tuberosus) were the support of the Highlanders in long journeys where the customary food could not be obtained. A plant called shemis (ligusticum scoticurri) possessing aromatic and carminative qualities, grows on the rocky shores of the Hebrides and western seaboard, and is used as a green vegetable, boiled or raw. The wild carrot has always been a favourite ‘fruit’ of the children of the Hebrides. The wild garlic, too, is a popular pot-herb.




Is e mil fo’n talamh


A th’anns a’ churran gheamhraidh,


E’adar Latha an Naoimh Aindreadh agus An Nollaig.







Honey underground


Is the winter carrot


Between St. Andrew’s Day and Christmas.







Is leighas air gach tinn


Cheamh ’us im a Mhàigh;


Ol ’an fhochair sid


Bainne-ghobhar bàn.







Garlic with May butter


Cureth all disease;


Drink of goat’s white milk


Take along with these.1





The potato, like the Gael, travelled to Scotland via Ireland, and crossed by the self-same route. ‘That man has not been dead many years who first introduced from Ireland the culture of the potato into the peninsula of Cantyre; he lived near Campbeltown. From him the city of Glasgow obtained a regular supply for many years; and from him also the natives of the West Highlands and Isles obtained the first plants, from which have been derived those abundant supplies on which the people there now primarily subsist.’2 Its first recorded appearance in Scotland is in 1701, when the Duchess of Buccleugh’s Household Book mentions a peck of potatoes as brought from Edinburgh, and costing half a crown.


‘About (1733),’ Chambers tells us, ‘it was beginning to be cultivated in gardens, but still with a hesitation about its moral character, for no reader of Shakespere requires to be told that some of the more uncontrollable passions of human nature were supposed to be favoured by its use . . . (In 1739) a gentleman styled Robert Graham of Tamrawer, factor on the forfeited estate of Kilsyth, ventured to the heretofore unknown step of planting a field of potatoes.3 His experiment was conducted on a half-acre of ground on the croft of Neil stone, to the north of the town of Kilsyth. It appears that the root was now, and for a good while after, cultivated on lazy-beds. Many persons—amongst whom was the Earl of Perth, who joined in the insurrection of 1745—came from great distances to witness so extraordinary a novelty and inquire into the mode of culture.’1


Today, some of the finest varieties of potatoes bear the names of Scottish cultivators, and the growing of seed potatoes for export, principally to England, is an important feature of our agriculture.


Turnips were introduced from Holland about the same period. ‘Cockburn of Ormiston . . . sewed turnips in 1725, being the first to raise turnips in drill.’2


These innovations were, in fact, part and parcel of the Agrarian Revolution of the early eighteenth century, when various societies for the improvement of agriculture, then deplorably primitive, came into being.3 The results were improved methods, more varied crops in proper rotation, and the cultivation of waste land. In the Highlands, sheep-farming was introduced into areas where the only money income hitherto had been derived from the rearing of cattle for sale at the Crieff and, later, the Falkirk Tryst. The progress of the Agrarian Revolution was fostered by the Industrial Revolution which soon succeeded it,4 and by the growth of overseas trade. With the increased fertility of the soil and the importation of foodstuffs from other countries, food became more abundant and much more varied.


There was also a revolution in gardening. By the end of the century Scottish gardens were famed for their beauty and Scottish gardeners for their skill.5 In the ‘best’ houses in England a Scottish gardener was now as much de rigueur as a French chef, and not a few found their way to the Continent.6 Nor were they less expert with vegetables than with flowers. Bishop Pococke, who visited Scotland in 1760, writes, ‘The most beautiful kitchen-garden, I believe, in the world, was at Blair Castle’.


Long before that date, the kail-wives, or green-wives of Edinburgh were conspicuous in the High Street with their creels of vegetables and garden stuff, the bulk of which came from Musselburgh and its environs.1 Most of them took up their stances at the Tron. The scene is described by Robert Fergusson:




If kail sae green, or herbs, delight,
Edina’s street attracts the sight,


Nor Covent-garden, clad sae braw,
Mair fouth o’ herbs can eithly shaw:
For mony a yaird is here sair sought
That kail and cabbage may be bought,
And healthfu’ sallad to regale,
When pampered by a heavy meal.2





Writing in 1826, Meg Dods tells us that ‘much has been done of late years to improve the quality, to hasten the season, and to spread the cultivation of vegetables. Where a turnip, or a cabbage, or a leek was fifty years ago the only vegetable luxury found on a country gentleman’s table, we now see a regular succession of not merely broccoli, cauliflower and pease, but of the more recondite asparagus, seakale, endive and artichoke, with an abundance of early small saladings.


‘The vegetable markets of most towns have within the same period undergone a wonderful improvement . . . so that a healthful luxury is now within the reach of all classes.’


At the same time, the cultivation of fruit went on apace. Charles McIntosh, one of the ablest horticulturalists Scotland has produced, and head gardener at Dalkeith Palace at a time when these gardens were among the most famous in Europe, writes in 1853:


‘Without allowing what may be supposed a spirit of nationality to influence our reason, we must state that many of the districts north of the Forth or the Tay are better adapted for the cultivation of the finer kinds of apples than a great extent of the Border counties on both sides of the Marches. Peaches and apples ripen better at Dunkeld, in Perthshire, and even at Brahan Castle, in Ross-shire, than they do in many gardens in Cumberland and Northumberland, although several degrees farther south.’1


As for our own times,2 the late Mrs. Christine Roebuck3 wrote to the present writer after a visit to her native Hebrides:


‘The quality of the turnips, carrots, leeks and cauliflowers I saw in the islands was unrivalled in my experience. One turnip, in Uist, weighed twenty pounds. Mushrooms, too, were of admirable quality.


‘There are no tomatoes or peaches in America to touch ours for quality. A French chef I met in a Highland house corroborates this view. Of course, except in a few sunny places these have to be grown under glass, but there is something in our soil that accounts for their goodness, and again the fact that we have only one growth in the year means that they have a finer flavour than in countries where they have two or more growths.’


‘Piscinata Scotia,’ says the proverb. The great salmon-rivers and innumerable lochs and trout streams, together with the wide sea-track that skirts our shores from Stornoway to Eyemouth (proceeding thence to Yarmouth)—the immemorial route of the annual migration of our herring shoals—provide us with a wealth of fish of high quality. The most important of our white fish are haddock, cod, plaice and hake; others are whiting, halibut, turbot, lemon-sole and ling; and in our herring (as in our oats) we possess a foodstuff of the highest nutritional value and of a quality unexcelled in any other part of the world.


During the early Celtic period, when adoration was paid to the waters, fish as food was taboo, and even after the introduction of Christianity it continued for a time to be considered dangerous to the purity of the soul.4 When, in the eleventh century, the Roman Church superseded the Celtic one, her fast-days and fastings encouraged the development of the fisheries, which at an early period became a source of national wealth. In the twelfth century, David I gave the monks of the Island of May exclusive rights round their own shores, conferred on the community of Holyrood the tithe of his own share of the larger fish caught along the southern shore of the Forth, from the Avon to Cockburnspath, and made over to the monastery of Dunfermline every one of the seals caught at Kinghorn after his own tithes had been set aside;1 Malcolm IV granted the half of the fat of the royal fishes which might come into the Forth on either shore; and Alexander I gave to the monks of Scone the right to fish in the Tay, near which their house was situated.2


By the thirteenth century, Aberdeen was famous for her speldings3 and other cured fish, and Don Pedro de Ayala, who visited Scotland in 1498, comments on the great quantities of salmon, herring and ‘a kind of dried fish which they call stock fish’, which were then exported. At an early period the curing of salmon and herrings was an important branch of trade in Glasgow, and by the middle of the seventeenth century had greatly increased. In those days the herring came much farther up the Clyde than they do now, and it is recorded that in some seasons as many as nine hundred boats were employed within the Cloch. The greater part of the catch was taken to Greenock (whose prosperity was largely based on the fishery) to be cured and dispatched to foreign markets.4


In 1630, Charles I, alluding in an accompanying letter to Sir William Alexander, Secretary of State, to ‘that great blessing offered to us in the abundance of fish on the coasts of our islands’, sent instructions to the Privy Council for the erection of a general fishery in Scotland, ‘this being a common benefit to all our three kingdoms’.


In the seventeenth century the Dutch fishermen were thoroughly at home in Scottish waters.1 Every season, year in, year out, and almost the whole year round, those patient, plodding, but astute folk came over and fished round our coasts until they had practically established a monopoly, out of which their country made enormous gains. The Firth of Forth was a favourite resort.




In her the skate and codlin sail,
The eil, fu’ souple, wags her tail,
Wi’ herrin, fleuk,2 an’ mackerel,


An’ whitens dainty;


Their spindle-shanks the labsters trail


Wi partans3 plenty.4





It was not till the beginning of the eighteenth century that the Scots woke up to the fact that their pockets were being unostentatiously but systematically picked. In 1720, the same year that the South Sea scheme was launched in England, a North Sea scheme was launched in Scotland, its express purpose being to ‘ding the Dutch’, and to revive and develop the Scottish fisheries, as well as stimulate the boat-building industry. About two million pounds appears to have been subscribed, but soon, ‘by a frost the origin and nature of which belongs to the social and political history of those times’, the North Sea scheme, like its more celebrated contemporary, was completely blighted.


Of all the varieties of fish we produce, our chief benefactor is the herring.


‘Here we have perhaps the most plebeian and common of fish’, writes Morton Shand, ‘a fish of endless resource and sovereign merit. The love of good red herrings is in our island blood . . . Loch Fyne herrings are part of the pride of Scotland. Wherever the Briton settles, his homesick appetite for herrings remains unabated. Millions of tins of herrings are exported annually to Australia, New Zealand and South Africa, for herrings are strangers to the Pacific and Indian Oceans. Salted herrings are the staple diet of millions of Scandinavians, Letts, Finns and, above all, Russians, and the majority of those consumed by them are imported from Great Britain.’5


Herrings, fresh or salted, have been for centuries a staple article of diet throughout Scotland itself. Until within living memory, the cry ‘Caller Herrin’!’ (fresh herring) rang or, more correctly, sang through the streets of Edinburgh and other towns. The Newhaven fishwives1 in their picturesque costumes have now ceased to ply their wares in the residential quarters of the capital, but in many of our fishing-ports the ‘luckies’ still carry their teeming creels from door to door.


‘Wastlin’ herrin’!’ was another, though less familiar, cry. Loch Fyne herring have always been celebrated for their delicious flavour, and a keg of ‘wastlin’ (west-coast) herring used to be a popular gift in Edinburgh and the east country. The plump ‘Loch Fynes’ were jocularly alluded to as ‘Glasgow Magistrates’.2


The salmon fisheries, too, were of great importance. The Tay, the Spey, the Tweed, the Don, the Dee and lesser rivers produced salmon of superlative quality, and in such quantity that it was long despised by the upper classes;1 whilst farmhands, when being fee’d, used to stipulate that it should not be served to them more than so many times a week.2 Eaten fresh in summer and kippered in winter, it played as important a part in the diet of the people who lived in the vicinity of the salmon rivers as did herring and haddock in that of the coast-dwellers. Large quantities, too, were exported.3


Shellfish were always a staple article of diet. So, too, were seaweeds, not only in the isles, where the food problem was often acute, but in all the seaward towns.


The prince of shellfish is, of course, the oyster. A century ago, Edinburgh was a city of oysters, and we have ample testimony as to both the quantity and the quality of the ‘natives’ bred in the once-renowned oyster-beds of the Firth of Forth.4


‘What desperate breedy beasts eisters must be,’ says the Shepherd in the Noctes Ambrosianae, ‘for they tell me that Embro devours a hunner thoosand every day.’


‘Why, James,’ says North, ‘that is only about two oysters to every three mouths.’


As to quality, Faujas de St. Fond, the King of France’s Commissioner for Wines, who visited Scotland in the 1780s, comments on the plumpness and exquisite flavour of the oysters he consumed at Prestonpans. Such is their reputation, he adds, that they are sent to all the principal towns in England and Wales, and are exported in barrels to all quarters.


Alas, her oyster-beds are one of the many glories that have departed from the capital. Their decay is due to the long course of reckless and improvident fishing to which they were subjected in view of the large gains to be made by selling young oysters and brood to English and Dutch oyster-growers, who relaid and fattened them for the market. In consequence, thousands of pounds have been lost annually to the fishermen of the Forth, to say nothing of the loss to the citizens of Edinburgh (and their overseas and foreign guests) of a delicious regale.1


Within the present century the fishing-trade was revolutionized by the introduction of filleting as a commercial process.2 Fortunes were made by trawler-owners, who could now market fish that had previously been thrown overboard as too small or too unattractive to the eye, though pleasing to the palate.


Meanwhile a scientific staff carries on fishery research from the Marine Laboratory in Aberdeen for the Fisheries Division of the Scottish Home Department.


Relatively speaking, the Scots were always a piscivorous, the English a carnivorous race. Despite the excellence of their beef1 and mutton, the Scots have never been great meat-eaters. Hurt writes: ‘The little Highland Mutton, when fat, is delicious, and certainly the greatest of Luxuries. And the small Beef, when fresh, is very sweet and succulent, though it lacks that Substance which should preserve it long when salted. Amongst the poorer Classes in Scotland, Beef is eaten only at Martinmas,2 when a Mart or Ox is killed; and the only other Butcher-meat they eat throughout the year is an occasional Braxy.3


Today, with the development of stock-breeding, the scene is vastly changed. The main emphasis is placed on quality beef.4 Shorthorns of the beef type and the Aberdeen-Angus black cattle attract buyers from all parts of the world to the great Perth sales to bid for bulls.5


In the Southern Uplands is to be found another type of black, hornless cattle— the Galloway—a hardy breed much sought after by the butcher. Hardier still are the shaggy Highland cattle, which thrive where other breeds fail. The south-west specializes in dairy herds—healthy, high-yielding cattle. The Ayrshire cow is world-famous.


The ubiquity of sheep has given rise to a large woollen-cloth industry in the valley of the Tweed; but for the table our mountain mutton is on a par with the Welsh, the English Southdown and the Pré-salé of France.


As regards pork, Scott, in a note to The Fortunes of Nigel, reminds us that ‘the Scots, till within the last generation, disliked swine’s flesh as an article of food as much as the Highlanders do at present. It was remarked as extraordinary rapacity, when the Border depredators condescended to make prey of the accursed race, whom the fiend made his habitation’;1 and adds, in a note to Waverley, ‘King Jamie carried this prejudice to England, and is known to have abhorred pork almost as much as he did tobacco’.2 Nevertheless Burt tells us that Aberdeen, in 1730, was furnishing families with pickled pork, ‘for winter provision, as well as for their shipping’; and in the Kingdom of Fife they have an excellent pie, of ancient pedigree, with rabbit and pickled pork as the main ingredients.


To vary the winter diet of salt beef, salt mutton and pickled pork, two articles of diet were cultivated—rabbits and pigeons. Rabbits were particularly popular in the Lowlands—the Highlands had the mountain hare—and as early as the thirteenth century a rabbit warren, with its warrener, was attached to every burgh.3 The doocot (dove-cote) was a charming feature of our old castles and manor-houses.4 It dates from the Auld Alliance, and shows marked French influence. Gables are often crow-stepped to provide landing- and perching-places for the birds. A poor man could keep a few pigeons in a ‘fuie’, which consisted of a small wooden structure on the gable-end of his dwelling, or make entrance holes admitting to nests in the rafters.


In modern times, we have made good our neglect of pork by producing our own method of curing it—the now widely known and highly regarded Ayrshire bacon.


Like the fisheries, poultry-rearing, and indeed husbandry generally, owed much to the fostering care of the monks.


The popular belief that before the Union of the Crowns Scotland was a poor and barbarous country is contrary to fact. Like other countries, she had periods of acute poverty, even of destitution; but at the worst of times she was never much worse off than England, and often she fared much better. Her internal resources were frequently drained by costly wars and by internal feuds which occasionally resulted in social anarchy, and she was further handicapped by a vicious economic system—a survival of the Middle Ages—that set town against town, burgh against burgh. Nevertheless at a very early period she had a considerable foreign trade.1 Rich dresses were imported by Malcolm III (Canmore) in the eleventh century, oriental luxuries by Alexander I in the twelfth, whilst David I was praised by Fordun for enriching the ports of his kingdom with foreign merchandise. In the thirteenth century, under Alexander III, Scotland had a large and lucrative trade with Flanders, Germany, and the Low Countries, and during the next hundred years, under the wise rule of three successive kings, she attained a remarkable degree of well-being. In the fourteenth century, however, when a truce with England was on the point of conclusion, and Scotland imagined herself safe from attack, she was raided with more than usual ferocity1 and her richest provinces utterly laid waste.2




Quhen3 Alysander cure king was dede,


That Scotland lede in luve and le,4


Away was sons5 of ale and brede,


Of wyne and wax, of gamyn6 and gle;


Oure gold was changed into lede.


Cryst borne into Virginite,


Succour Scotland and remede7


That stad8 is in perplexite.9





No wonder that, as Froissart tells us, the French troops were astonished and appalled at the intense poverty of the country which had produced so much of the flower of European scholarship and chivalry.


But with normal conditions she invariably recovered. Taylor, the Water-Poet, primed with travellers’ tales of a bleak, barren, and famine-stricken land, was astonished to find, on crossing the Border in 1618, that




There I saw the sky above and earth below,
And, as in England, there the sun did shine;
The hills with sheep replete, with corn the dale,
And many a cottage yielded good Scots ale.





Neither was there any shortage in the Highlands. Of Lord Lovat (b. 1572) we read: ‘The weekly expenditure of provisions in his house included 7 bolls of malt, 7 bolls of meal, and 1 of flour. Each year 70 beeves were consumed, besides venison, fish, poultry, lamb, veal, and all sorts of feathered game in profusion. His lordship imported wines, sugars, and spices from France, in return for the salmon produced by his rivers. He was celebrated for a liberal hospitality, and when he died in 1633, 5000 armed followers and friends attended his funeral, for all of whom there would be entertainment provided.’1


‘The diet of the Scots,’ writes Chamberlayne, who visited the country in 1708, ‘is agreeable to their estates and qualities. No people eat better, or have greater varieties of flesh, fish, wild and tame fowl, than the Scots nobility and gentry in their own country, where they can furnish their tables with ten dishes cheaper than the English can provide three of the same kinds; and of their wines, the French themselves did not before the Union drink better, and at very easy rates. The tradesmen, farmers and common people are not excessive devourers of flesh, as men of the same rank are in England. Milkmeats and oatmeal, several ways prepared, and kale and roots dressed in several manners, is the constant diet of the poor people (for roast meat is seldom to be had but on gaudy-days); and with this kind of food they enjoy a better state of health than their southern neighbours, who fare higher.’ And Captain Burt, who accompanied General Wade to Scotland in 1724, writes in his Letters from the North of Scotland that while in some parts he found no decent food, in others he was surfeited with delicacies—grouse, partridge, salmon, trout, and excellent honey. There was wine and brandy of fine quality, but ‘the glory of the country was Usky’.2


On the whole, the remark of the French traveller, Estienne Perlin, in 1552, ‘Nothing is scarce here but money’, is substantially true of Scotland throughout her history.


In eighteenth-century Edinburgh, street vendors were everywhere in evidence.


‘Buy my sonsie peeryorries! Saxpence a peck and awa they go!’


‘Neeps like succar! Wha’ll buy neeps?’


(Two girls often carried a clothes-basket of turnips between them.)


‘Four bunches a penny, the bonnie caller radishes!’


‘Leddies, leddies, here are cresses, A’ the wey frae Loudon Burn!’


‘Wall cresses and purpey!’


And the children’s rhyme survives:


‘Wha’ll buy syboes, wha’ll buy leeks,


Wha’ll buy the bonnie lass wi’ the red cheeks?’


‘Hot peas and beans!’


(These were carried in pitchers and measured out in a small cup.)


‘Potatoes all hot, all hot!’


(The vendor carried in front of him, by means of a strap over his shoulder, a hot grill for his wares. He was superseded by the hot-chip man.)


Fruit, too, appeared in season.


‘Sonsie cherries! Wha’ll buy my bonnie cherries, twenty for a bawbee and ane to the mense o’t!”


‘Ripe strawberries!’


‘Grossets, green grossets, a penny the basket!’


‘Buy my fine pears, the queens o’ beauty, the queens o’ beauty! Only a penny the pund and awa they go!’


‘Here’s your fine rosy-cheekit Carse o’ Gowries! The tap o’ the tree, The tap o’ the tree!’


(‘Hurlies’ full of apples were pushed along the causeway.)


And the exotic ‘Cocky-nit, cocky-nit, a ha’penny the bit, bit, bit!’ was also in evidence.


The autumn fruits were in due course replaced by oranges. On Hogmanay, the sides of every street that led to the Tron Kirk— the great rallying-place for the communal welcome given by the people of Edinburgh to the New Year, was lined with hawkers and their barrows of fruit. These served as a modest Hogmanay handsel.


‘Oranges! Braw oranges! Only a penny the piece!’


Fish and shellfish, too, appeared in their season.


‘Caller herrin’! Ca-a-a-ller herrin’!’


‘Rug-a-rug o’ the caller baddies! Rug-a-rug o’ the caller cod!’


‘Haddies, caller baddies, fresh and loupin’ in the creel!’


‘Garvie herrin’, a penny the plate!’


‘Caller ou!’ ‘Caller partans!’ ‘Cockles and wulks!’ ‘Caller dulse and tangle!’—these were all familiar cries in our coastwise towns.


In Edinburgh, the vendors of shellfish had their stances throughout the Old Town. Each had an improvised table—often an orange box—on which were placed saucers of shellfish with the necessary condiments. They were patronized by all classes. (One or two still linger, though the women no longer cry their wares.)


The piemen, too, sold their wares ‘pipin’ and reekin’ ’; so, too, the vendors of black and white puddings. Cheese was sold in cuts.


‘Goudy! Finest Goudy!’


and during the summer months there was a lively response to the cries,


‘Soor dock, a penny the pint!’


and


‘Curds and whey! Curds and whey!’


The clamour was incessant.


The cries appear to have continued unabated into the sixties and seventies of the last century, and not a few survived into the present one.


Sonsie, of pleasant appearance; peeryorries, potatoes; neeps, turnips; succor, sugar; caller, fresh; purpey, purslane; syboes, young onions; to the mense o’t, for good measure; grosset, gooseberry; hurlie, a handcart; Carse o’ Gowries, apples from that region, noted for quality; loupin’, leaping; garvies, the local name for sprats (from the island in the Forth near which they were caught); Ou, oysters; partans, the large edible crabs; wulks, whelks; buckies, periwinkles; goudy, Dutch Gouda cheese; soor dook, buttermilk.


The old economy persisted well into the nineteenth century, though in the ‘big houses’ the home produce was increasingly supplemented by luxuries from the South.


Writing in 1812, Elizabeth Grant of Rothiemurchus tells us that ‘at this time in the Highlands, we were so remote from markets that we had to depend very much on our own produce for the necessaries of life . . . We brewed our own beer, made our bread, made our candles; nothing was brought from afar but wine, groceries and flour, wheat not ripening well so high above the sea. Yet we lived in luxury; game was plentiful, red-deer, roe, hares, grouse, ptarmigan and partridge; the rivers provided trout and salmon, the different lochs pike and char; the garden abounded in common fruits and common vegetables; cranberries and raspberries ran over the country, and the poultry-yard was ever well furnished. The regular routine of business, where so much was done at home, was really a perpetual amusement. I used to wonder when travellers asked my mother if she did not find her life dull.’1


In the cottage homes, too, the diet became less frugal, if no less wholesome. Mrs. Katherine Grant, writing of her corner of Argyll (Appin), where the men usually had a trade and worked the croft in their spare time, tells us that the ordinary diet was porridge or potatoes with milk, eggs, cheese, scones and oatcakes, with an occasional potful of broth or cock-a-leekie. A night’s fishing or a feast of shellfish provided a welcome change. After the harvest, preparations were made for the winter months. A kitful of salted butter had been gathered, little by little, and now a store of dried ling and cod was laid up, with a barrel of Loch Fyne herring and a quantity of rock-dried saithe.


But ‘it was when the mutton barrel was being filled that the rarest opportunity came for displaying the most brilliant feats of housewifery. The husbands, of course, saw to the procuring of the meat, and they broke it up and salted it; but the wives had by far the busiest time . . . There was the tripe to be cleaned and apportioned for different methods of preparation. There was the suet, which must needs yield so many dozen candles, and the remaining portion of which was to go into white puddings. Nothing was allowed to go to waste. It was a time of general feasting on fragrant haggis, delicious potato soup made with tripe, toothsome hashes, sheep’s head barley broth and—next to haggis in deliciousness—fine mince patties, fit for an epicure.2 Then followed the rolling of home-fed bacon and the making of sausages. A nice quantity of lard was yielded in the process, which served many purposes, and with this the storing of winter provision was complete.’3


In Osgood Mackenzie’s delightful book, A Hundred Years in the Highlands, which covers the nineteenth century, there is a description (by an uncle) of his grandmother’s larder at Conan House, in Ross-shire:


‘The room was shelved all round with moveable frames for holding planks, on which unimaginable quantities of dried preserved edibles reposed till called for. There were jam pots by the hundred of every sort, shelves of preserved candied apricots and Magnum Bonum plums that could not be surpassed in the world; other shelves with any amount of biscuits of all sorts of materials, once liquid enough to drop on sheets of paper, but in time dried to about two inches across and half an inch thick for dessert. Smoked sheep and deer tongues were there also, and from the roof hung strings of threaded artichoke bottoms, dried, I suppose, for putting into soups. In addition, there were endless curiosities of confectionery brought north by Kitty’s talents from her Edinburgh cookery-school, while quantities of dried fruit, ginger, orange-peel, citron, etc., from North, Simpson and Graham of London, must have made my dear mother safe-encased in armour against any unexpected and hungry invader. Then every year she made gooseberry and currant wines, balm ditto, raspberry vinegar, spruce and ginger beer. I remember they were celebrated, and liqueurs numberless included magnums of camomile flowers and orange peel and gentian root bitters for old women with indigestion pains.’1


With the growth of industry, the whole business of brewing and distilling, of preserving and pickling, was gradually transferred from the stillroom to the factory, but happily in not a few of our country-houses and farmhouses the old skills are maintained.





______________________________


1. ‘No nation has so large a stock of benevolence of heart as the Scotch. Their temper stands anything but an attack on their climate. They would have you even believe they can ripen fruit; and, to be candid, I must own in remarkably warm summers I have tasted peaches that made excellent pickles . . . Even the enlightened mind of Jeffrey cannot shake off the illusion that myrtles flourish at Craig Crook.’


—Sydney Smith.


2. The late Sir Robert Greig, of the Department of Agriculture for Scotland.


1. There have been two remarkable developments within the present century—first, the transformation of the industry by science and technology and the creation of a whole new range of essential farming skills; and, secondly, the astonishing variety of produce which so small a country as Scotland can offer from its soil and waters.


‘Each year our southern neighbours look to us for cereals and potato seed bred to high and rigorous standards of health and purity. Our farm produce is exported in various forms. From whisky to Aberdeen-Angus beef, from salmon to grouse, the products of our countryside enjoy a high and, in many cases, an international reputation for quality.’—John Jenkins, President of the National Farmers’ Union of Scotland.


2. ‘(Oats) were hardly known on the Continent (says a writer of the early seventeenth century), but were raised in Scotland to the highest perfection. One gathers, indeed, that in early times abroad oats were regarded as a weed.’—Victor Maclure: Scotland’s Inner Man.


3. Furth in Field.


1. Sir James Crichton-Brown: Stray Leaves from a Physician’s Portfolio.


‘Up to the middle of the last century, the people of Scotland were eating natural foodstuffs. With the introduction of machinery, this has been changed . . . Natural foods have been changed into artificial foodstuffs, with the very substances purified away that the Almighty put there to keep us in perfect health.’—Lord Boyd Orr.


Lord Boyd Orr, after studying (and being horrified by) the conditions in Glasgow, went to Aberdeen, where the university and the North of Scotland Agricultural College had founded the Rowett Institute for the special study of nutrition.


‘There is no more fruitful line of investigation in the world at present,’ said Walter Elliot a few years ago, ‘than the combination between farmers and scientists in Scotland.’


2. ‘Macdonald: If beer and beef-steaks have made Englishmen, oatmeal cakes and oatmeal porridge have made Scotchmen.


‘Hilarius: Specially Scotch brains. There is a notable seasoning of phosphorus in oats which produces the praefervidum ingenium Scotorum.’—John Stuart Blackie Altavona.


When the Edinburgh Review was founded in 1800, the motto proposed by Sydney Smith was, ‘Tenui musam meditamur avena’. (‘We cultivate literature on a little oatmeal.’) This was later modified.


—F. M. McN.


3. ‘An honest, good sort of fellow, made out of oatmeal,” said Carlyle of Macaulay. The compliment might have been reciprocated.—F. M. McN.


4. Many a promising lad nevertheless died of over-study and malnutrition, and some who did achieve success were cut off in their prime as the result of a too meagre régime.


5. An annual holiday known as Mealy Monday is still celebrated in the Scottish universities.


Oatmeal has other uses than as an article of food. ‘Meat in Scotland is frequently kept a fortnight smothered in oatmeal and carefully wiped every day,’ says Mrs. Dalgairns in her Practice of Cookery (Edinburgh, 1829), ‘and if it should be a little tainted, it is soaked for some hours before it is used in oatmeal and water.’


Oatcakes, mealie puddings, and cheeses are still commonly kept buried in oatmeal in the girnel or meal-chest. Oatmeal was formerly used as soap, and many country lasses still place a small muslin bagful in their ewer overnight for the benefit of their complexions.—F. M. McN.


1. A.S. cweorn.


2. Gael. coronach, lament.


3. Sorrowful.


4. Gael. iorram, song, lullaby.


5. Belly.


6. ‘A friend of mine on one occasion . . . visiting an old woman on the heights of Assynt, was pressed to wait and get something to eat; whereupon the old matron went out to the barn, took in a sheaf of corn, and in a minute whipped the oats off with her hand, winnowed it with a fan at the end of the house, then placed it on the fire in a pot to dry; after that it was ready to be ground, and then, being put through a sieve, was ready to bake. The whole thing was done within an hour, from the time she took in the sheaf of corn till the cakes were on the table, and my friend says she never tasted better.’


—J. G. Mackay: Social Life in the Highlands in the Olden Times (Trans. Gael. Soc. Glasgow).


1. The Baxters of Edinburgh erected their own altar in the Kirk of St. Giles in honour of St. Cuthbert, their patron saint.


2. Bread is the staff of life, and as such has always had an almost sacred significance; hence bakers have always been among the most honoured of craftsmen. In ancient Rome, they were the only craftsmen who were freemen of the city, the others being slaves.


3. The earliest baker whose name is recorded in Scottish history is Genere, a Saxon and a religious brother who worked at his trade in the Iona community in the life-time of St. Columba (a.d. 521–97). He is mentioned in Adamnan’s Life of the saint.


‘The Natives told me that bread baked by the fuel of sea-ware relishes better than that done otherwise.’


—Martin Martin: Description of the Western Islands (1703).


4. Kitchen-garden. The term kail-yaird has been applied to a school of fiction including Barrie, Crockett, and Ian Maclaren, who depict Scottish village life. Ian Maclaren took one of his titles, Beside the Bonnie Brier Bush, from the song:


There grows a bonnie brier bush in our kail-yard.


George Douglas’s House with the Green Shutters, a study of the same theme in colours as sombre as those of the others were roseate, was a protest against the sentimentalism of the ‘kail-yairders’.—F. M. McN.


5. Land-owner.


6. Nonsense.


7. Boastful.


8. A superior type of house with a hall or living-room.


9. Scornfu’ Nansy, from Ramsay’s Tea-Table Miscellany, where it is marked as old.


1. Originally oat-cakes.


2. ‘The Grants, who, living near the Lowland line, had grown fond of it, were condemned as the soft, kaileating Grants, and a Gaelic poem on the battle of Killiecrankie mocks at Mackay’s defeated soldiers as “men of kail and brose”.’—T. F. Henderson: Old-World Scotland.


‘Kail is still the common name in Scotland for broth, and is even used metonymically for the whole dinner, as constituting, among our temperate ancestors, the principal part. Hence, in giving a friendly invitation to dinner, it is common to say, “Will you come and tak’ your kail wi’ me? Black Dwarf ”.’


—Jamieson, Dictionary of the Scottish Language.


In Edinburgh the bell rung at two o’clock was popularly known as the kail-bell, and that which was rung at eight as tinkle-sweetie, because the sound of it was so sweet to the ears of apprentices and shop-men, who were then at liberty.


1. Old Gaelic rhymes.


2. Anderson’s Recreations, Vol. II (1800).


3. Apparently Robert Graham was not the first in the field.


‘According to family tradition, my mother’s forbears of the name of Mutter (later changed to Muter), who came over to this country at the time of the Revocation of the Treaty of Nantes and settled in the Lothians, were the first to plant a field of potatoes in Scotland. In a book about the parish of Stenhouse published in 1885, it is stated that in 1719 a William Mutter planted the first field of potatoes in Scotland on the farm of Liberton Mains, near Edinburgh, and got the Earl of Melville’s gardener to assist him.’


—Miss E. M. Napier, Cardross, in a letter to the author (1952).


This is twenty years earlier than the Kilsyth experiment.


1. Domestic Annals of Scotland.


2. Farmer’s Magazine, 1804.


3. Of these, the Royal Highland and Agricultural Society of Scotland (popularly known as ‘The Highland’) which was founded in 1784, still flourishes, and its Annual Show is the most important event of the agricultural year.


4. ‘The first blast furnaces of the Carton Ironworks, which were lit in 1760, heralded the Industrial Revolution in Scotland.’—Stewart Michie: The Church and Scottish Social Development, 1780–1870.


5. ‘Scottish gardens are among the most impressive in the world.’—Sunday Times, May 27, 1962. Art. Brief Guide to Some (British) Gardens on Show This Year.


6. Among these was Thomas Blaikie, who was in service at the French Court, and was for a time gardener to the Duke of Chartres, who became the Duke of Orleans (Philippe l’Egalité).


1. A notable member of the kail-wife sisterhood was Jenny Geddes.


‘It happened to be in the Old Kirk (St. Giles) that the celebrated riot of the 23rd of July, 1637, took place, when, on the opening of the new Episcopal service-book, Jenny Geddes, of worthy memory, threw her cutty-stool at the dean who read it—the first weapon, and a formidable one it was, employed in the great civil war.’—Robert Chambers: Traditions of Edinburgh


2. Edina, Edinburgh; fouth, abundance; eithly, easily.


1. See The Memoirs of the Caledonian Horticultural Society.


2. The mid-twentieth century.


3. Mrs. Roebuck (née Macpherson) cooked in her day for some of the nobility of Britain and plutocracy of the United States. On her return to Scotland her ceilidhs became a feature of the social life of Edinburgh. She died in 1943.—F. M. McN.


4. Aphrodite was born of the sea, and was commonly held to exercise her influence through certain products of the sea, notably (in the Scottish tradition) trout, skate, shell-fish and salt. Skate-bree (the liquor in which skate has been boiled) is a famous old Scottish love-potion.


—F. M. McN. See Caledonian Medical Journal Ap. 1928, article on Scottish Folk Medicine by Col. D.
Rorie, M.D.


‘II y a beaucoup d’amour parmi les paysans ecossais.’—Stendhal: De l’Amour.


‘It is a general Observation on all such as live on the Sea Coast, that they are much more prolific than any other people whatsoever.’—Martin Martin: A Description of the Western Isles.


1. Seals were extensively used as food in the Hebrides down to the last century. Adamnan (624–c. 704) speaks in his Life of St. Columba of ‘the little island (off Iona) where our sea-calves breed’ and Martin writes: ‘The natives salt the seals with the ashes of burnt sea-ware, and say they are good food’ (Description of the Western Islands, 1703).—F. M. McN.


2. See Louis A. Barbé: Sidelights on Scottish History.


3. Called also speldrins; small haddock or whiting split, salted and rock-dried—to be distinguished from finnans, or smoked haddock. They are mentioned by Boswell.


4. In 1564, twenty thousand barrels were exported from Greenock to La Rochelle alone, as well as to other French and Baltic ports.


1. There is an old saying that Amsterdam was built on Scottish herring-bones.


2. Flounder.


3. The large edible crab.


4. Fergusson: Caller Oysters.


5. P. Morton Shand: A Book of Food.


Up to the outbreak of the First World War, the prosperity of the north-east, in particular, had been created largely by our export trade in fish, and one of the greatest tragedies in our social and economic history is the decay and devastation caused by the neglect of the Government to recover the lapsed markets. (Fish, of course, play a much smaller part in the English economy.)


‘Scottish herring are the best in the world, but it is a problem now to find out where to market them. At one time vast quantities of salt herring used to be exported to Russia, Germany and the Mediterranean countries, but the future significance of these markets is uncertain. The development of refrigeration of herring and the setting up of plant in the chief ports is a hopeful augury.’


—Peter Anson: Art. Sea Fisheries in Scotland (ed. H. W. Meikle 1947).


1. ‘The Newhaven fish-wives—who has not been in love with “Christie Johnstone”?—have always excited the admiration of visitors, especially the artists. George IV, who was surely a connoisseur, when taken down incog. to the village by Sir Walter, declared that he had never seen a handsomer set of women.’


—James Bertram: Memories of Men, Books and Events.


The Peacock Inn was a favourite resort of those who were wont to delight in a fish dinner at Newhaven, ‘despite the outside dirt and discomfort of the little town, and its ancient and fish-like smell.’ Among the distinguished visitors were Dickens, Thackeray, Macready, Charles Kean, Douglas Jerrold and Henry Irving; and it was here that Charles Reade stayed when collecting material for his novel of fisher-life, Christie Johnstone. The verdict pronounced by Dickens was, “This is immense! The service is not so fine as at Greenwich, but the fish! And the cooking!’


2. In Glasgow itself, as we learn from entries in the Council’s Accounts, barrels of herring were frequently presented by the city to those from whom it had received favours or services. It is to this practice of the Glasgow magistrates that the nickname is attributed. It is now seldom used, but is kept up by the Grand Antiquity Society of Glasgow which, on the occasion of its annual dinner, requests the honour of one’s company to ‘supper and the meeting of the magistrates’—herring having the place of honour on the bill of fare.


The epic of the growth of the herring industry in the north-east of Scotland has been magnificently told by Neil Gunn in The Silver Darlings, and the joys and sorrows of the fisherfolk’s life have been immortalized in our folk-songs, notably in Lady Nairne’s well-known ‘Caller Herrin’:
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