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Alan Bruford


INTRODUCTION


TRADITIONAL STORYTELLING


All over the world traditional tales used to be told at the fireside, or whatever marked the centre of a family’s life, until their place came to be taken in developed societies by books, newspapers, the radio and most recently television. They are still told in pubs and clubs, lounges and waiting-rooms, on trains or boats or anywhere that people meet, though most of us may not think of jokes, shaggy-dog stories, tall tales, contemporary legends or ghost stories as ‘folktales’, certainly not as anything like ‘fairy-tales’. All the same, they are, and they can be just as old. For instance, ten or twelve years ago, Bob, one of the servitors who kept the door at the School of Scottish Studies – the research and teaching department of the University of Edinburgh where Donald A. MacDonald and I work and whose archives are the source of all the stories in this book – told me a story he had heard from a comedian in an Edinburgh club. It was about two Irish twins called Pat and Mike who had been put in different classes at the same school. Pat was just a bit too clever, and his teacher decided to take him down a peg. He set him three questions to answer: ‘How deep is the sea?’ ‘How heavy is the moon?’ and ‘What am I thinking?’ If he couldn’t bring him the right answers after school next Monday, he wouldn’t be allowed on the class excursion.


Next Monday the boy turned up, and the teacher asked him: ‘How far is it to the bottom of the sea?’


‘A stone’s throw.’


‘I suppose I can’t argue with that. Well, how heavy is the moon?’


‘It must be a hundredweight.’


‘How do you make that out?’


‘Well, there are four quarters in it, aren’t there?’


‘That’s very clever, but answer me this. What am I thinking?’


‘You’re thinking I’m Pat, but I’m his brother Mike.’


Like any story told from memory, that story has details that I put in myself when I could not remember what Bob said, and some of them may come from similar versions I have read,1 but it went something like that. Basically it is the same story as ‘The King’s Three Questions’ (No. 30 below), a version of which was first written down in Egypt in the ninth century AD, about the same time that the tale we know as ‘Cinderella’ was first written down in China, as a story told by southern barbarians about a girl who lived in a cave and was helped by a magic fish.2


In 1976 Dr Ann Silver wrote to The Scots Magazine about a story she remembered from her childhood in Ayrshire; the magazine printed her letter under the heading ‘An Ayrshire Tale’.3




My great grandmother who was born in Mauchline about 1835 taught my mother a story which is known in the family as ‘start to your strunterfers’. We have never met anyone else who has heard of it nor have we seen a written version. The gist of the story is this: One day the Mistress of the house went into the kitchen and asked the Cook how she referred to the Master. The Cook said: ‘The Master or the Maister or Himself or anything you please, m’em.’ The Mistress then said, ‘In future you will call him the Master above all Masters,’ to which the Cook answered ‘Very good, m’em.’


(This dialogue is then repeated, the Cook being given words for the Master’s trousers (strunterfers), the Mistress (Lady Peerapolemaddam), the kitchen range (Vengeance), the cat (Old Calgravatus), the river (The River above all Rivers) and the house (The Castle of St. Mungo).)


That night as the Cook was sitting by the kitchen range a coal fell out on the cat. The Cook ran to the bottom of the stairs and called to the Master: ‘Master above all Masters, start to your strunterfers, waken Lady Peerapolemaddam, for Vengeance has seized Old Calgravatus and unless assistance be procured from the River above all Rivers, the Castle of St. Mungo is doomed.’


Can anyone tell me if this is a well-established Ayrshire story, and whether it is written down anywhere? I would love to know how to spell these extraordinary words.





The editor of the magazine, Maurice Fleming, asked if I could help, and I was able to say that though it had never before been written down in this form (the words are spelt here as Dr Silver wrote them) the story is again an international folktale type, No. 1562A ‘The Barn is Burning’ in the Aarne-Thompson (AT) index, which lists versions from Russia, Lithuania, Czechoslovakia, France, Italy, Spain, Chile, the Caribbean and the USA, as well as Scotland, England, Ireland and Wales. In 1936 most of the versions in English, Scots, Irish and Welsh were analysed in the journal Folklore by Kenneth Jackson, later Professor of Celtic at the University of Edinburgh,4 who deduced that the story had first been made up in the late Middle Ages to make fun of laymen who pretended to know more Church Latin than they really did. So the water may be called ‘Pondolorum’ (with a Latin ending) in one version and ‘Absolution’ (which washes away sin in Catholic belief) in another, and similarly the fire may be called ‘Hot Cockalorum’ or ‘Fire Evangelist’ – ‘Vengeance’ is probably corrupted from this phrase, in the same way as ‘send reinforcements’ is said to have changed to ‘send three and fourpence’ by being passed from soldier to soldier in the trenches, though here the result is an improvement: ‘Vengeance has seized Old Calgravatus’ is the most impressive way I know of saying ‘the cat’s on fire’. As for Old Calgravatus himself, he seems to bear a mediaeval name for a wonderful cat that has only survived otherwise, as far as I know, in the Gaelic of South Uist, as Cugrabhat, or Gugtrabhad, the king of the cats in story No. 12 below.


Jackson had only found two versions from Scotland, one with just the words of the cook’s message in Robert Chambers’ Popular Rhymes of Scotland from the beginning of the last century, the other published by the great folklorist from the north-east of Scotland, the Revd Walter Gregor, in the 1880s; we had just printed a third tale No. 37 below. After Dr Silver’s letter and my note on it appeared in The Scots Magazine, a Stirlingshire woman sent a version of the story to the magazine, a Lanarkshire man sent one to me, and a Canadian woman sent one she had heard as a child as ‘a recording of what was called simply a Scottish story’, so the score was doubled, and we got an English version from a woman near York.5 If any reader who has heard the story, other than from a book, would like to send their version in, we might easily double the score for Scotland again.


That story was heard by Dr Silver in childhood, and Bob’s story was about schoolboys, but neither of them was designed to be told only to children. This is a popular misconception about folktales or at least ‘fairy-tales’. Very few traditional tales are meant only for children: the first eight in this book are the only stories in it that would normally have been told to children under the age of eight or nine: the rest were intended for adults. Storytelling, in communities where it was a regular entertainment, was generally something that happened in the late evenings, when small children would have been in bed; older ones might be allowed to listen but could well drop off to sleep and leave the really adult stories to be told to an adult audience last thing at night. Many of the best traditional storytellers started to pick up the stories they told around the age of nine or ten, and many of these were ‘fairy-tales’ or international ‘wonder-tales’ on the lines of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ or ‘Beauty and the Beast’, which were not generally thought of as being only for children. In some societies, including most African tribes and the travelling people of Scotland, all stories were believed to have an educational function as well as being entertaining, so they were directed particularly at adolescents, who might pick up hints from them, at least on how to face the wider world with confidence and optimism: but they would also be appreciated by older people who had heard them before.


It may be more important to remember that where fireside storytelling flourished mainly in post-mediaeval Europe, among working people in the country, it was not generally used to entertain people who were there just to listen, like the audience at a play or a modem storytelling festival. Certainly people would sometimes travel some distance to hear a particularly famous narrator or story, but in Scotland most stories were heard either in the home or at furthest in the township’s ‘ceilidh house’, and, apart from younger children, most members of the audience would be making or mending something as they listened. Walter Gregor, describing ‘evenings in the farm kitchen’ when he was a boy in Highland Banffshire over 150 years ago,6 emphasised that ‘all were busy. One of the women might be knitting, another making, and another mending, some article of dress. Of the men, one might be making candles from bog-fir – cleavin can’les – another manufacturing harrow-tynes of wood, a third sawing brogues, and a fourth weaving with the cleeck a pair of mittens.’ Apart from this last, the men’s occupations were typical of these wooded uplands, and the slivers of bog-fir used to light the room are a local speciality. In coastal communities men might be mending fishing-nets or making creels, or anyone of either sex might be baiting small-lines to go out next morning. Women might also be carding or spinning wool, and Gregor mentions that neighbours might visit the family, ‘geein thim a forenicht. On such occasions it was no unusual thing for the young women to carry with them their spinning-wheels on their shoulders, and their wool or flax under their arms.’7 On the larger farms men might be mending harness or polishing horse-brasses for a show, or twisting ropes of straw, rushes, heather, bent-grass or hair for use about the farm, and in the woodless Northern Isles weaving these in turn into baskets, mats and nets. Even the storyteller might be employed in this way: from the niece of Angus MacLellan from South Uist, well-represented in this collection, we recorded a hilarious account of MacLellan winding heather rope as he told stories (interspersed with songs) throughout a winter’s evening ‘till eleven o’clock, and you couldn’t see him at last for the heather rope all round him – coiled round his chair’.8 However, Donald Alasdair Johnson’s father, a generation earlier in the same island, was able to insist on the spinning-wheels and wool-cards being silenced while he performed:9 he was evidently a star who could attract a dozen visitors to his croft kitchen, and not every ceilidh house would have been so strictly run.


Apart from the home fireside there were plenty of other places where long stories might be told in rural Victorian Scotland: at the camp firesides where travelling people met; by the kiln fires of big water-mills, which were often gathering-places on winter evenings; on a journey, where stories could ‘shorten the road’, as the Irish saying has it; or on board a fishing-boat waiting to ‘tide its lines’ (A. T. Cluness called his book of Shetland tales Told Round the Peat Fire, but included a chapter with a description and a fine example of the way in which haaf (great-line) fishermen’s stories had time to digress into ‘episodes, sometimes in themselves containing episodes, and ever returning to the main theme only to diverge again.’10). However, even in Gregor’s youth, stories (mingled with songs and ballads) could not begin until any children at school had ‘prepared their lessons’ by learning passages by heart from books. When it began, ‘the story was for the most of the supernatural’: short and often frightening tales of local fairies, witches and warlocks from the examples he gives, which drove the children to cling to their parents as the fire burned lower ‘with the eyes now fearfully turned to the doors, and now to the chimney, and now to this corner, whence issued the smallest noise, and now to the next, in dread of seeing some of the uncanny brood.’11 Many people in the second half of this century have told us how as children they were frightened to go home in the dark after an evening listening to stories in a neighbour’s house. Other longer traditional tales are not mentioned in Gregor’s account, though he mentions tales of pirates and polar seas, and the wars between England and Scotland (very likely based on chapbooks) and bawdy tales ‘told without the least conception that there was any indecency in them’. Elsewhere he refers to quarterers, ‘a class of respectable beggars’ who were given lodgings in return for the news they carried, and sometimes their skill in music, medicine or repairs; chapmen or pedlars who stayed the night; and travelling tailors, who used to live in their customers’ houses while they made up garments for them from cloth woven by a local weaver out of the householder’s own homespun wool and flax.12 The visiting tailor or cobbler is often mentioned in stories (see Nos. 69a and 87b, and cf. 28) and might well tell stories himself as he sat cross-legged at his sewing: so might quarterers, as well as bringing news; so might chapmen, as well as selling chapbooks and ballad sheets.


The accounts of Highland storytelling from around the same time which John Francis Campbell ‘of Islay’ published in the introduction to his Popular Tales of the West Highlands paint a similar scene, but the work element is less emphasised and many of the stories told are different: Hector MacLean13 wrote that people in ‘the Islands of Barra . . . appear to be fondest of those tales which describe exceedingly rapid changes of place in very short portions of time’ – heroic or romantic adventure tales, not local legends, and ones which drew from the audience every reaction from loud laughter to ‘almost shedding tears’ . That part of the Gaelic-speaking Highlands would not have had to wait for stories till after the school homework or, as happened at least once a week in most Lowland farm kitchens by the end of the century, the reading of the local newspaper; but MacLean claimed that in Protestant North Uist and Harris ‘these tales are nearly gone, and this I believe to be owing partly to reading, which in a manner supplies a substitute for them, partly to bigoted religious ideas, and partly to narrow utilitarian views’. In fact ‘these tales’ can only be the long hero-tales, for many folktales, and not only local legends, survived in North Uist to be recorded a century or more after Maclean wrote in 1860, and even from Lewis, where the early nineteenth-century evangelists had perhaps the greatest impact: there are in this book late twentieth-century recordings of international tale-types and even a version of a religious exemplum well-known in Catholic Ireland (No. 49 below). But Hector Urquhart from Poolewe14 confirmed that in Wester Ross by 1859 there were no longer the gatherings of young and old there had been on winter nights when he was a boy, to listen to stories from travelling tailors, shoemakers or other visitors known for their ‘store of tales’, or for the company to set each other riddles or discuss the Fenian heroes. ‘The minister came to the village in 1830, and the schoolmaster soon followed, who put a stop in our village to such gatherings; and in their place we were supplied with heavier tasks than listening to the old shoemaker’s fairy tales.’ In 1859 he could find few of the old storytellers or their stories left – but again, the céilidh (in its original sense, a visit to a neighbour’s house which might include singing, storytelling, riddles, card-playing or just conversation) was not totally stamped out anywhere that Gaelic was spoken, and we have been able to include stories from twentieth-century Wester Ross.


The Gaelic – speaking parts of the Highlands and Islands are one place where only now the new electronic media, the drift away from the crofts and a general decline in sociability between neighbours have apparently finally put a stop to ceilidhing. Though in Barra or South Uist today we know of nobody who knows long hero-tales from oral tradition, there are one or two elsewhere, and there should still be a handful of Gaels who have learned traditional tales of some sort in their traditional context living into the twenty-first century. The only other part of Scotland where anything like ceilidhing remained a regular part of social life in the twentieth century was Shetland, where the habit of calling ‘in aboot da nyht’ for a chat, a game of cards, some fiddle-tunes or songs or stories was well-established in the long winter evenings. Men could use the pretext of ‘guising’ for visits around Hallowe’en and the ‘24 Nights of Yule’ and in practice such visiting took place at any time from the end of October until February. Women still met to work together at wool-cardings or spinnings (bringing their spinning-wheels as Gregor described, and with luck getting them carried home by their boyfriends), right up till the 1930s, and ‘makkins’ where they would knit for the host family, went on at least until the Second World War: these meetings lasted usually from early afternoon till eleven at night, ending with supper and a dance, and must surely have aided the passing on of stories as well as songs.15 But most stories were probably told in much the same circumstances as Gregor describes, and the same sort predominated: local legends, often about named people from the past century or two, as often as not with an element of witchcraft or the supernatural in them.


In Orkney the occasions for storytelling seem to have diminished earlier, but James Henderson (born 1903) gave us a vivid second-hand description of how it was a hundred years ago:16 ‘I’ve heard my mother sayin aboot the nights’ – the echo of the Shetland term may be more than a coincidence – ‘in some ways it was almost like a ceilidh . . . She remembered the neighbours used to come in: her mother would be sitting spinning and her father sitting makin these straw bands, and men would com in, women would com in – well, they all worked, they would be knitting or doing something. And say, one old fella would tell a story of his days in the Nor-Wast’ – with the Hudson’s Bay Company in Canada – ‘another fella his time at the whalin; so-and-so he always sang a certain song, ye see . . . They all had their bits they did,’ and the stories of many sorts which James himself remembered must have been told there alongside the old men’s reminiscences.


On the Scots-speaking mainland funny stories and anecdotes of local characters, ghost stories and brief accounts of local events – persecuted Covenanters, illicit distilling, murdered packmen, shipwrecks – can still be picked up in many places, but the longer and more magical tales have come to be thought of usually as something you read in books. There was one group of people, however, who kept up regular fireside gatherings to tell stories well into this century. They used to be known as ‘tinkers’, from tin-smithing, a skilled trade which most of their men could practise (until it was rendered redundant by the introduction of plastic containers in the past fifty years), but this name was also used by many non-tinkers as a byword for dirt and dishonesty and all those qualities people like to associate with groups who are recognisably different from themselves. As a result they now prefer to be called ‘travelling people’ or ‘travellers’ – but the latter form at least is confusing: it is also used by English Romanies, who likewise want to avoid the associations of ‘gypsies’ or ‘gippoes’, and can be applied to commercial travellers (sales representatives) or tramps and other wanderers, and now to the urban drop-outs who call themselves ‘New Age Travellers’ – all groups whom Scottish travellers may either tolerate or view as rivals, but few of whom they would consider as in any way related to themselves. For precision I have therefore often replaced ‘travellers’ by ‘cairds’, a Scots form of their Gaelic name (meaning craftsmen), which for most people is less likely to carry derogatory implications than ‘tinkers’ or ‘tinks’, and is respected at least as a family name.


Whatever you call them, the cairds did travel and until this century, when the law requiring them to send their children to school for at least a hundred days in the year made many families spend the winters in houses, they camped by the roads they travelled on, the farms they worked on or the rivers they fished for mussels with freshwater pearls. At the camp fires in the evenings, especially where more than one family was camped together, there was too little light to work late except in high summer, or to read if anyone could (around the turn of the century a few children taken as we would now say ‘into care’, because the authorities felt their parents could not provide for them, had been taught to read at ‘industrial schools’ and found their families again after they left). The only possible amusement was to tell stories, sing, ask riddles or simply talk around the fire – and anyone who has camped with Scouts or Guides, on military service or a walking holiday with friends, will probably recognise the situation. If there was little or nothing to eat, at least a story might take the young ones’ minds off it. Mothers told bedtime stories in the dark tents, and during the day, when the men might all be off working in the tattie fields and the women hawking round the houses, an old man, left in charge of the children too old for their mothers to carry and too young to go to work, might tell them long stories from a repertoire amassed over a lifetime. Moreover, in lonelier parts of the country a family of cairds might be lodged in a crofter’s barn and asked into the house for a bite to eat, and to exchange news, stories or songs, or mend a sprained ankle or a leaky pot, just like Gregor’s quarterers.17 In this way many stories that settled speakers of Scots – even of Gaelic in some mainland areas – had lost were kept alive by the cairds, like the unwanted children some of them adopted from country girls in trouble. Their hunger for new stories was such that they acquired many that came originally from books or magazines, read or retold to them by country people or the few cairds who had learned to read, and often improved the stories in the telling; they also invented a good many for themselves on traditional models, though only their older tales have been included in this book.



FUNCTIONS AND CLASSIFICATIONS OF TRADITIONAL TALES



This collection is intended to give good examples from unpublished sources of all the main kinds of older stories told in various parts of Scotland in the past fifty years, since tape-recording made it fairly easy to take them down as they were told, without forcing the storytellers to slow down for dictation or stop every few minutes while discs or wax cylinders were changed on the recording machinery. Few of them have been taken down in the sort of traditional context described above, since, as explained, the ways of life that included such storytelling gatherings for settled people were lost or declining early this century. However, it is worth describing in some detail the proper habitat of the creature, so to speak – the conditions for which the stories were developed. Likewise, the Notes which follow the stories include brief sketches of the storytellers, as far as we know them, as well as the histories of the stories themselves, as far as we know them. However, this is designed to be a representative collection for students of the folktale from Scotland and elsewhere as well as enjoyable reading for non-scholars. The Notes, and sometimes the stories themselves, will be easier to understand if you read what follows, which includes some definitions and a very potted history of folk narrative research in Scotland and elsewhere: I will try to keep it brief and not too technical.


Storytellers themselves, in most European cultures, seldom have any clearly defined terms for the different kinds of old stories they tell: these are created by scholars, usually by narrowing down the definition of words that originally just meant ‘story’. For instance, ‘myth’ comes from the ancient Greek for a word, or anything spoken, hence a story of any kind. Some of what we still call the ‘Greek myths’ are tales of magic much like modern ‘fairy-tales’, some are historical legends about the ancestors of various noble lines, some are fables about the origins of creatures, landmarks or constellations. Gods or other supernatural beings played a part in many of them, but by no means all. It was only when philosophers like Plato started to complain, just like some critics of modern television, that the stories which tragedians were using in their plays provided plenty of dramatic situations but not often good examples of moral behaviour, that the term ‘myth’ began to be restricted to stories about gods, right and wrong, life and death – beliefs which mean a lot to people. ‘Fable’, from a Latin word meaning something spoken, has come to be used particularly for parables with a moral whose central characters are animals or inanimate objects. Yet the adjectives from these words, ‘mythical’ and ‘fabulous’, have nothing to do with morals or fundamental beliefs: they are used for imaginary things in stories you are not expected to believe.


Modern scholarly study of traditional tales began in Germany in 1811, with the publication of the collection Kinder- und Hausmärchen by the brothers Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm. Their title means something like ‘Children’s and Household Tales’, though we usually know the collection as ‘Grimm’s Fairy-Tales’. Since the helpful ‘fairies’ in such stories are quite unlike the generally dangerous fairies in many fairy legends, like Nos. 64–78 below for example, most folklorists prefer to avoid using the term ‘fairy-tale’ to refer to all such stories, and it is a bit of a problem to know how otherwise to translate the word Märchen. The heart of this genre of traditional tales is the body of ‘tales of magic’ or ‘international wonder-tales’, many of which are known all over Europe and the countries colonised from Europe, and often in Asia, too, though less often in Africa or Oceania: stories like ‘Cinderella’ or ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’, which are often set in a vaguely defined country or like ‘The Green Man of Knowledge’ in the Land of Enchantment, and happened ‘once upon a time, long ago’. However, the German word Märchen is usually also extended to other tales with a similar or wider distribution, covered by the Aarne-Thompson index mentioned above, which do not involve magic as such, though they generally include some element which involves the suspension of disbelief: thus the category encompasses animal fables (where animals talk and behave like people), religious tales (with miracles instead of magic), what are called ‘romantic tales’ or ‘novellas’ (which like early novels usually involve incredible luck or coincidences), and various sorts of comic tales and trickster tales (which generally depend on incredible stupidity or credulity on the part of some characters, or sometimes the audience). Some English-speaking scholars simply render Märchen as ‘folktales’, but this sounds like a term for all traditional tales – we prefer the latter as the general term simply because it avoids the implication that these stories are only told by ‘the folk’, a Victorian concept originally synonymous with ‘the peasantry’. The essence of Märchen as distinguished by the Grimms from their other main category, Sagen, is that they do not need to be believed to be literally true, though they may be symbolically true like parables, and so I suggest that the best English term may be ‘fictional folktales’, or ‘fictions’ for short, though I may use the well-established German term too. Some storytellers are convinced that their fictional folktales must have happened somewhere, at some time, and some tell them as something that happened in their own neighbourhood, but the audience does not have to believe this: the enjoyable way to listen (or read) is to suspend disbelief and relax in sheer escapism, but you can also listen to such stories as parables illustrating a moral message. Many cultures, including African tribes and Scottish cairds, insist that all these tales have a moral and play an important part in educating children. The Grimms thought that they were ‘worn-down myths’, once full of significant messages.


Max Lüthi, an authority on central European Märchen, points out that they are best told, remembered and picked up by other storytellers with the plot of the story unencumbered by detail. The action is what matters. Descriptions of people, places or things, unless some detail has to be included to make sense of the plot, are brief, and tend to take the form of the single striking epithet – ‘golden apple’, ‘iron castle’, ‘dress of starlight’. This helps to put the wonder into wonder-tales, but the storyteller does not dwell on the detail, and though the audience may be struck by it the first time it is mentioned, the next time they can take it for granted and concentrate on the new action. Repetition, where the same thing happens, typically three times with a difference in the last – the youngest son kills the giant who has killed his two brothers, but the fight is described in almost the same words used for the two earlier battles, right up to the last minute – is perfectly acceptable: it is almost as easy to remember as a single episode, but makes the story longer. Dialogue can be reported as fully or as briefly as the narrator likes, unless it is a spell, command or explanation that is essential to the plot. Characters and places seldom have proper names at all, and from end to end of the story are referred to simply as ‘the prince’, ‘the old man’, ‘the giant’, ‘the fox’, ‘the palace’, ‘the dark forest’. If the hero of a Lowland Scots fictional folktale has a name, it is likely to be Jack (sometimes pronounced Jeck or Jake, but very rarely Jock), the minimal name which typifies the common man, used throughout the English-speaking world for this character, as Hans may be used in German stories and Jean in French ones. Occasionally a hero, villain or magic object may have a more elaborate name – The Green Man of Knowledge, The Speaking Bird of Paradise, say: if so, the whole story will probably be called by that name. All this applies to Lowland Scots and most European Märchen, but not necessarily to Scottish Gaelic or Irish Gaelic ones: this will be explained below.


The other basic genre of traditional tales which the Grimms defined was the subject of their later book Deutsche Sagen, which translates fairly easily as ‘German Legends’. Legends to the folklorist are not as closely tied to historical characters or national events as they are in the common usage of the word, and include a lot of stories of supernatural contacts which happened to someone or other in a particular place, or just in the neighbourhood. Sagen are, or were when they flourished, believed to be true according to the Grimms’ definition, and may be remembered not just because they are enjoyable stories or have a moral message, like Märchen, but also because they belong to the neighbourhood or even to the family – so a legend that doesn’t make all that much sense may still be preserved as part of its teller’s heritage.


So-called ‘modern (urban, contemporary) legends’ are largely to do with wonderful, or horrible, happenings in present-day surroundings, like the woman who tried to dry her miniature poodle in the microwave oven and blew it up. Some of the effect again depends on at least a tincture of truth – they tend to be told as something that actually happened to a friend of a friend, or was in the paper, like the one about the local couple who went to a specialist restaurant in Hong Kong and asked the waiter to look after their dog. That one has been traced back as far as one of Thackeray’s novels,18 and quite a few ‘modern’ legends have very old roots: many of them can be collected almost anywhere in the world. Many types of Sagen too, though the word is sometimes translated as ‘local legends’, can be found all over Europe if not the whole world; in other cases what can be recognised as the same legend is associated with different places in the same country. They could perhaps be called localised legends, but the national catalogue of them most often used for comparison between different countries is the Norwegian one published in 1958 and compiled by Reidar Christiansen, who called it The Migratory Legends, and that is as good a term as any. Nearly all the legends in this book are migratory types.


There are other stories in tradition which cannot be classed as either fictions or legends: some are borrowed from books or the oral literary traditions of earlier times, some are the myths of a religion, though in modern societies most myths have ‘worn down’ to supernatural legends. Some have very precise forms with little point to the plot of the story: what matters is that they are repeated accurately word for word – chain tales like ‘The Old Woman and Her Pig’, ‘Henny Penny’ or just ‘The House that Jack Built’, endless tales, shaggy-dog stories and so forth. And then there are stories based on the teller’s personal experience or life story, or something heard from the person who experienced it and maybe beginning to sound a bit like a migratory legend, but still a bit more shapeless: at that stage folklorists tend to use the term ‘memorate’, coined between the Wars by the Swedish folklorist Carl von Sydow.


At the other end of the scale are stories that come from literature. Apart from the recent borrowings by Lowland cairds already mentioned, the top rank of the Gaelic storyteller’s repertoire is occupied by long hero-tales derived from the secular literature of the mediaeval aristocracy of Ireland and the Highlands and Western Isles. The most admired are those belonging to the Fenian Cycle of tales about Fionn mac Cumhaill (traditionally anglicised as ‘Finn Mac Cool’) and his followers the Fenians (An Fhéinn in Scottish Gaelic), after whom all hero-tales are called fianaíocht in Irish. A parallel cycle of late mediaeval ballads was the basis of James Macpherson’s eighteenth-century Ossian, a set of gloomy prose epics claimed to be translated from Gaelic poetry written by Fionn’s son Oisean in Scotland in the third century AD. The Fenians are a legendary war-band based, according to the latest theories, on the teenage noblemen of pagan Ireland who trained for war in the woods and hills on the borders of each petty kingdom. Accordingly they are represented both as outlaws living by hunting like Robin Hood’s men, and as the standing army of Cormac, king of Ireland, who defend his country against invaders, though some of their hardest struggles are with supernatural adversaries. The Fenian tales and other tales of battle and magic with heroes from pagan or Dark Age Ireland or imaginary lands overseas – rarely from Scotland – were evidently written for reading aloud in the halls of chieftains, but in parts of the south of Ireland were still being copied and read aloud in farm kitchens well into the nineteenth century. In Scotland one or two manuscripts of such tales survived and could be read in South Uist after 1800, but the stories must in general have passed into oral tradition a century or two earlier.19


The result was not only that many of these hero-tales themselves have been told in Scotland and Ireland in this century, but that they have influenced the telling of other tales of adventure and magic in Gaelic. For one thing, there are far more names in Gaelic Märchen than in Scots or most European ones. There is a whole stock of names for the countries they are set in, ranging from France (as in No. 16 below) or Greece to Lochlann (approximately Norway) and totally fictional kingdoms like Sorcha – variously identified by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century antiquaries as Portugal, Sweden, China or Ardnamurchan, but more probably derived from a Latin name for the province of Syria assimilated to a Gaelic word for ‘bright’. The heroes and villains are often kings’ sons from such domains (see Nos. 17 and 18 below, told by storytellers from South Uist, but in which many names come from a general stock rather than the manuscript sources of these particular tale-types). In tales of battle or transformation the heroes and heroines are more likely to be of royal or noble blood than woodcutters’ children. The most frequent hero in Scottish Gaelic tales is not Jack the widow’s son but the son of the king of Ireland. This reveals both where the tales came from and their aristocratic bias, acceptable to crofters who could mostly claim, if not kinship, at least a hereditary attachment to the line of one chief or another. In Gaelic the brief descriptions of most European Märchen may be replaced by strings of alliterative adjectives, or whole stereotyped accounts of recurrent happenings such as fights, journeys or hunts, known in English as ‘runs’, derived from similar set-pieces in manuscript stories. The written runs are designed both to sound good and to impress with their learning: with oral transmission the archaic alliterative words may degenerate into nonsense, but often a verse-like rhyme and rhythm develops in compensation, which may make them sound even more impressive.


Before looking at folktale collection in Scotland and folk narrative scholarship, we should define some other terms that will be used in the Notes. Tale-types are plot summaries created by scholars, but it is surprising how close many oral versions are to the theoretical basic type: the type catalogues most often used in the Notes are the Aarne-Thompson Types of the Folktale (referred to as AT, with a type-number) for Märchen; the Irish national version of this by Seán Ó Súilleabháin and Reidar Christiansen, Types of the Irish Folktale (TIF); Ernest Baughman’s Types and Motif Index of the Folktales of England and North America (TMI) – this includes some Scots tales, but there is still no published index for all Scotland; and Christiansen’s Migratory Legends (ML). (Full details of all these publications are given in the select Bibliography.) We will call a single storyteller’s way of telling a particular type a version (if it has been recorded more than once, the different recordings may be described as tellings) and a group of versions sharing features not listed in the catalogue a variant.20 One sort of variant or sub-type is an ecotype (a term borrowed from botany by von Sydow), which is restricted to one language, country or district. We would normally describe a story or type as being made up of episodes and motifs. ‘Episodes’ are substantial parts of a story which might be told on their own; ‘motifs’ in our usage are short self-contained elements of the narrative. The term ‘motif’ has been used by others to cover any detail of a story, such as a description (‘Fairies dressed in green’) or a name (‘Heroine called Snow White’), and Stith Thompson’s Motif Index of Folk Literature MI unfortunately uses it in this sense, which is one reason why we have hardly bothered to refer to it (the other is its use of quite different numbers for ‘dwarfs fear the cross’, ‘fairies fear cross’, ‘ghosts . . .’, ‘troll . . .’, ‘witch . . .’etc., which all express one idea). ‘Motif’ to us is a structural element of narrative, and it does not matter whether it is the crowing of a grouse-cock that lays the Devil, as in tale No. 60a below, or that of a crofter’s cock that stops his house being burned by a fireball, as in No. 62b: the motif is the same, and the points that differ would be referred to as details.


THE STRUCTURE OF THIS COLLECTION


This collection is not an anthology from earlier books, like most collections of Scottish folktales published between 1910 and 1980, but a representative selection from the archives of the School of Scottish Studies, mainly from tape-recordings made since the School started work in 1951, but also using manuscripts written for us or given to us, which include one or two outstanding survivals from the last century. We have chosen to limit the selection to versions of recurrent types, many of which have been collected in other countries and nearly all told in several parts of Scotland: in some cases we have given two or three variants of one tale-type, or closely related parallels, to emphasise the fact that there is no ‘correct’ version of any traditional tale, and many of them have different forms in Scots and Gaelic. In just two sections of the book, ‘Origin and Didactic Legends and Robbers’, ‘Archers and Clan Feuds’, the stories are too closely tied to places to be recurrent types, but even they include recurrent motifs. Several classes of similar historical legends have been passed over for lack of space: they include stories about clearances and evictions, the Press-Gang, disasters such as shipwrecks, murders and massacres, and more acceptable crimes such as poaching, smuggling and illicit distilling. These too may include migratory motifs, but there simply was not space for them in this book, nor have we attempted to include ‘modern legends’. We hope a later volume may redress the balance. Non-recurrent types omitted include several kinds of comic tales and local anecdotes, and serious stories about second sight and the Evil Eye, which are based on widely-held beliefs but told as true experience. We have also had to leave out many of the longer tales told by travelling people, which may use the conventions of international Märchen and even episodes that are known from particular tale-types, but cannot be assigned to any existing Aarne-Thompson type or compared with anything recorded from another Scottish storyteller. Many of these, however, have recently been published, notably those of Duncan Williamson and Stanley Robertson, who can tell hundreds of these very individual tales. Since we do not want to take away anything from the living which Duncan and Stanley are managing to make between live storytelling and their publications, we have included only one story of the many they have recorded for the School’s archives, and recommend their own books (and the Tocher features where they first appeared) for the rest.21 Similarly we would have liked to give more stories from that superb traveller storyteller in the traditional mode, the late Betsy Whyte, but since a book to include versions of most of her tales is planned soon, we have only used two here.


The first half of the book contains fictional folktales, beginning with Children’s Tales, stories often told to children (though not all of them may seem very suitable for that!) and going on to Fortune Tales, wonder-tales in which the hero or heroine either sets out to seek his or her fortune or makes it in spite of earlier misfortune. There follow Hero Tales, mostly with Gaelic literary roots, in which the hero really is brave and strong, not just lucky, and Trickster Tales – originally a term used by anthropologists for a category of tales from North America, but perfectly applicable to stories nearer home – in which the central character is not necessarily a hero to be admired at all, but is clever enough to outwit others. The pleasure in European trickster tales comes largely from the type of people who are duped: rich men, misers, bad neighbours, grasping employers, clergymen and anybody who might usually be envied by the poor have the tables turned on them. The outrageous crimes the characters may get away with perhaps also have a cathartic effect on those who tell and hear the stories: if you were ever tempted to wish a troublesome old relative dead, imagining a scenario where people kill their mother and try to sell her body (as in tale No. 22 below) may exorcise your wish without violence. Other Cleverness, Stupidity and Nonsense contains similar stories of cleverness and stupidity, but with less malice in them, and tall tales, whose main point is to see whether any listener might actually believe such lies. The following section, Fate, Morals and Religion, is transitional, including stories told as true and local, like legends, and one or two which are set in the timeless world of Märchen; they have either a Christian message or at least a clear moral, or simply demonstrate that what is ordained by Fate cannot be avoided.


The Origin and Didactic Legends which follow often seem to us as incredible as tall tales, but may have been believed at one time: certainly one of the functions of the myths of many tribal peoples is to account for the origins of creatures and landmarks. The didactic stories, with a moral for children, seem little more convincing, and the single place-name legend at the end of this section is like a great part of the learned lore of early Ireland. The tales in the next two sections, Legends of Ghosts and Evil Spirits, and Legends of Fairies and Sea-Folk, may sometimes appear to make little sense, but are nonetheless frightening for it: many of these supernatural legends may reflect long-lost, perhaps pagan beliefs about life, death, nature and the unknown, and today their lack of logic can perhaps simply be seen as an expression of the chaos scientists still acknowledge as an inevitable part of our incomprehensibly vast and complex universe. The legends in these sections cover many beliefs – widely held ones, because these are mostly migratory legends – including the cures and precautions that were used in the attempt to avert disaster, disease and want. If spirits out there did not get the blame for these misfortunes, the old woman next door might, and such beliefs, much worse for the health of the community itself, are the basis of the Legends of Witchcraft, which fortunately seldom bother with the punishment of witches as long as they are defeated, and sometimes even treat the subject, with hindsight, as a joke. Finally there are the historical legends of Robbers, Archers and Clan Feuds, some of them migratory types, nearly all from the Gaelic. The clan legends at the end could not be left out because they sum up the rest: they incorporate elements of almost everything that has gone before – fictional folktale, ancient hero-tale, witchcraft, fairy lore, cunning tricks and inevitable fate – in a framework based on actual events of Highland history in the storyteller’s home area, and in some ways could be said to represent the climactic peak of Gaelic storytelling.


FOLKTALE COLLECTION IN SCOTLAND


The first evidence we have for traditional tales being told in Scotland is in The Complaynt of Scotland, a nationalist tract published in Paris in 1550, probably by Robert Wedderburn, a cleric from Dundee. In between urging resistance to English oppression, the author inserts a pastoral scene in which a company of Scottish shepherds pass a long summer’s evening, apparently telling every story, singing every song and dancing every dance that he could think of. The stories listed include the Canterbury Tales, (John Barbour’s) Bruce, Greek myths and Arthurian romances, but also such titles as ‘The Red Etin’ (a word for a giant) and ‘The Well at the World’s End’,22 which reappear among the ‘Fireside Nursery Stories’ included in the third and later editions of the Popular Rhymes of Scotland (PRS), published by Robert Chambers nearly three centuries later. Chambers gives Scots texts of the stories (mostly in prose though he includes some wholly in verse) as they might have been ‘told by the fireside, in cottage and in nursery, by the old women, time out of mind the vehicles for such traditions’. These were probably not taken down from dictation but remembered and reconstituted years later, like the three stories which the ballad collector Charles Kirkpatrick Sharpe wrote down as he heard them ‘at the knee of Nurse Jenny, at his father’s house of Hoddam in Dumfriesshire, about the year 1784’. Most of the stories seem to have been sent to Chambers in manuscript: he sometimes names the writer, sometimes just the county, sometimes he says nothing of the source. His version of ‘The Red Etin’ seems to have been rewritten in Scots from a manuscript collection offered for publication by the ballad collector and publisher Peter Buchan from Peterhead, in which all the stories are presented in a stilted English not unlike that of chapbooks such as Buchan printed and sold, though he said the tales were ‘taken down from the recitation of several old people in the North Countrie’23. Buchan’s ‘Red Etin’ begins:




Near the burgh of Auchtermuchty in Fife, lived two poor widows who were unable to pay the rent of the small plot of ground allotted them by the farmer whose sub-tenants they were. This being the case, the landlord insisted on their putting away their sons to some employment, that they might the better be able to pay their rents, as they were grown up, and able to do something for themselves and their mothers. These old women, though loath to part with their sons, having no alternative left to them, to part they must. Their situation having been communicated to each of the sons separately, these young men determined to push their fortune in some distant country.





For this Chambers has:




There were ance twa widows that lived ilk ane on a small bit o’ground, which they rented from a farmer. Ane o’ them had twa sons, and the other had ane; and by and by it was time for the wife that had twa sons to send them away to spouss their fortune.





He has perhaps over-simplified the situation to make a ‘nursery’ story, actually changing the relationship of the two widows’ three sons, and ‘spouss’ (espouse) seems to be his own romantic false etymology for the usual Scots phrase ‘push their fortune’ – but who could prefer Buchan’s long-winded wording?


There are fourteen stories in Buchan’s collection and seventeen prose tales (some in two or three versions) in Chambers’ section, and these thirty (allowing for the overlap) are almost all the Märchen published from Lowland Scotland for over a century after 1841: Walter Gregor printed two or three from the North-East, and a few others appeared in various periodicals from the Northern Isles and Galloway, but it was generally felt (as in England) that fireside storytelling had been wiped out by general literacy. It was only in the 1950s that Hamish Henderson, helped by Maurice Fleming and others, started to record stories as well as songs from cairds in Perthshire and Aberdeenshire, and sometimes further north, which showed that fictional folktales were still flourishing among the travelling people. The vast size of some cairds’ repertoires was not really revealed until a second wave of collection, led by postgraduate students including Linda Williamson, Sheila Douglas and Barbara McDermitt, began in the 1970s.


Meanwhile hundreds of Märchen had been written down and latterly recorded on disc, wire and tape in Scottish Gaelic. Chambers was inspired largely by the example of Sir Walter Scott, but Gaelic collection goes back in a clear line to the work of Scott’s correspondents, the Brothers Grimm. They inspired the Norwegian collection of fictional folktales (eventyr) by Asbjørnsen and Moe; this was translated as Popular Tales from the Norse by Sir George Dasent and published in Edinburgh early in 1859;24 Dasent’s friend John Francis Campbell must have seen the translations as they were being made, for he was immediately reminded of the Gaelic tales he had heard as a small boy in Islay from his father’s piper John Campbell, ‘my nurse’ as he called him, among others, and realised that as good a collection could be made in the Highlands: by April 1859 he already had several people working for him taking down stories. Campbell’s father had been forced to sell his Islay estate to pay his creditors some years before, but his son is always called ‘Campbell of Islay’. He was trained as a lawyer, based in London, held such positions as Secretary to the Commissioners for Northern Lights, and had many interests beside folktales: he travelled widely in Scandinavia and elsewhere and published books on his travels and various scientific subjects. He was also a valued friend of the Duke of Argyll. He could speak and write Gaelic, but could not take down whole tales from dictation, and for this he employed half a dozen collectors, including an Islay schoolmaster and gamekeepers on the Argyll estates, who went all over the West Highlands and Islands in 1859–60 writing stories for him. Only part of the resultant collection was included or summarised in the four volumes of his Popular Tales of the West Highlands (PTWH), and there are hundreds of stories in the National Library of Scotland still awaiting publication.25 The English translations in the book, which are Campbell’s own work, try too hard to give the literal meaning of idioms or the sound of words and do not appeal to many readers, but his comparative notes and his insistence on giving the storyteller’s words as exactly as they could be got down on paper are far ahead of most folklorists of his time.


Campbell’s publication aroused a new enthusiasm for the collection of Gaelic folklore, especially tales, and between 1880 and 1910a number of important books were published, mainly by ministers such as those who contributed to Waifs and Strays of Celtic Tradition (WRS), under the general editorship of the Duke of Argyll’s brother Lord Archibald Campbell,26 one of the founders of An Comunn Gàidhealach and the Mòd. Several Gaelic journals which appeared at the same period, such as Transactions of the Gaelic Society of Inverness, The Celtic Magazine, The Celtic Review, and An Gàidheal, were also full of stories. Some collectors, like the exciseman Alexander Carmichael, a late recruit to Campbell of Islay’s helpers, Father Allan MacDonald, priest in the island of Eriskay, or Lady Evelyn Stewart-Murray, a daughter of the Duke of Atholl, published only in the journals or not at all, though they took down many stories along with other Gaelic lore,27 and there are enough Gaelic folktales lying unread in their manuscripts to provide a lifetime’s work for a dozen researchers.


After 1914 it seems to have been assumed that every story worth collecting had been collected, until the independent researchers John Lorne Campbell and K. C. Craig began to publish Gaelic tales (often only in one language) in the 1930s and 40s.28 Or Campbell was the first to use wire and tape recordings to take down a natural text rather than a dictated one. Soon after, Calum Maclean was sent to his native Hebrides to collect for the Irish Folklore Commission, recording mainly tales, as he had done in Ireland, on an Ediphone cylinder recorder and reusing the scraped wax cylinders when the text had been transcribed. Some disc recordings were also made by Edinburgh University’s Phonetics Department shortly before the University set up the School of Scottish Studies in 1951; Calum Maclean became the School’s first researcher and recorded hundreds of tales, now on tape, throughout the Highlands, and in Shetland and the Borders, before his untimely death in 1960.29 Other fieldworkers from the School’s staff, postgraduate students and some volunteer contributors to the archives have helped to record most of the stories in this book. Again, hough a good number of stories have appeared in the School’s journals in the past thirty-five years, hundreds more are lying untouched in the archives.


Most of the published collections of traditional tales from Scotland covered by the sketch above have concentrated on international wonder-tales and other longer stories. The legends are quite different; most of them are scattered through guide-books, local histories and reminiscences, nearly all retold in the author’s own words, sometimes at great length (as in Wilson’s Tales if the Borders),30 sometimes just briefly mentioned in passing. A few appeared before 1950 in something more like the storyteller’s own words (though often they are a reconstruction) beside the wonder-tales in books and journals,31 but content rather than language tends to be what matters to the writer. The legends are among the thousands of tales in unpublished manuscripts, notably the Dewar manuscripts of clan legends at lnveraray Castle.32


FOLK NARRATIVE SCHOLARSHIP


This book is intended to be enjoyed as a representative sample of texts of Scottish traditional tales, but it may be as well to mention that folktale scholarship (which again has tended to concentrate mainly on fictional folktales, especially international wonder-tales) today indignantly repudiates the suggestion that texts as such are worth studying for their own sake: it is necessary instead to look for a deeper meaning beneath the surface of the story. This approach began with the Grimms’ ‘worn-down myth’ idea, which was taken to ridiculous extremes by nineteenth-century scholars who saw every story as a ‘solar myth’, a metaphor for the workings of nature, heavenly bodies, the weather, the seasons and so on. Andrew Lang ridiculed this school by ‘proving’ Max Müller, its leader, by his own methods to be a solar myth himself, but Lang championed the equally romantic, if slightly more convincing, theory that myths and folktales embodied the principles of pagan rituals. After an interval of fifty years, the search for meaning has now become fashionable again, with the difference that apart from some cosmologists who are still looking for symbolism and ritual behind narrative plots, most analysts now base their approaches on the psychology of Freud or Jung, look for binary oppositions in the style of anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss or threefold classifications after Dumézil, unearth traces of the class struggle or the battle between the sexes, or pursue the quest for national or community identity. The most publicised are those who psychoanalyse Greek myths or the stories from Grimm and Charles Perrault (author of ‘The Sleeping Beauty’, ‘Red Riding Hood’ and ‘Bluebeard’), that so many Westerners know, but the most interesting are those who take the trouble to ask active storytellers why they themselves choose to tell particular stories in a particular way.


Earlier this century, in the fifty or so years between the ages of “meaning”, stories were studied in their own right, as enjoyable texts which had a history and travelled. A nineteenth-century suggestion that all European tales (and the Indo-European group of languages) originated in India was followed by the development of the very successful Finnish ‘historic-geographic method’ of study, which sought to establish tale-types and by comparing all available texts discover where they had originally come from and how they had spread and taken on different forms (‘redactions’ or ‘ecotypes’) in different countries. A great deal of hard work went into these studies, based mainly on the Aarne-Thompson type index, but by the 1960s they were being criticised for the superficial criteria used to define tales and motifs, for over-simple ideas about the ways tales were diffused, and above all for concentrating on published Märchen texts, which might, for example, have been thoroughly collected in Lithuania while those in Iran had hardly been touched. The critics turned to genre analysis, paying more attention to neglected types of narrative such as legend and folk epic, and to ‘structuralism’, following the first English translation of Vladimir Propp’s analysis of Russian wonder-tales.33 In fact Propp’s binary, cause-and-effect system of constuction proved difficult to apply to other sorts of stories, and his greatest achievement seems to me the definition of the ‘donor’ – the essential character in wonder-tales who helps the hero by giving him advice or a magical object, whether he gives it to the hero as a reward for his kindness in sharing his bannock with him or the hero takes it from him as a ransom and then kills him.


Another frequent reaction in the 1960s and 70s was to turn from text to context, studying the occasions when stories were told and the purposes their telling served. This involved a more anthropological, synchronic approach to living traditions of storytelling, rather than studying the history of ‘dead’ texts. Good collectors for the past century had found out all they could about the people from whom they recorded stories, and this practice now gained the praise it deserved. Apart from studying the narrators’ repertoires, how they used them and why they and their hearers liked them, researchers studied all elements of storytelling technique, not only words but gestures, asides to the audience, tones of voice for different characters, and every trick of the trade used in this very dramatic art-form that modern audio and video-recording could capture. Some reacted so far against the study of texts that they denied the validity of the concept of a tale-type, and insisted that any telling of any story must be studied as a unique happening in as much detail as possible. This extreme approach fortunately did not last long, but the interest in storytellers and their audiences has continued, and now includes not only the study of many sorts of live performance other than the telling of wonder-tales, but attempts to reconstruct the personalities of past storytellers and the methods of the collectors who took down and edited their tales.


It is now possible, therefore, to look at any rendering of any traditional tale from many points of view – structure, style, context, function, meaning and so on. It is also still valuable to compare obviously related tales either from these points of view or more traditionally to discover how they may be related historically and geographically. Applying the Finnish method to AT 922, the story with which we began, for instance, tells us that this story probably reached the Gaelic Highlands from France or Spain by the mediaeval wine-trade route, while the version told by Scots-speaking cairds came across the North Sea.34 The transmission of traditional tales from one person to another is after all what distinguishes them from novels or television plays. We have been particularly interested in two aspects of transmission: the way in which written and oral sources can combine to make an orally delivered story – there are plenty of examples of this below – and the process of remembering a story. The latter is certainly not usually a matter of memorising words, like learning a part in a play; it has generally been assumed to involve learning a framework which is fleshed out with words in each performance, perhaps drawing on a stock of verbal clichés for descriptions and dialogue. But this reflects a method some of us have learned at school: it is not necessarily the way a person will tell someone else the story of a film they have seen, or the way a storyteller who can hardly read remembers stories. Most people who hear or read a story form some sort of image of characters or scenes in their mind’s eye, and may complain that a film of a novel they have read is not at all like the way they see it. Scottish traditional storytellers have told us that they use such pictures to help them to recall and re-tell their stories, and that they would not be able to do this without them.35 This has, of course, significant implications for the study of structure, style, meaning, and so on.


SOURCES, EDITING AND NOTES


Most of the stories in this book have been transcribed from tape-recordings in the Sound Archive of the School of Scottish Studies (SA): in this case the Notes acknowledge the storyteller, the fieldworker who made the recording, the transcriber and (if the story was told in Gaelic) the translator, unless the last two functions were carried out by us. If so, most of the Gaelic stories were transcribed by Donald Archie MacDonald (DAM), though a few began as transcriptions by me (AJB), which were then revised by D. A. MacDonald; mostly the translation was started by the same person who made the transcription, but all translations in their final forms have involved the collaboration of both editors, and we have also revised those made by other people. All stories in Scots (including Shetlandic, and English) were either transcribed or revised, with consultation of the original tapes, by me. We have not included the Gaelic texts of any tale in this collection because we feel few of our readers would have any use for them, but a separate publication is a possibility, and many of them have already appeared beside the translations in the School’s journals Scottish Studies (SS) and Tocher (T). These references are also given in the Notes. Outside these journals, none of the stories in this book has been fully published before except for ten Scots ones which appeared in my collection The Green Man of Knowledge and Other Scots Traditional Tales (GMK), now out of print, and the Gaelic texts of two which appeared in Peter Morrison’s Ugam agus Bhuam (UAB), edited by D. A. MacDonald. However, a large part of this book consists of stories which were privately printed under the same title in 1974 by the School of Scottish Studies as a textbook for the then course in Oral Literature and Popular Tradition, the predecessor of Scottish Ethnology 1. This was out of print within ten years, by which time it had been turned down for full publication by several Scottish publishers, but in more enlightened times this revised and enlarged version has been accepted.


Unlike the earlier version, this book also includes some stories from manuscript and typescript collections deposited in the School, the oldest dating from 1891. In these cases the collector and storyteller are acknowledged with a note of the history of the collection: Scots texts are reproduced in the manuscript form, Gaelic ones have been translated by us. The tale-types to be used were selected, with a textbook for teaching traditional narrative in mind, by me, and I chose the Scots examples, but most of the Gaelic texts were found by D. A. MacDonald. The Notes were written by me, and include a very brief biographical sketch or assessment of each storyteller if possible, supplied by the fieldworkers, D. A. MacDonald and myself. Living storytellers, and relatives of those now dead (sadly, the vast majority), if they could he traced have kindly given permission for their stories to be used. We are grateful to them and the fieldworkers for their contribution, and hope this book will be to the credit of all the storytellers; many fine ones, like Brucie Henderson and Jamesie Laurenson from Shetland, have had to be left out because few of their tales were recurrent types, but we hope this will be remedied in future collections.


The translations from Gaelic are intended to give the flavour rather than the literal meaning of the storytellers’ words, though they keep as closely as possible to the sentence structure of the original. Occasionally a ‘he says’ or the like, used by most oral storytellers as a sort of punctuation in the flow of dialogue and a constant reminder that one of the characters is speaking, may be omitted silently. However, in both transcriptions from Scots and translations from Gaelic ellipses (. . .) are regularly used, to indicate not just a pause but the omission of some words, either because they could not be understood, or more often because they are part of the hesitation and repetition that the ear accepts in speech but the eye may find disturbing in reading: the storytellers would not have wanted their ‘ers’ and ‘ums’ and mumblings printed, but we leave the ellipses to show that the narrative does come from an imperfect oral original. Where we have been uncertain of a word or phrase, or have had to supply one to make the meaning clear, it is in square brackets: The transcriptions from Scots likewise try to indicate the flavour, showing characteristic features of the accent and dialect with a spelling which suggests the standard English form of a word if there is one. So ‘maet’ transposes the vowels of ‘meat’, though ‘mait’ would indicate the sound more closely. ‘Hey’ sounds like ‘high’, rather than ‘hey’. In Orkney and Shetland dialect Ö and Ü are pronounced much as in German, and ä indicates something closer to short e than a standard British a. Vowel changes are the main dialect indicators, though different parts of Shetland use ‘quite’ for ‘white’ or ‘white’ for ‘quite’, and sometimes I hear an intermediate form which I ha.ve written as in old Scots ‘quhite’ . The spellings of the Scots Style Sheet, which dispense with apostrophes in common forms (o’, wi’, a’, an’, -in’ etc.) are often followed, but apostrophes at the beginning of words (as in ‘ ’at’ for ‘that’) are kept for clarity, and we write ‘oot’ for ‘out’ when we hear that, because in such words both the Scots and the English forms are used side by side by many Scottish speakers. We expect readers to understand the fairly standard, elementary Scots forms which most storytellers use, and sometimes build on top of them (‘aafae’ = ‘awfy’ = ‘awfully’). Remember that in Scots it is correct to use such forms as a singular verb with a plural subject (‘his dogs is forgotten’), while in Orkney and Shetland ‘is’ rather than ‘has’ forms the perfect tense (‘they were all hed to clear oot’). All Scots dialects also use ‘they were’ to mean ‘there was’ and ‘they are’ or ‘there’ for ‘there is’. ‘-ed’ often becomes ‘-it’ and may be swallowed by a preceding t in words like ‘start’, meaning ‘started’. David Murison’s The Guid Scots Tongue (Edinburgh, 1977) is a good introduction to the regular features of the language many of which (such as thu are for ‘thou art’) might seem like mistakes to most Scots today. More unusual words and phrases are explained in the notes, along with, for instance, Gaelic names when the meaning is of importance to the story.





CHILDREN’S TALES





1a Dolly Ann
MacDougall



THE OLD MAN WITH THE EAR OF CORN


THIS WAS AN OLD MAN who was going along this high-road, and he found an ear of corn on the high-road. There was a house close by there, and he brought it into this house and asked them if they would keep the ear of corn for him until he came back at a year and a day’s end.


He came back at a year and a day’s end and asked for his ear of corn. They told him that the hen had eaten it.


‘Keep the hen itself for me until I come at a year and a day’s end.’ He came back at a year and a day’s end and asked for the hen. They told him that the cow had eaten the hen.


‘Well, keep the cow itself until I come at a year and a day’s end.’ He came at a year and a day’s end. There was no cow to be had. She had broken her bones on the ice when a girl was taking her out to get a drink – it was freezing.


‘Well, keep the girl herself for me until I come at a year and a day’s end.’ He came at a year and a day’s end and got the girl. He put her in a sack with a string round its mouth, and out he went. But the day was warm and the girl was heavy, and he thought he would go into the hotel to ask them if he could get a drink. But somebody came along and saw that the girl was in the bag. They let out the girl, and they put stones in the bag. He came out and picked up the bag, and the girl was heavier than ever. The day was warm and he was getting really tired. Anyway he came to this loch, and he heaved the bag and the girl and the stones and the whole lot of it into the loch, because he couldn’t be bothered carrying them any further.





1b Kate Dix



THE OLD MAN WITH THE GRAIN OF BARLEY


DID YOU EVER HEAR about the story of the Old Man with the Grain of Barley? Anyway he was a bachelor. He lived with his mother. And apparently he failed to get a wife anywhere in the world and he made up his mind that one way or another he would get a wife. So he went and wrapped up a grain of barley in his handkerchief and off he went with it. He walked miles over mountain and moor but it was when night came that he saw a small light far away at the bottom of a glen. But though it seemed far from him it didn’t take long to reach and he knocked at the door. He asked if he could get shelter for the night. Oh, they said, yes, he could come in. And there was a woman at the door and he said to her: ‘Now keep this grain of barley for me. See that no harm comes to it till morning.’


He went to bed and when he got up in the morning and the poor woman was giving him the grain of barley it fell and the hen ate it.


‘Oh if you’ve been the death of my grain, it’s the living hen for me.’ And away he went with the hen. And he carried on through the moor again until night came and he saw another light. When he reached the light he knocked at the door and he asked if he could get shelter and they said he could. And he asked them to see to it now that no harm came to the hen till morning came, and he took it away with him.


When he got up in the morning and the woman was giving him the hen it slipped from her hands and the cow stood on it, and killed it. ‘Oh if you’ve been on the death of my hen it’s the living cow for me.’


Away he went with the cow over the mountain and moor till night came and he saw a small light in the glen again. He made for it . . . and a beautiful girl came to the door, and he said to her: ‘Well now, mind and take good care of the cow so that no harm comes to it till morning.’


The poor girl was thinking in the morning when she got up that the cow had better have a drink. However it was snowing a blizzard and the girl let the cow out, and it slipped and dislocated a hip joint and they had to kill it.


‘Oh well,’ said the man, ‘if you’ve been the death of my cow, it’s the living girl for me.’


He took the girl home with him, and he had got a wife at last, and they say that they had a great wedding.


I don’t know whether that’s true or not.





2 Hugh MacKinnon



THE GREY GOAT


WELL, I WILL NOW TELL you the story of the Grey Goat as I remember it.


One day the Grey Goat was going to the strand to get shellfish for her family and she left at home the three Grey-Speckled Kids and the Grey-Headed Billy and the Billy-Boy. And when she was going, she warned them that they must never open the door to anyone who came to the house until she came home. And she was going to put a mark on herself when she went; that mark was that she was going to tie two threads round her foot, a red thread and a blue thread, and if anyone came to the door they were to ask him to put his foot in under the door and unless they saw this red thread and blue thread on the foot that came in under the door, it would not be her.


‘And you will say to anyone who comes – “There was a red thread and a blue thread round our mother’s foot”.’


And unless this was on the foot that came in under the door, the door was not to be opened.


But, anyway, the Fox came. He put his foot in under the door and asked that the door should be opened. He said: ‘Here is your mother back again.’


And it was then they said to him: ‘Put in your foot under the door, and we will know if it is our mother.’


And he put his foot in under the door and there was no thread or anything round his foot. And they said:


‘O, that is not our mother at all. There was a red thread and a blue thread round our mother’s foot.’


Anyway, the Fox went away and he went to the weaver’s midden and he got a bit of red thread and blue thread and he tied that round his foot.


He went back to the house of the Grey Goat and he knocked at the door and he said that their mother was back now from the strand. And they said to him: ‘Put your foot in under the door and we will know if it is our own mother.’


And he put in his foot under the door and sure enough there was a red thread and a blue thread round his foot.


The poor creatures inside opened the door and the Fox got in and in the twinkling of an eye he ate all of them up, the three Grey-Speckled Kids and the Grey-Headed Billy and the Billy-Boy.


But not long after, the poor Grey Goat came back from the strand and came home and there was no sign of any of her family. And she was overcome: she didn’t know what to do. And she went to look for them and she went first to the house of the Gull and she climbed up to the chimney and the Gull called from inside:


‘Who is that on the top of my shaggy, raggy little hut who will not let out the smoke of my little hearth while I am cooking my little bannock?’


‘Here am I, the Grey Goat, worn out searching for my kids.’


‘By the earth beneath you, and by the sky above you and by yonder sun passing by,’ said the Gull, ‘I have never seen your kids.’


She went then to the house of the Crow and she climbed up to the top of the chimney again and the Crow called from inside:


‘Who is that on the top of my shaggy, raggy little hut who will not let out the smoke of my little hearth while I am cooking my little bannock?’


‘Here am I, the Grey Goat, worn out looking for my kids.’


‘By the earth beneath you and by the sky above you and by yonder sun passing by, I have never seen your kids,’ said the Crow.


She went away then and went to the house of the Raven and she climbed to the top of the Raven’s house, up to the chimney again, and the Raven called from inside:


‘Rochdada, rochdada,’ said the Raven, ‘who is that on the top of my shaggy, raggy little hut who will not let out the smoke of my little hearth while I am cooking my little bannock?’


‘Here am I, the Grey Goat, worn out looking for my kids.’


‘By the earth beneath you and by the sky above you and by yonder sun passing by, I have never seen your kids.’


Now, she did not know on earth which way she should turn, and she went to the house of the Fox. Anyway, the Fox took her inside and he had a great fine fire on and he was feeling very pleased with himself, and they were very friendly to each other, he and the Grey Goat, and he stretched himself in front of the fire and she began to stroke his head with her hand [sic] and the Fox fell asleep.
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