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Preface to the Second Edition and Acknowledgements




  Change is an inevitable fact of life, difficult or impossible to predict, yet, with hindsight, often becoming the focus of attention and discussion. Changes and trends may be

  food and drink to the statistician; they are grist to the mill to the folklorist listening to the constant turning of the wheels of tradition. In 1992, as I reflected upon the mass of material from

  which I made the selection for the first edition of Scottish Customs, I suggested that, ‘Despite the fact that custom is rapidly becoming etiquette in today’s terms, Scotland

  still has an enormous range of traditional customs.’ In the twenty-first century many of these very customs are rapidly being reinvented and marketed as big business.




  Within the past decade, arguably the greatest change to have taken place in Scotland is the advent of the Scottish Parliament. In preparing this second edition I have been conscious of the fact

  that the earliest excerpts quoted in the first edition were from a time when Scotland still had its own parliament. A substantial amount of the material for the new edition is from the era of the

  new parliament. Whether this fact has much effect on changes in Scottish customs that have taken place in the meantime is a matter for debate. What is certain, however, is that customs can be

  greatly affected by new legislation. For example, the Marriage (Scotland) Act 2002 allows civil marriages to take place outside the registry office, which, in the past, had been the only place

  where they could legally be held. As a result, the choice seems limitless – weddings have been held in castles, supermarkets, football grounds, underwater in ‘Deep Sea World’ and

  in other previously off-limit settings. ‘Approved venues’ are ones which have obtained a general licence to hold wedding ceremonies; in Edinburgh alone they include the Zoological

  Gardens, the Royal College of Physicians, the Royal Botanic Garden, the Usher Hall and the Edinburgh Business School. We might wonder if, in this modern world where the British working week is

  significantly longer than in most other countries, the new Marriage (Scotland) Act offers a convenient way of fitting in life’s social activities.




  Ever aware of the changing nature of tradition, folklorists are fond of discussing the influences that bring about changes. Some, which have existed over countless centuries, suddenly disappear;

  others seem to come back in a new guise; and most have variants all over the world among peoples of differing races and religions. While amassing his remarkable nineteenth-century Gaelic

  collection, Carmina Gadelica, Alexander Carmichael found that some of the reciters insisted on telling him how or why particular traditions were fading. In 1870, for example, while he was

  visiting the Isle of Barra, Catherine MacNeill told him:




  

    

      Is iomadh dòigh neònach a bha measg nan seann daoine; ach thòisich coigrich air tighinn a steach dhan dùthaich, agus thòisich iad air

      magadh air luchd na dùthcha, agus mar sin leigeadh cleachdannan ceanalta na dùthcha uidh air n-uidh air chùl, agus cuid air chall. Cha mhòr feadhainn a sheasaidh ri

      magadh feadhainn is fear ionnsachadh na iad fhèin. Cha mhòr idir.


    


  




  Translation




  

    

      There were many curious customs among the old people; but strangers began to come into the country, and they began to mock the people of the country, and the beautiful

      customs of the country were allowed bit by bit to drop, and some of them to be lost. There are not many people who would stand to be made fun of by people of more learning than themselves

      – not many at all.1


    


  




  Nevertheless, only a few generations later, Gaels themselves were opting to speak English in the home, thus denying their own children a linguistic birthright.2 Since language is the vehicle that carries tradition from one generation to the next, when Scots or Gaelic become replaced by Britain’s universal language,

  changes are to be expected.




  Regardless of how subtle such changes may be, there are usually significant reasons for why they take place. In this anthology I have generally refrained from interweaving speculative

  explanations for customs described by individual tradition-bearers or writers. Some have given their own ideas on why they do this or that – even if the reason is simply ‘We’ve

  always done it this way,’ or ‘My mother always did it this way.’ Meanwhile, I have enjoyed many discussions that have arisen from the first edition, not only among readers who

  have written or e-mailed, but also among audiences who have invited me to speak about the subject. (I have included a selection of contributions from those who have generously sent them.)




  I continue to invite comments, corrections, contradictions, variations, new information, as there has invariably been a marvellous response. Several items added to this edition have been chosen,

  or sought out, in response to inquiries I have received, or indications of omissions. Some simply aroused my curiosity, such as marriage lintels, silent witnesses to an ancient custom. And, since I

  have encountered nobody (so far) who could tell me more than any passer-by can read, I have simply included photographs, which speak for themselves. Past experience has shown, however, that certain

  old customs have been given a new lease of life by readers who ‘just liked the idea’. Perhaps that in itself is a testimony to the basic human need to be rooted in tradition, and to

  retain customs that light up our lives. I will keep my eyes peeled for the first sighting of a lintel carved with two sets of initials in the year 20[image: ]04.




  From time to time I try to encourage students of folklore to examine their own customs, record their families and communities, discuss the significance of their traditions and ultimately try to

  make sense of them in our modern world. In this context, my occasional university, college and summer-school classes have regularly wrestled with an observation from the American folklorist Alan

  Dundes: ‘Folklore as a mirror of culture provides unique raw material for those eager to gain a better understanding of themselves and others.’ (Interpreting Folklore, p. viii,

  1980). Were I to include my own ideas, therefore, I might risk depriving readers, young and old, of the pleasure of enjoying their own opinions and answering questions that arise.




  Nearly thirty years ago, as a postgraduate student in the Folklore Department at Memorial University of Newfoundland, I shared with my peers the pleasure of trawling library shelves to find a

  few gems from the past that might serve to add sparkle to our fledgling ideas. ‘Why do customs change?’ was the question asked. ‘The shriek of the engine has sounded the

  death-note of many once popular festivals,’ proposed one student, eliciting a restrained smile from the professor. ‘Ditchfield,’ he interjected, adding the title, date and place

  of publication. Nobody dared ask, ‘Page number?’ though we suspected he probably knew that too. In this new century we might suggest that the click of a mouse has done infinitely more

  to alter traditional customs than any single influence in the past; the old tutor would probably nod agreement.




  Herbert Halpert (1915–2000), still widely regarded as the world’s foremost bibliophile of British folklore, was that class professor. For many of us who became folklorists, he became

  our friend, continuing to inspire and teach long after we had left the classroom. As years went by, his wisdom somehow took on even more significance than when we first listened to him, and his

  ‘Why don’t your record that?’ became imprinted in our minds.




  In one of many invited lectures, Halpert explained to the general public:




  

    

      The study of folklore is a serious attempt to record fully and carefully all aspects of a people’s culture: to describe accurately what is said and done. What is

      equally important but more difficult, the folklorist attempts to learn why. What is its meaning to the people who do and say these things?




      . . . The folklorist is interested in people’s beliefs and practices, and in their expressive culture: the imaginative richness of language and its various uses in

      sayings and proverbs, riddles, rhymes, song texts, folk plays, and the multifarious varieties of folk narrative . . .




      I should stress to you, however, that folklorists are quite aware that a culture is never static but always changing. But for the folklorist to study changes in culture, he

      needs to have a full knowledge of the past to serve as a base-line against which to monitor such changes.


    


  




  One of my aims has been to make available Scotland’s rich store of traditional customs, to keep that ‘base-line’ strong, while aspiring to observe and record

  changes. In so doing, it is hoped that anyone interested in culture and tradition may draw from this ever-deepening well.




  On receiving his copy of the first edition in 1992, Professor Halpert enthusiastically wrote to me, delighted, he said, that some of his students actually listened to him. Attached to the

  letter, however, was a list of corrections to the bibliography – dates of reprints, second editions, along with a few rare specimens I had missed. (To the best of my ability, they have all

  been updated in this edition.) And finally, a request for his own library – perhaps I could track down some books that had hitherto escaped his attention.




  As fieldwork has been an on-going activity, I have also been more than fortunate to share discussions with Scotland’s foremost twentieth-century folklorist, Hamish Henderson

  (1919–2002). Internationally recognised as a poet, song-maker, soldier, scholar and political activist, he was at the heart of collecting and preserving folklore throughout Scotland. He was

  also my colleague, friend, neighbour and kindred spirit for many years. It may be more than some twist of fate to find that Henderson and Halpert, two ‘old soldiers’ who recorded

  wartime traditions in the midst of conflict, also enjoyed fifty years of friendship and fellowship. I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to both of them for sharing their profound knowledge and

  understanding of traditional culture. Rather than lament their passing, I would like to celebrate their lives by dedicating this edition to two inspiring leaders in the field of folklore

  scholarship. Finally, to their wives, who enriched my experience, Letty and Kätzel, I accord my love and appreciation for warm-hearted friendships I continue to enjoy.
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Introduction




  

    

      

        Folklore-customs and beliefsbeliefs were no idle play, but earnest attempts to safeguard vital human interests.3


      


    


  




  At every stage of life from birth until death there are innumerable customs which have been handed down from generation to generation. We take most of them for granted, and

  very often it is not until there is a sudden or dramatic breach of established custom that we actually recognise their importance. If, for example, a bride and her bridesmaids all appeared dressed

  in black at a wedding in any Scottish village or town, there would be more than a few raised eyebrows. Such a wedding party might, however, ‘get away with it’ in one of our cities at

  the marriage of two members of the modern ‘Gothic cult’, for it would be in keeping with that particular group’s accepted style.




  Nowadays, established ‘businesses’ take over many of the responsibilities and decisions that are concerned with life and death. To cite three basic examples: the highly trained staff

  at maternity hospitals deliver most babies, and the ‘Hurry-hurry! Boil-the-water’ routine is mainly a feature of old movies; wedding preparations and ceremonies are usually performed as

  prescribed by an elaborate range of ‘brides’ magazines’, which not only inform the participants about general etiquette but also threaten to standardise the whole procedure from

  John o’ Groats (or indeed Baltasound in Unst) to Land’s End; and top-hatted undertakers not only remove the body of the newly-deceased from a house but also relieve the bereaved of all

  duties attached to the disposal of it.




  Despite the fact that custom is rapidly becoming etiquette in today’s terms, Scotland still has an enormous range of traditional customs which have survived for countless generations and

  are still flourishing. Certain customs appear to have been adapted over the years; others seem to have disappeared, then at a later date resurfaced stronger than ever; while others may bear only

  faint resemblance to their colourful past. Nevertheless, in this fast-changing world it is still possible to examine our nation’s customs, to consider the direction in which we are going and

  to reflect on where we have been. I hope this book will make a start on all three.




  We are fortunate that many writers from the past have recorded for us, often in meticulous detail, the way of life as they observed and experienced it. Several centuries of travellers,

  clergymen, dominies, soldiers and ‘ordinary folk’ have spontaneously contributed to this rich heritage, leaving us descriptions of an extensive range of Scottish traditions. One of the

  more notable Scottish collectors of the nineteenth century was the Revd Walter Gregor, who carefully preserved in print the many facets of customs he observed in the North-east. Two of his books,

  long considered ‘old friends’ by local people, have also come to be regarded by folklorists all over the world as the major, reliable and standard reference works on the folklore of

  that area: An Echo of the Olden Time, published in 1874 (reprinted 1973), and Notes on the Folk-Lore of the North-East, which covers much of the same material (often word for

  word) but with a considerable number of additional chapters, published in London for the Folk-Lore Society in 1881. To date, however, the latter is long since out of print.




  The Revd James Napier was another minister who made an admirable contribution to the study and documentation of customs and beliefs from his local parish in the Glasgow area. His book Folk

  Lore: or, Superstitious Beliefs in the West of Scotland, within this Century, published by Alex Gardner of Paisley in l879 (reprinted by E.P. Publishing in 1973), combines his own theories on

  various aspects of life with descriptions of customs and beliefs he actually observed. From his writing it is clear that he sometimes struggled to reconcile opposing aspects of tradition, such as

  when he confidently explained away belief in death-warnings as ‘superstitious nonsense’, then immediately gave his own testimony of warnings which were actually known to

  precede death. Even so, the reader can easily separate Napier’s ministerial moralising from his invaluable observations of the customs of his locality.




  Many nineteenth-century writers were encouraged and inspired by the work of the Folk-Lore Society (founded in 1879) to preserve a record of traditions extant in their own localities. From this

  era, Scotland can boast of a fine treasury of writings on a very wide range of subjects. The reader will encounter several of these writers in this book, as some of those that deal with the cycle

  of life are quoted in the text, referred to in the notes, and a wide selection is included in the bibliography at the end.




  Considering the fact that the nineteenth-century writers did such a fine job, why then, in the closing decade of the twentieth century, write yet another book on the very same subject? My

  initial motivation stemmed from the growing popularity of the study of Custom and Belief at the University of Edinburgh, and the resulting problem of large numbers of students having to share

  single copies of rare books. After only one year’s use, the two copies of Gregor and Napier needed to be rebound, thus the old proverb, ‘necessity is the mother of invention’,

  suggested a practical solution. I began, then, to put together this anthology of writings in order to make the older material more readily accessible, and at the same time took the opportunity to

  follow the subject through the twentieth century – a pursuit that often took me out of the library and into other people’s kitchens. Spoiled for choice on both counts, the contents of

  this book attempt to offer a balance between older texts and previously unpublished transcriptions from up-to-date recordings on the same range of subjects.




  For reasons already mentioned, the core of the anthology is based on selected readings from Gregor and Napier. I make no apology for relying on these two stalwarts; instead, I give them full

  credit. Although one of my original aims was to give samples from ‘a the airts and pairts’ (for Scotland is an intricate mosaic of cultural variations) I regret that it has proved

  impossible to do justice to this at present. While I have extended the regional spread far outside the neighbourhoods of these two ministers, there are areas of Scotland which are less well

  represented than I would like. This is partly due to copyright rules which prohibit the reprinting of some of the more recent writings, partly because I did most of my fieldwork recording during

  weekends and ‘free time’, but mostly because I quickly realised that to achieve such detailed coverage would require an encyclopaedia and another ten years’ work. Meanwhile,

  however, I have tried to maintain a balance between rural and urban traditions, and I hope the reader will observe that there are many more customs and beliefs which unite humanity than threaten to

  divide it.




  No sooner have we concluded that Scotland is a small nation of many regional variations than we are faced with a rather paradoxical concept: the universality of customs throughout the nation.

  The reader will recognize many aspects of tradition which are replicated from one area to another, sometimes with slight variations, and at other times virtually identical to a custom already

  encountered in an entirely different region. It is not due to some careless repetition on the part of the editor that these themes recur and even echo throughout many pages; they are deliberately

  included to highlight the universal aspect of customs and beliefs.




  The present selection also aims to prove that the intricate web of tradition which, through time, has held together the fabric of Scottish life is still strong enough to weave a fine tapestry of

  yesterday, today and even tomorrow. Many of the delicate threads in it appear to have become threadbare, but just as they are pronounced ‘worn out’ by the writers of one generation,

  they turn up again, some as colourful as ever, others in a slightly muted shade – and a few downright psychedelic. The span of time is a crucial aspect of this phenomenon, and while some

  readers may consider it more desirable to have the items arranged in chronological fashion (from 1549 to 2004), I have chosen not to do this; in exploring the wide range of material across several

  centuries I found the startling juxtaposition of ancient and modern to be far more exciting, as it emphasises the indomitable strength of tradition that prevails throughout Scotland.




  Although this collection was initially created with students in mind, I would regard it as a failure if it did not automatically have a much wider appeal. My final choice is intended for the

  enjoyment of ordinary folk, ‘fae courtiers tae cottars’, who share life’s common experiences from birth to death. And to the student who created havoc and irritation among his

  fellow labourers by keeping Gregor’s Notes on the Folk-Lore of the North-East at home for three weeks ‘because my father wouldn’t let me take it back till he finished

  it’ I can now confess that I was quietly reassured by that ‘second opinion’ from the man ‘who couldnae put it down’. This collection is not intended to replace the old

  writers, but to guide the readers to further exploration if they so desire. The notes and bibliography at the end should help complete the picture for the most inquiring readers.




  The book is divided into three sections: Childbirth and Infancy; Love, Courtship and Marriage; and Death and Burial. Each one begins with a short introduction which also

  contains a selection of Scottish sayings or proverbs about these stages of life. Proverbs, as Lord Bacon once said, reflect the ‘genius, wit and spirit of a nation’; they are, in the

  words of Lord John Russell, ‘the wisdom of many and the wit of one’; and, as Henderson suggested in the preface to his own collection, ‘the domestic habits of a people are best

  known by their proverbs’ – just three of the reasons why I have included so many of them.




  





  

    Notes on the Editing of Texts and Transcriptions


  




  All the passages selected are headed by the name of the writer or speaker, with the date of writing or recording. A full citation of the text or tape is in the notes, along

  with any additional information that adds to the reader’s understanding. Where it has not been possible to publish complete transcriptions of tape recordings I should like to have included

  (but for practical reasons could not do so) there are brief summaries and tape references in the notes. Words in Scots are explained in the glossary.




  As far as possible all texts remain true to the original. Very few of the spellings have been changed, and where there is some doubt I have included both, with my suggested update in square

  brackets. For the sake of brevity, some of the text has been cut, and I have indicated this by the use of ellipses.




  In the tape transcriptions I have tried to be as faithful as possible to the speakers, retaining individual style and syntax, though ever aware that the printed page gives only a pale image of

  the speaker. A few, though by no means all, the ‘uhms’ and ‘ehs’ have been omitted; where there was excessive repetition of detail some of this has also been cut; and where

  speech irrelevant to our subject occurred, this has also been omitted, as I believe that the reader may not have the same interest as I had in interjections such as ‘Do you take milk in your

  tea?’ All such omissions are indicated by . . . in the written versions. Occasionally there are some transcriptions which need a little clarification, not because the original speaker was

  unclear but usually because I had been given part of the information some time beforehand (so it seemed obvious at the time of recording), or because the speaker was gesticulating silently, such as

  when I was told that ‘it reached right down to here’ [indicating ankles]. My additions for all these instances are added in square brackets, which I hope will not intrude too much into

  the printed versions. On a few occasions I have omitted the names of people and places and indicated these with a long dash. Generally speaking such omissions to not detract from the information

  given but have been presented in this form either because I was unable to obtain permission to use a name from the individual concerned or because I considered the material to be of a sensitive

  nature.




  





  
PART I




  Childbirth and Infancy




  




  





  
Childbirth and Infancy




  

    

      

        There’s something very special about seeing a mother with a new baby; the expression on her face, and just the joy that a new life brings. . .4


      


    


  




  ‘Children are the poor man’s wealth’ is an old saying known internationally which attempts to make the time-worn connection between socio-economic status and

  family size. It is, however, cold comfort to families who struggle against poverty. Young people getting married today can console themselves that modern contraception gives them a choice which was

  not available in the past, yet couples who have scarcely announced their engagement are invariably asked when folk can expect the first new arrival to the family. ‘There’s nae sport

  whaur there’s neither auld folk nor bairns’ was echoed in various forms throughout Scotland, occasionally heard at weddings, though more often applied to households in which there were

  no children:




  

    

      

        Taigh gun chù, gun chat, gun leanabh beag,




        Taigh gun ghean, gun ghaire.




        [A house without a dog, a cat, or a little child,




        Is a house without joy or laughter.]


      


    


  




  And as soon as news reached the community that a child was expected, then in good auld-fashioned Scottish tradition there was always (whether you wanted it or not) plenty of

  advice: ‘Naething is got without pains but an ill name.’




  Nevertheless, from the onset of her confinement a young mother was offered continuous support and understanding from her elders; the concept of community care existed long before our modern

  Social Work Department or National Health Service. Not only was there the local midwife to attend to all her physical needs but she was also surrounded by the constant attention of female family

  and friends. Naturally she would experience an enormous change in her entire lifestyle: ‘Altruim do leanabh am bliadhna is dean do ghnìomh an ath bhliadhna.’

  [Nurse your child this year and do your business next year.] This was said as advice to young mothers who needed to get used to the idea of putting the care of a baby before all other domestic or

  personal concerns. The importance of upbringing was emphasised time and time again in numerous oft-quoted proverbs which emphasised that youth is the time for training. ‘Train up a child in

  the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.’ (Proverbs 22, v. 6). In Scots it is expressed in the axiom, ‘Between three and thirteen, Thraw the woodie when

  it’s green,’ and in Gaelic as ‘Am fear nach do dh’ionnsaich aig a’ ghlùin, Cha’n ionnsaich e ris an uileinn.’ [He who has not learned at the knee,

  Will not learn at the elbow.]




  Parents were continually exhorted to pay attention to the fact that ‘Bairns speak in the field what they hear by the fireside,’ and the old idea of ‘spare the rod and spoil the

  child’ was stated in the Scots proverb: ‘Gie a bairn his will and whelp his fill, and neither will do weel.’ Similar advice was given in ‘Is e anacladh na h-òige a

  nì ’n duine’ [Careful attention in youth builds the man], and ‘rule youth weel and age will rule itsel.’




  In moments of despair, however, we can always remember that ‘bachelors’ wives and maidens’ bairns are aye weel bred’, and in time-honoured fashion just try to do the best

  we can, remembering that we may have some control over the upbringing of a child but precious little over the birth. For expectant mothers childbirth was anticipated as a perilous journey. Folk

  prayed for survival, took every precaution known and rejoiced at every safe delivery.




  The Mother and Child in Days Gone By




  [image: ]




  Belle Stewart and her daughter Sheila MacGregor




  Blairgowrie, 1992




  

    

      BS I wis born in a wee bow tent on the bank of the River Tay on the 18th of July, l906, so I’m no a chicken o yesterday’s hatchin. . . born in a

      wee bow tent, no doctors, no nurses, nobody, just my aunt, my mother’s sister; that was all that was there with her. And my father wis fishin the Tay at that time, and he got one o the

      biggest pearls that ever was known up to this day out of the Tay that mornin. . . Well, when my father got that pearl that mornin he had to walk up to Dunkeld for to sell it to the

      jeweller.5 And if he had that pearl the day he could a got a couple o hundred pound for it. An he got either eight or ten pound, I

      think. I don’t reckon he got all that, but anyway, that was a lot of money in his time. And he jist came back to the camp, and I suppose they would hae a dram, but they would celebrate me

      in some way, you know, the way travellers do, or tinkers to put it polite – my father was a great tinsmith, he was that; he was really counted [among skilled craftsmen], but I never knew

      him because he died when I was seven months old. . .




      MB When he brought the pearl back to your mother she must have been overjoyed. And [harking back to when you told me this story several years ago]

      wasn’t there something he said when he got word of his new baby daughter?




      SM There wasn’t a thing to eat in the camp, or even a drop of tea for the new mother, so when he got the money for the pearl he went to the shop to get

      food for everyone. And he said to the shopkeeper, ‘That’s two pearls I got the day!’ You know, the one he got in the Tay, and his new wee baby.




      BS Well, you see, there was other lasses [born] before me, but I was the only one that was spared, you know. And of course, the De’il is aye good to his

      own, ye ken!




      But unfortunately [seven months later] he had a cold come over him. . . so I never had the pleasure [of getting to know my father], and at that time, no traveller woman to my

      knowledge, at least the MacGregor clans and the Stewarts, would ever take another man to father the bairns she had to her first man, oh no.6


    


  




  Revd Walter Gregor




  North-east, 1874




  A mother . . . the holiest thing in life.




  On the occasion of a birth there were present a few of the mother’s female friends in the neighbourhood, besides the midwife. But it was not every woman that was

  permitted to attend. A woman with child was not allowed to be in the room; and if two women with child happened to be living in the same house when the one felt the pains of labour, they took a

  straw, or a stalk of grass, or some such thing, and broke it, each repeating the words, ‘Ye tak yours, an I tak mine.’ Neither could a woman giving suck seat herself on the edge of the

  bed of the lying-in woman, from the belief that such an action stopped the flow of the milk of the lying-in woman. If a woman in this condition did do so unwittingly, and the milk ceased, the

  lying-in mother whose milk had departed had to get secretly the child of her who had been the cause of the disappearance of the milk, and, with the aid of a friend, to pass it under and over her apron to bring back her milk. While the woman was in labour all locks in the house were undone. One who might enter the house during labour spoke to the woman, and

  wished God speed to the birth. If the labour was difficult, the first who chanced to enter gave her something, as a little water to moisten the mouth, and there were those whose giving was reputed

  as of great virtue in easing and hastening the birth. A doctor was called only in cases of danger.




  When the child was born there was a feast, called the merry meht, part of which was the indispensable cheese, or cryin kebback. In some districts a cryin bannock, made

  of oatmeal, milk and sugar, and baked in a frying-pan, was served up. Each one present carried off a piece of the cheese to be distributed among friends, and everyone who came to see the mother and

  baby also took away a piece for the same purpose.




  The belief in fairies was universal, and their power was specially dreaded in the case of women in childbed and of unbaptised infants. These beings were believed to have a great liking for human

  milk, and to be constantly on the watch for opportunities to gratify their liking, which could be done only by carrying off unsained or unchurched mothers. There have been mothers carried

  into their subterranean palaces and been soon reduced to mere shadows of their former selves, and when they could no longer supply the delicious drink they have been permitted to return to their

  homes on condition of giving the best mare under milk to take their place. The husbands have then fulfilled the condition, and the mare has disappeared, and after a time returned so lean and weak

  as to be scarcely able to support her own weight. Nor did they show less anxiety to get possession of infants. Every seven years they had to pay ‘the teind to hell’, and this they

  endeavoured to do by a human being rather than by one of themselves.




  

    

      

        

          There came a wind out of the north,




          A sharp wind and a snell,




          And a dead sleep came over me,




          And frae my horse I fell;




          The Queen of Fairies she was there,




          And took me to hersel.




          

            And never would I tire, Janet,


          




          In fairy-land to dwell,




          But aye, at every seven years




          They pay the teind to hell;




          And though the Queen mak’s much o’ me,




          I fear ’twill be mysel.


        


      


    


  




  Sometimes they succeeded in carrying one off, and sometimes in substituting one of their own. Sometimes their attempt has been foiled in the very moment of

  being accomplished, and the infant snatched from them as it was passing through the dog-hole.




  On the birth of the child, the mother and offspring were sained, a ceremony which was done in the following manner: A fir-candle was lighted and carried three times round the bed, if it

  was in a position to allow of this being done, and if this could not be done, it was whirled three times round their heads; a Bible and bread and cheese, or a Bible and a biscuit, were placed under

  the pillow, and the words were repeated, ‘May the Almichty debar a’ ill fae this umman, an be aboot ir, an bliss ir an ir bairn.’ When the biscuit or the bread and cheese had

  served their purpose, they were distributed among the unmarried friends and acquaintances, to be placed under their pillows to evoke dreams.




  Among some of the fishing population a fir-candle or a basket containing bread and cheese was placed on the bed to keep the fairies at a distance. A pair of trousers hung at the foot of the bed

  had the same effect.




  Strict watch was kept over both mother and child till the mother was churched and the child was baptised, and in the doing of both all convenient speed was used. For, besides exposure to the

  danger of being carried off by the fairies, the mother was under great restrictions till churched. She was not allowed to do any kind of work, at least any kind of work more than the most simple

  and necessary. Neither was she permitted to enter a neighbour’s house, and had she attempted to do so, some would have gone the length of offering a stout resistance, for the reason that, if

  there chanced to be in the house a woman great with child, travail would prove difficult with her.




  The Kirk of Scotland has no special service for the churching of women, and churching was simply attending the ordinary service. The mother put on her very best attire, and contrived if

  possible, however poor, to have a piece of new dress; and generally a larger contribution was given for the poor. On her journey home a neighbour by the wayside took her in, and set before her both

  food and drink. If the distance from the church and the state of the mother’s health delayed the churching too long, she betook herself to the ruins or to the site of some old chapel that

  chanced to be near, and on that hallowed ground returned thanks to God for His goodness. The site of the chapel of St Bridget, with its little churchyard and a few nameless stones, near Tomintoul,

  was the resort of many a mother. And under the dome of Heaven, with the hills for temple walls, and the green grass for a carpet, above the long, long forgotten dead, in a temple not made with

  hands,




  

    

      Kneeling there,




      Down in the dreadful dust that once was man,




      Dust . . . that once was living hearts,


    


  




  did she pour forth her heart for two human lives. Despite all superstition, it was a grand sight. Such mothers have made Scotland what it is.7




  Christina [Ciorstaigh] Docherty




  Kingussie, 1992




  

    

      MB Your mother talked of the churching of women?




      CD Yes, she always thought it was very heathen8 for people not to be churched after they had a baby. In her time [up

      to the 1930s] everyone had to have a churching ceremony, the first visit to church after the baby was born.




      MB Did she herself do that?




      CD I think probably the answer would be ‘Yes’.




      MB Now, she was from Barra and came to Badenoch as a young woman. In her family what was the procedure?




      CD Well, the mother and baby went to the church and in her day they were met at the church door by a priest who sort of handed the

      mother a lighted candle. That was a Christian follow-on from the Jewish law of purification, really.9 So the lighted candle sort of signified the

      purifying of the person. And they were blessed with holy water and there was a psalm said and various prayers said, and the mother was led into the church by the priest, holding the

      priest’s stole. And there was various prayers and things, but as they went into the church he said ‘Enter into the Kingdom of God,’ and he took the mother down to the church

      altar where the mother and baby were again blessed and various prayers and intercessions said, and thanksgiving for the life of the mother being spared and the child being born. . .




      It was her first real outing, [and it] would be to the church. She would maybe meet up with friends afterwards. It would be an occasion, definitely an

      occasion . . . it was special to her, wasn’t it? Everything’s very ordinary now. . .10


    


  




  Alexander Polson




  Caithness, 1907




  The day of birth, if not also the hour, is significant. As to the day, the following rhyme – a variation of one well known all over Scotland – is by some believed

  to afford a clue to the child’s future:




  

    

      

        

          Sunday’s child is full of grace,




          Monday’s child is full in the face,




          Tuesday’s child is solemn and sad,




          Wednesday’s child is merry and glad,




          Thursday’s child is inclined to thieving,




          Friday’s child is free in giving,




          Saturday’s child works hard for his living.


        


      


    


  




  No very particular account is taken of the hour, however, except that it is believed that a child born at midnight will grow up to be ‘uncanny’ – a notion

  which may have in later life given some unfortunates the character of wizard or witch. Occasionally a child is born with a thin membrane – a caul – over its head, and this is regarded

  as a specially good sign. A child so fortunate can never be drowned; and besides, there is no fear of the fairies effecting an exchange in such a case.11




  Meigle SWRI




  Perthshire, 1932




  The people of Meigle . . . were of the belief, too, that the ‘fairy men’ would steal their new-born babes and their maidens and carry them off to their caverns or

  underground houses in the Sidlaw Hills. Perhaps there may have been a reason for this belief. It may have come from the days of the Picts, when they invaded the land and took away many of their

  women and young folk with them. Great care was taken of newborn babies, and many very foolish stories were in circulation, how to avoid the fairies and try and keep them at bay.12




  Revd James Napier




  Renfewshire, l879




  When writing of fairies I noticed a practice common in some localities of placing in the bed where lay an expectant mother, a piece of cold iron to scare the fairies, and

  prevent them from spiriting away mother and child to elfland. An instance of this spiriting away at the time of child-bearing is said to have occurred in Arran within these fifty years. It is given

  by a correspondent in Long Ago:




  

    

      There was a woman near Pladda, newly delivered, who was carried away, and on a certain night her wraith stood before her husband telling him that the yearly riding was at

      hand, and that she, with all the rout, should ride by his house at such an hour, on such a night; that he must await her coming, and throw over her wedding gown, and so she should be rescued

      from her tyrants. With that she vanished. And the time came, with the jingling of bridles and the tramping of horses outside the cottage; but this man, feeble-hearted, had summoned his

      neighbours to bear him company, who held him, and would not suffer him to go out. So there arose a bitter cry and a great clamour, and then all was still; but in the morning, roof and wall were

      dashed with blood, and the sorrowful wife was no more seen upon earth. This . . . is not a tale from an old ballad, it is the narrative of what was told not fifty years ago.


    


  




  Immediately after birth, the newly-born child was bathed in salted water, and made to taste of it three times. This, by some, was considered a specific against the influence of

  the evil eye; but doctors differ, and so among other people and in other localities different specifics were employed. I quote the following from Ross’s Helenore:




  

    

      

        Gryte was the care and tut’ry that was ha’en,




        Baith night and day about the bonny weeane:




        The jizzen-bed, wi rantry leaves was sain’d,




        And sic like things as the auld grannies kend;




        Jean’s paps wi saut and water washen clean,




        Reed that her milk gat wrang, fan it was green;




        Neist the first hippen to the green was flung,




        And there at seelfu words, baith said and sung:




        A clear brunt coal wi the het tangs was ta’en,




        Frae out the ingle-mids fu clear and clean,




        And throu’ the cosey-belly letten fa,




        For fear the weeane should be ta’en awa’.


      


    


  




  Before baptism the child was more liable to be influenced by the evil eye than after that ceremony had been performed, consequently before that rite had

  been administered the greatest precautions were taken, the baby during this time being kept as much as possible in the room in which it was born, and only when absolutely necessary, carried out of

  it, and then under the careful guardianship of a relative, or of the mid-wife, who was professionally skilled in all the requisites of safety. Baptism was therefore administered as early as

  possible after birth. Another reason for the speedy administration of this rite was that, should the baby die before being baptised, its future was not doubtful. Often on calm nights, those who had

  ears to hear heard the wailing of the spirits of unchristened bairns among the trees and dells. I have known of an instance in which the baby was born on a Saturday, and carried two miles to church

  next day, rather than risk a week’s delay. It was rare for working people to bring the minister to the house. Another superstitious notion in connection with baptism was that until that rite

  was performed, it was unlucky to name the child by any name. When, before the child had been christened, anyone asked the name of the baby, the answer generally was, ‘It has not been out

  yet.’




  When a child was taken from its mother and carried outside the bedroom for the first time after its birth, it was lucky to take it up stairs, and unlucky to take it down stairs. If there were no

  stairs in the house, the person who carried it generally ascended three steps of a ladder or temporary erection, and this, it was supposed, would bring prosperity to the child.




  A child born with a caul – a thin membrane covering the head of some children at birth – would, if spared, prove a notable person. The carrying of a caul on board ship was believed

  to prevent shipwreck, and masters of vessels paid a high price for them. I have seen an advertisement for such in a local paper.




  When baby was being carried to church to be baptised, it was of importance that the woman appointed to post should be known to be lucky. Then she took with her a parcel of bread and cheese,

  which she gave to the first person she met. This represented a gift from the baby – a very ancient custom. Again, it was of importance that the person who received this gift should be lucky

  – should have lucky marks upon their person. Forecasts were made from such facts as the following concerning the recipient of the gift: Was this person male or female, deformed, disfigured,

  etc. If the party accepted the gift willingly, tasted it, and returned a few steps with the baptism party, this was a good sign; if they asked to look at the baby, and blessed it, this was still

  more favourable: but should this person refuse the gift, nor taste it, nor turn back, this was tantamount to wishing evil to the child, and should any serious calamity befall

  the child, even years after, it was connected with this circumstance, and the party who had refused the baptismal gift was blamed for the evil which had befallen the child. It was also a common

  belief that if, as was frequently the case, there were several babies, male and female, awaiting baptism together, and the males were baptised before the females, all was well; but if, by mistake,

  a female should be christened before a male, the characters of the pair would be reversed – the female would grow up with a masculine character, and would have a beard, whereas the male would

  display a feminine disposition and be beardless. I have known where such a mistake has produced real anxiety and regret in the minds of the parents. We have seen that it was not until after baptism

  that the child was allowed out of the room in which it was born, except under the skilful guardianship of a relative or the midwife; but, further than this, it was not considered safe or proper to

  carry it into any neighbour’s house until the mother took it herself, and this it was unlucky even for her to do until she had been to church. Indeed, few mothers would enter any house until

  they had been to the house of God. After this had been accomplished, however, she visited with the baby freely. In visiting any house with baby for the first time, it was incumbent on the person

  whom they were visiting to put a little salt or sugar into baby’s mouth, and wish it well: the omission of this was regarded as a very unlucky omen for the baby. Here we may note the survival

  of a very ancient symbolic practice in this gift of salt. Salt was symbolical of favour or good will, and covenants of friendship in very early times were ratified with this gift; sugar, as in this

  instance, is no doubt a modern substitute of salt. Among Jews, Greeks, and Romans, as well as among less civilised nations, salt was used in their sacrifices as emblematic of fidelity, and for some

  reason or other it also came to be regarded as a charm against evil fascinations. By Roman Catholics in the middle ages salt was used to protect children from evil influences before they had

  received the sacrament of baptism. This practice is referred to in many of the old ballads and romances. In a ballad called The King’s Daughter, a child is born, but in circumstances

  which do not admit of the rite of baptism being administered. The mother privately puts the baby into a casket, and, like the mother of Moses, sends it afloat, and as a protection places beside it

  a quantity of salt and candles. The words of the ballad are:




  

    

      

        

          The bairnie she swyl’d in linen so fine,




          In a gilded casket she laid it syne,




          Mickle saut and light she laid therein




          Cause yet in God’s house it had’na been.


        


      


    


  




  Let us return to the mother and child whom we left visiting at a friend’s house, and receiving the covenant of friendship. It was unsafe to be lavish

  in praise of the child’s beauty, for although such commendation would naturally be gratifying to the mother, it would at the same time increase her fears, for the well faured ran the

  greatest risk from evil influences, and of being carried off by the fairies. There was also the superadded danger of the mother setting her affections too much upon her child and forgetting God,

  who then in jealousy and mercy would remove it from her. This latter was a very widespread superstition among religiously-minded people, even among those who, from their education, ought to have

  known better. I well remember the case of a young mother – a tender loving woman, who, quite in keeping with her excitable affectionate nature, was passionately fond of her baby, her

  first-born. But baby sickened and died, and the poor mother, borne down with grief, wept bitterly, like Rachel refusing to be comforted. In the depth of her affliction she was visited by both her

  pastor and elder. They admonished her to turn her mind from the selfish sorrow in which she was indulging, and thank God for His kindly dealing toward her, in that He had removed from her the cause

  of sin on her part. She had been guilty, they said, of loving the baby too much, and God, who was a jealous God, would not suffer His people to set their affections on any object in a greater

  degree than on Himself; and therefore, He, in his mercy toward her, had removed from her the object of her idolatry. The poor woman in her agony could only sob out, ‘Surely it was no sin to

  love my own child that God gave me.’ The more correct term for such a theological concept would not be superstition, but blasphemy.




  Another danger from which children required to be shielded was the baneful influence of the evil eye. Malicious people were believed to possess the power of doing harm by merely looking

  upon those whom they wished to injure. This belief is very ancient. From Professor Conington’s Satires of A. Persius Flaccus, I extract the following notice of it:




  

    

      Look here – a grandmother or a superstitious aunt has taken baby from his cradle, and is charming his forehead and his slavering lips against mischief by the joint

      action of her middle finger and her purifying spittle; for she knows right well how to check the evil eye . . .


    


  




  The Romans used to hang red coral round the necks of their children to save them from falling-sickness, sorcery, charms, and poison. In this country coral beads were hung round

  the necks of babies, and are still used in country districts to protect them from an evil eye. Coral bells are used at present. The practice was originated by the Roman Catholics to frighten away

  evil spirits.




  I have quite a vivid remembrance of being myself believed to be the unhappy victim of an evil eye. I had taken what was called a dwining, which baffled all

  ordinary experience; and, therefore, it was surmised that I had got ‘a blink of an ill e’e’. To remove this evil influence, I was subjected to the following operation, which was

  prescribed and superintended by a neighbour ‘skilly’ in such matters: A sixpence was borrowed from a neighbour, a good fire was kept burning in the grate, the door was locked, and I was

  placed upon a chair in front of the fire. The operator, an old woman, took a tablespoon and filled it with water. With the sixpence she then lifted as much salt as it could carry, and both were put

  into the water in the spoon. The water was then stirred with the forefinger till the salt was dissolved. Then the soles of my feet and the palms of my hands were bathed with this solution thrice,

  and after these bathings I was made to taste the solution three times. The operator then drew her wet forefinger across my brow – called scoring aboon the breath. The remaining

  contents of the spoon she then cast right over the fire, into the hinder part of the fire, saying as she did so, ‘Guid preserve frae a’ skaith.’ These were the first words

  permitted to be spoken during the operation. I was then put in bed, and, in attestation of the efficacy of the charm, recovered. To my knowledge this operation has been performed within these forty

  years, and probably in many outlying country places it is still practised. The origin of this superstition is probably to be found in ancient fire worship. The great blazing fire was evidently an

  important element in the transaction; nor was this a solitary instance in which regard was paid to fire. I remember being taught that it was unlucky to spit into the fire, some evil being likely

  shortly after to befall those who did so. Crumbs left upon the table after a meal were carefully gathered and put into the fire. The cuttings from the nails and hair were also put into the fire.

  These freaks certainly look like survivals of fire worship.




  The influence of those possessing the evil eye was not confined to children, but might affect adults, and also goods and cattle. But for the bane there was provided the antidote. One effective

  method of checking the evil influence was by scoring aboon the breath. In my case, as I was the victim, scoring with a wet finger was sufficient; but the suspected possessor of

  the evil eye was more roughly treated, scoring in this case being effected with some sharp instrument so as to draw blood. I have never seen this done, but some fifty years ago an instance

  occurred in my native village. A child belonging to a poor woman in this village was taken ill and had convulsive fits, which were thought to be due to the influence of the evil eye. An old woman

  in the neighbourhood, whose temper was not of the sweetest, was suspected. She was first of all invited to come and see the child in the hope that sympathy might change the influence she was

  supposed to be exerting; but as the old woman appeared quite callous to the sufferings of the child, the mother, as the old woman was leaving the house, scratched her with her

  nails across the brow, and drew blood. This circumstance raised quite a sensation in the village. Whether the child recovered after this operation I do not remember. Many other instances of the

  existence of this superstitious practice in Scotland within the present century might be presented, but I content myself with quoting one which was related in a letter to the Glasgow Weekly

  Herald, under the signature F.A.:




  

    

      I knew of one case of the kind in Wigtownshire, in the south of Scotland, about the year 1825, as near as I can mind. I knew all parties very well. A farmer had some cattle

      which died, and there was an old woman living about a mile from the farm who was counted no very canny. She was heard to say that there would be mair o’ them wad gang the same way. So one

      day, soon after, as the old woman was passing the farmhouse, one of the sons took hold of her and got her head under his arm, and cut her across the forehead. By the way, the proper thing to be

      cut with is a nail out of a horse-shoe. He was prosecuted and got imprisonment for it.


    


  




  This style of antidote against the influence of an evil eye was common in England within the century, as the following, which is also taken from a letter which appeared in the

  same journal, seems to show:




  

    

      Drawing blood from above the mouth of the person suspected is the favourite antidote in the neighbourhood of Burnley; and in the district of Craven, a few miles within the

      borders of Yorkshire, a person who was ill-disposed towards his neighbours is believed to have slain a pear-tree which grew opposite his house by directing towards it ‘the first morning

      glances’ of his evil eye. Spitting three times in the person’s face; turning a live coal on the fire; and exclaiming, ‘The Lord be with us,’ are other means of averting

      its influence.


    


  




  We must not, however, pursue this digression further, but return to our proper subject. It was not necessary that the person possessed of the evil eye, and desirous of

  inflicting evil upon a child, should see the child. All that was necessary was that the person with the evil eye should get possession of something which had belonged to the child, such as a

  fragment of clothing, a toy, hair, or nail parings. I may note here that it was not considered lucky to pare the nails of a child under one year old, and when the operation was performed the mother

  was careful to collect every scrap of the cutting, and burn them. It was considered a great offence for any person, other than the mother or near relation, in whom every confidence could be placed,

  to cut a baby’s nails; if some forward officious person should do this, and baby afterwards be taken ill, this would give rise to grave suspicions of evil influence being at work. The same

  remarks apply to the cutting of a baby’s hair. I have seen the door locked during hair-cutting, and the floor swept afterwards, and the sweepings burned, less perchance

  any hairs might remain, and be picked up by an enemy. Dr Livingstone, in his book on the Zambezi, mentions the existence of a similar practice among some African tribes. ‘They carefully

  collect and afterwards burn or bury the hair, lest any of it fall into the hands of a witch.’ Mr Munter mentions that the same practice is common amongst the Patagonians, and the practice

  extends to adults. He says that after bathing, which they do every morning, ‘the men’s hair is dressed by their wives, daughters, or sweethearts, who take the greatest care to burn the

  hairs that may be brushed out, as they fully believe that spells may be wrought by evil-intentioned persons who can obtain a piece of their hair. From the same idea, after cutting their nails the

  parings are carefully committed to the flames.’




  Besides this danger – this blighting influence of the evil eye which environed the years of childhood – there was also this other danger, already mentioned, that of being spirited

  away by fairies. The danger from this source was greater when the baby was pretty, and what fond mother did not consider her baby pretty? Early in the century, a labourer’s wife living a few

  miles west of Glasgow became the mother of a very pretty baby. All who saw it were charmed with its beauty, and it was as good as it was bonnie. The neighbours often urged on the mother the

  necessity of carefulness, and advised her to adopt such methods as were, to their minds, well-attested safeguards for the preservation of children from fairy influence and an evil eye. She was

  instructed never to leave the child without placing it near an open Bible. One unhappy day the mother went out for a short time, leaving the baby in its cradle, but she forgot or neglected to place

  the open Bible near the child as directed. When she returned baby was crying, and could by no means be quieted, and the mother observed several blue marks upon its person, as if it had been

  pinched. From that day it became a perfect plague; no amount of food or drink would satisfy it, and yet withal it became lean. The girn, my informant said, was never out its face, and it

  yammered on night and day. One day an old highland woman having seen the child, and inspected it carefully, affirmed that it was a fairy child. She went the length of offering to put the

  matter to the test, and this is how she tested it. She put the poker in the fire, and hung a pot over the fire wherein were put certain ingredients, an incantation being said as each new ingredient

  was stirred into the pot. The child was quiet during these operations, and watched like a grown person all that was being done, even rising upon its elbow to look. When the operations were

  completed, the old woman took the poker out of the fire, and carrying it red hot over to the cradle, was about to burn the sign of the cross on the baby’s brow, when the

  child sprung suddenly up, knocked the old woman down and disappeared up the lum filling the house with smoke, and leaving behind it a strong smell of brimstone. When the smoke cleared

  away, the true baby was found in the cradle sleeping as if it never had been taken away. Another case was related to me as having occurred in the same neighbourhood, but in this instance the theft

  was not discovered until after the death of the child. The surreptitious or false baby, having apparently died, was buried; but suspicion having been raised, the grave was opened and the coffin

  examined, when there was found in it, not a corpse, but a wooden figure. The late Mr Rust, in his Druidism Exhumed, states that this superstition is common in the North of Scotland, and

  adds that it is also believed that if the theft be discovered before the apparent death of the changeling, there are means whereby the fairies may be propitiated and induced to restore the real

  baby. One of these methods is the following: The parents or friends of the stolen baby must take the fairy child to some known haunt of the fairies, generally some spot where peculiar

  soughing sounds are heard, where there are remains of some ancient cairn or stone circle, or some green mound or shady dell, and lay the child down there, repeating certain incantations.

  They must also place beside it a quantity of bread, butter, milk, cheese, eggs, and flesh of fowl, then retire to a distance and wait for an hour or two, or until after midnight. If on going back

  to where the child was laid they find that the offerings have disappeared, it is held as evidence that the fairies have been satisfied, and that the human child is returned. The baby is then

  carried home, and great rejoicing made. Mr Rust states that he knew a woman who, when a baby, had been stolen away, but was returned by this means.13




  James Thomson




  Aberlour, 1887




  The writer has heard his maternal grandmother tell how she narrowly escaped the fate . . . It was in the memorable ’45 that she first saw the light, in a lonely Highland

  cottage. Her father being ‘oot wi the Prince’, the mother was left alone with her child, when one night she awoke in time to clutch the feet of my respected grandmother as she was being

  carried out of bed by the fairies, who fled up the lum with an impish laugh, disappointed of their prey. After that night, when my great-grandmother had an infant by her side she never went to

  sleep without having a Bible below her head.14




  John Firth




  Orkney, 1920




  Not one or two, but sometimes as many as half a dozen women were called to the house on an occasion of this kind to keep away the ‘peerie-folk’ – those

  unearthly visitants who were particularly busy when a new arrival came. For several nights the neighbours by turns rocked the cradle all night, and watched so that the baby was not stolen away. If,

  through any defect, either physical or mental, the child did not fulfil the promise of its infancy, the parents had no hesitation in saying that the fairies had taken away their child, and for it

  had substituted a weakling. To ensure a child’s good-luck its first drink had to be taken off silver, and though the humble Orcadian peasant would have preferred a silver cup or the

  proverbial silver spoon, he was not in his poverty to be baffled in his efforts to secure his child’s prosperity; so he placed a silver coin in the ram’s horn spoon, which, as a charm,

  acted, no doubt, as effectually as either of the former. But sometimes chill penury denied the household even the silver coin, in which circumstance it had to be borrowed from a less impecunious

  neighbour. A man well known in business in this locality, and who died only a few years ago, stated that he had often been called upon to lend a shilling for this purpose.




  . . . To ward off evil during her time of indisposition, the mother kept beside her, in the bed, a Bible and a knife, the peerie folk being equally as afraid of cold steel as of the Scriptures.

  We are aware of this custom being observed even so recently as the year 1887. An old lady well acquainted with the superstitious practices of former times, when paying a congratulatory visit, was

  quick to notice the end of a large Bible protruding from underneath the mattress. When relating the circumstance to some friends she jocularly remarked that she was sure the gullie (a

  large knife used for butchering pigs and cutting cabbages, and hence called the butching-gullie or kail-gullie) was not far off. Her astonished listeners asked for an explanation, and urged that

  the woman must have had the Bible there for reading; but such could not have been the case, for the bed occupied by the young mother and her child was of the long-doored, shut-in type, in whose

  dark enclosure it was impossible for the keenest vision to discern even large type. It is remarkable how enlightened people, even within the last generation, believed in, and feared, the malicious

  tricks of the fairies on the occasions of births and deaths, though long since they had ceased to believe in their interference in the ordinary affairs of life.15




  . . . After a birth all the neighbours on visiting terms were expected to call and offer their congratulations, and the more intimate acquaintances were specially invited

  to the blide-maet (blithe-meat) or joy-feast. Scones and ale or more ardent spirits were offered to the guests, who gave their best toasts, and duly expressed their admiration of the child,

  discreetly prefacing their compliments by a brief ejaculatory prayer, such as, ‘Guid save hid’, or ‘Safe be hid’. It was very unwise audibly to admire or praise a child

  without this safeguard, for should any untoward circumstance befall it, people were not slow to say that the little one had been fore-spoken. If the ejaculation happened to be omitted,

  some interested person would seek to counteract the evil influence by hastily adding, ‘Oh, spake o’ hid wi’ a guid tongue.’ ‘Too good to live’ was an old adage

  in which a great number of people had a strong belief. Any child of a particularly quiet and docile nature was spoken of as being ready for the grave; and if a child that exhibited an unusually

  affectionate disposition or great precocity died in early life, one often heard such remarks as, ‘We might hae kent hid wad be taen, for it was sic a fainfu’ ting,’ or, ‘Hid

  was ower weel seen hid wad never kame (comb) a grey head, for it was as witty (knowing or intelligent) as a’ auld body. Ay, hid was truly a faey bairn.’16




  Dr Harry P. Taylor




  Shetland, 1948




  I will relate a rather amusing argument I had with . . . a shrewd old woman, perhaps better described as a ‘hard old case’. She had a rich vocabulary, a fluent

  tongue, and could use it. One day . . . shortly after District Nurses were appointed in this parish, I suggested that my patient should call in the new nurse, a charming young lady, who would give

  the old lady helpful advice. The old woman snorted – ‘What do I want wi’ yer nurses, they are nae use to me’ . . . I continued to talk about the Nurses, and said what a help

  they were to women having babies. ‘Weel, doctor, I am no gan to hae ony mair bairns noo, I’ve had thirteen and never a doctor or any o’ yer new fangled

  nurses – only auld — frae — and she browt a testament and a razor wi her, and I had me bairn wi nae fuss.’ I was rather taken aback and said, ‘What on earth did the

  woman do with the razor and testament?’ ‘Weel, she pat the razor under the pillow to keep awa the trows trows, and read me a chapter frae the testament noo and again to keep me spirits

  up.’17




  Changelings




  [image: ]




  The idea that fairies stole children and left changelings in their place may seem inconceivable in the 1990s. Within this century, however, such beliefs have been widespread,

  not only in Scotland, but in many parts of the world.18 Numerous reports exist of babies stolen by the fairies and another child left in its place, and

  within living memory there are several reports from virtually all over Scotland of people who actually saw and spent time in the company of a changeling. The following is only one of many that have

  been documented.




  Dòmnhull Mac —,19




  1968




  

  Naidheachd an t-sìbhrigh . . . Chuala mise seann duine seo ga innse – bhith ga fhaicinn. Tha ’n duine seo marbh o chionn . . . Bha e ’na sheann duine,

  bhiodh e còrr math is ceithir fichead bliadhna sin ann a’ 1913: Iain C—. Agus bha e cluinntinn naidheachd an t-sìbhrigh ’s thuirt e ris fhéin a’ latha

  seo ’s e shuas am Port — no shuas an dùthaich, ‘Théid mi ga fhaicinn.’






  S o bha e faicinn an t-sìbhrigh ’s bha e fantail ann an taigh dùreach ann an gualainn na beinne, os cionn Port —.




  Bha sìbhreach ’na laighe ’s bha e ’g aimhreachd air. ’S chaidh Iain a null ’s chunnaig e a’ sìbhreach. Bha Iain ag radha gu robh leaba fada

  – gu robh e aon de tràighean a dh’fhaid. Dh’ fhoighneachd Iain dhe ‘Dé mar a tha thu, Sheumais?’ ’Se Seumas a bh’air. Cha robh staigh ach

  a’ chailleach.




  ‘Miau-au-au!’ bheireadh a’ sìbhreach, ‘Mach am baile, Seumas. Miau-au-au!’ Sin na bha Iain a’ faotainn as. Tha cuimhneam e bhith ’g innse na

  naidheachd.




  Agus mar a bha ’sìbhreach aca, an ùine bha e aca, phrosper iad gu fiadhaich. Bha iad a’ faotainn prìs mhór ’s cha

  robh iad a’ call beathach. Bha iad gu math dheth. Ach nuair a bhàsaich a’ sìbhreach – a chaochail a’ sìbhreach, chaill iad na bh’aca.

  Bhàsaich na beothaichean agus a chuile nì a bh’aca uair a dh’fhalbh a’ sìbhreach . . . Bha e fichead bliadhna, corr is fichead bliadhna – fichead

  bliadhna bha a leotha-san – ’n aois a bha e nuair a chaochail e. . .




  . . . Bha na seann daoine dèanamh a-mach gun tug na sìbhrichean leotha ’m pàisde. Bha iad a-mach a’ buain ’s dh’fhàg iad am pàisde ann

  an creathall. Agus nuair a thill iad a thogail a’ phàisde, thuirt a’ chailleach, ‘Chan e seo, chan e seo – chan e tha seo againn idir.’ Thug iad leotha

  dhachaidh.




  ’S ann a sin nuair a thug iad leotha dhachaidh e bha daoine ’s mnathan a’ faicinn nach e bh’ann idir. Bha iad a’ dèanamh dheth . . . gun do

  dh’fhàg iad a’ fear seo ’s gun tug iad leotha am pàisde a-staigh don bheinn.




  Bha e leotha sin ’s thog iad e gus a robh e còrr is fichead bliadhna agus chaochail a’ sìbhreach ’s chaill iad na bh’aca.




  Sin agad naidheachd sìbhreach a chuala mise ’san àite seo: Sìbhreach na —; Seumas a bh’air: Seumas na —. Ach bha . . . naidheachd ud aig a chuile

  duine san àm, Seumas Sìbhreach na —.




  Well, a nis, bha ’n duine seo ’na duine òg san àm ud . . . Cha robh ann ach duine òg nuair a chunnaig e ’sìbhreach – ann a’ 1913 a

  chaochail am bodach ach chunnaig e ’sìbhreach; bha e ga fhaicinn ach cha robh e ach ’na dhuine òg ’san àm. Tha mi cinnteach gu bheil a’ sìbhreach

  marbh . . . còrr math agus ceud bliadhna, co-dhiùbh, dhiùbh, dhiùbh.




  Cha b’aithne dhomhsa móran am Port — ann. Cha b’aithne dhomh móran dhaoine shuas a sin ann, ach chan eil gin aca sin beò. Tha iad marbh . . . O cha robh

  iad airson a ghrà gur e sìbhreach a bh’ann. Ach cha do choisich a’ sìbhreach riamh; cha robh e ach ’sa leabaidh ’na laighe. Ach cha robh math dhuit a

  ghrà gun e sìbhreach a bh’ann.




  Màthair a thuirt ris a’ bhoirionnach òg a bha seo am bu leithe am pàisde. ‘Chan e seo e. Chan e seo e. Chan e seo Seumas idir,’ ars ise. ‘’Se

  Seumas eile th’air fhàgail a seo. Chaidh a chall . . . Chaill sibh a-mach e,’ thuirt i.




  Bha sin a chuile duine dol a dh’fhaicinn an t-sìbhrigh . . . Sin agad a’ naidheachd a chuala mise man t-sìbhreach.




  Translation




  The story about the Fairy . . . I heard an old man here telling it – that he had seen him. This man is long dead. He would have been well over eighty then, in 1913: Iain C

  —. And he had been hearing talk about the Fairy and this day when he was up in Port — he said to himself ‘I’ll go and see him.’




  And he went to see the Fairy, and the Fairy lived in a house on the shoulder of the hill, above Port —.




  The Fairy was lying in bed and he was looking at him. And Iain went over and saw him. Iain said it was a long bed – it was about six feet long. Iain asked him

  ‘How are you, James?’ He was called James. There was no-one else in but the old woman.




  ‘Miau-au-au!’ the Fairy would say, ‘Out of here [out of town], James. Miau-au-au!’ That’s all Iain could get out of him. I remember him telling the story.




  And while they had the Fairy with them – all the time he was with them – they prospered tremendously. They were getting high prices [for their animals] and they never lost a beast.

  They were well off. But when the Fairy died they lost all they had. The beasts died and everything, when the Fairy went. He was over twenty years old – he was with them for twenty years

  before he died . . .




  The old folk were making out that the fairies had taken the child away. They were out harvesting and they left the child in a cradle. And when they came back to pick the child up, the old woman

  said ‘This is not, this is not, this isn’t him at all!’ They took him home.




  It was then, after they took him home, that men and women saw that it wasn’t him [their own child] at all. They were making out . . . that they had left this one, and that they had taken

  the child away into the hill.




  [The changeling] was with them then, and they reared him till he was over twenty years of age, and the Fairy died, and they lost everything they had.




  That was a fairy story I heard in this place: The Fairy of —; James he was called . . . James of —. But everyone at that time knew that story, James the Fairy of —.




  Well now, this man [who told me the story] was just a young man at that time . . . he was just a young man when he saw the Fairy. It was in 1913 that the old man died, but he saw the Fairy; he

  went to see him . . . I’m sure the fairy died, oh, well over a hundred years ago at the very, very least.




  I don’t know many people in Port — at all. I don’t know folk up there, but none of these folk are alive. They are all dead. Oh, they didn’t want it said that he was a

  fairy. But the Fairy never walked; he just lay there in bed. But you daren’t say he was a fairy.




  It was her mother who said to this young woman who had the child ‘This isn’t him! This isn’t him! This is not James at all,’ she said. ‘This is another James who

  has been left here. He was lost! You lost him out there,’ she said.




  Then everyone was going to see the fairy . . . That’s the story I heard about the fairy.20




  In almost all the eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century books surveyed for this collection, there are references to beliefs associated with

  changelings. In his book Northern Mythology, Benjamin Thorpe confirms the widespread existence throughout northern Europe of similar beliefs, noting also that ‘the Scotch too had

  their changelings, though they appear to have been of a far more social character than those of Scandinavia.’21 Many of these beliefs are reflected

  in Gaelic songs (usually lullabies) and some of the older Scots songs and ballads.




  In his Letters on Demonology and Witchcraft, Sir Walter Scott also gives an account of a woman in East Lothian who was said to have been taken by the fairies during the birth of her

  fourth baby. Her husband buried the corpse (said by the neighbours to have been a substitute), and bitterly lamented his loss. A year later when he planned to remarry, his wife appeared by his bed

  to tell him that he could regain her from her unwilling captivity by the fairies. She appeared a second, then a third night, and this time convinced him of her reality by taking up the infant

  during whose birth she had ‘died’ and giving it suck; ‘she spilled a drop or two of her milk on the poor man’s bedclothes, as if to assure him.’ Thoroughly perplexed,

  he sought advice from his minister, who advised him to marry a new bride immediately so as to be rid of such visitations.22




  Regardless of the host of writers who have recorded their own views or those of others, we may consider the most serious food for thought on the subject of changelings comes from one of the

  great names in European church history, Martin Luther.




  Dr Martin Luther




  Germany, 1541




  Changelings [Wechselbalge] and Kielkropfs, Satan lays in the place of the genuine children, that people may be tormented with them. He often carries off young maidens

  into the water, has intercourse with them, and keeps them with him until they have been delivered, then lays such children in cradles, takes the genuine children out, and carries them away. But

  such changelings, it is said, do not live more than eighteen or twenty years. Eight years ago there was a changeling in Dessau, which I, Dr Martin Luther, have both seen and touched: it was twelve years old, and had all its senses, so that people thought it was a proper child; but that mattered little, for it only ate, and that as much as any four

  ploughmen or thrashers, and when any one touched it, it screamed; when things in the house went wrong, so that any damage took place, it laughed and was merry; but if things went well it cried.

  Thereupon I said to the Prince of Anhalt, ‘If I were prince or ruler here I would have this child thrown into the water, into the Moldau, that flows by Dessau, and would run the risk of being

  a homicide.’ But the Elector of Saxony, who was then at Dessau, and the Prince of Anhalt, would not follow my advice. I then said: ‘They ought to cause a paternoster to be said in the

  church, that God would take the devil away from them.’ This was done daily at Dessau, and the said changeling died two years after.23




  One might wonder if the church could possibly have turned a blind eye to the sort of belief that seems to have been perpetuated over the centuries. Or was it in those days,

  even in those not-so-far-off days, the only possible explanation that could be put forward for the existence of children with genetic abnormalities or metabolic disorders?24




  Protection and Prevention
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  Martin Martin




  Western Isles, c. 1695




  There was an ancient custom in the island of Lewis to make a fiery circle about the houses, corn, cattle, &c., belonging to each particular family: a man carried fire in

  his right hand, and went round, and it was called dessil [deiseal] . . .




  There is another way of the dessil, or carrying fire round about women before they are churched after child-bearing; and it is used likewise about children until they be

  christened: both [of] which are performed in the morning and at night. This is only practised now by some of the ancient midwives:25 I inquired their

  reason for this custom, which I told them was altogether unlawful; this disobliged them mightily, insomuch that they would give me no satisfaction. But others, that were of a more agreeable temper,

  told me the fire-round was an effectual means to preserve both the mother and the infant from the power of evil spirits, who are ready at such times to do mischief, and sometimes carry away the

  infant; and when they get them once in their possession, return them poor meagre skeletons: and these infants are said to have voracious appetites, constantly craving for meat. In this case it was

  usual with those who believed that their children were thus taken away, to dig a grave in the fields upon quarter day, and there to lay the skeleton till next morning; at which time the parents

  went to the place, where they doubted not to find their own child instead of this skeleton.26




  Revd Walter Gregor




  North-east, 1874




  When the child was born, if it was a boy it was wrapped in a woman’s shirt, and if it was a girl it was wrapped in a man’s. If the operation was reversed the

  luckless victim of such an untoward act never entered into the joys of married life.




  In washing the new-born infant great care was used not to let the water touch the palms of the hands, and this care was continued for a considerable length of time, under the belief that to wash

  the palms of the hands washed away the luck of this world’s goods. By some a live coal was thrown into the water in which the new-born infant was washed. By others it was carefully poured

  under the foundation of the dwelling-house, to prevent it from coming in contact with fire, and thus to preserve in coming years the child from the harm of burning. When dressed it was turned three

  times heels over head in the nurse’s arms, and blessed, and then shaken three times with the head downward. These ceremonies kept the fairies at a distance from the infant, and prevented it

  from being frightened when suddenly awaked from sleep, as well as from growing in a knot. The same ceremonies were gone through every time the child was dressed. When it was laid down from the

  arms, as to bed, the words, ‘God be with you,’ or ‘God bless you,’ were repeated.




  To guard the child from being forespoken, it was passed three times through the petticoat or chemise the mother wore at the time of the accouchment. It was not deemed proper to bestow a

  very great deal of praise on a child; and one doing so would have been interrupted by some such words as ‘Gueed sake, haud yir tung, or ye’ll forespyke the bairn.’ Such a notion

  of forespeaking by bestowing excessive praise was not limited to infants, but extended to full-grown people, to domestic animals, and to crops. If the child was sickly, and there was a suspicion

  that it had been forespoken, recourse was had to the well-approven modes of discovering the truth or untruth of the suspicion.




  Here are two modes: A new shilling, after being put three times round the crook, was placed on the bottom of a wooden cap. The cap was filled with water, which was immediately poured

  off. If the shilling came off with the water, the child had not been forespoken. Three stones – one round, to represent the head, another as near the shape of the body as possible, and a

  third as like the legs as could be found – were selected from a south-running stream, that formed the boundary between twa lairds’ laan, heated red hot, and thrown into a

  vessel containing a little water. A new shilling was laid on the bottom of a wooden cap, and this water was poured over it. It was then decanted, and if the shilling stuck to the bottom of the cap,

  the sickness was brought on by forespeaking. The water used in the ceremony was administered as a medicine.




  To turn off the evil eye, and to preserve the child from the power of the fairies, a small brooch, of the shape of a heart, was worn on one of the petticoats, usually behind.




  There were those who had the reputation of having the power of showing to the parents or relatives the face of the one who had been guilty of casting ill upon the child. If ill had been cast

  upon the child it was cured by taking its own first shirt, or the petticoat the mother wore before confinement, or the linen she wore at the time of delivery, and passing it through it three times,

  and then three times round the crook.




  If the child became cross and began to dwine, fears immediately arose that it might be a ‘fairy changeling,’ and the trial by fire was put into operation. The hearth was

  piled with peat, and when the fire was at its strength the suspected changeling was placed in front of it near as possible not to be scorched, or it was suspended in a basket over the fire. If it

  was a ‘changeling child’ it made its escape by the lum, throwing back words of scorn as it disappeared.




  One mode of bringing back the true child was the following. A new scull was taken and hung over the fire from a piece of a branch of a hazel tree, and into this

  basket the suspected changeling was laid. Careful watch was kept till it screamed. If it screamed it was a changeling, and it was held fast to prevent its escape. When an opportunity occurred, it

  was carried to a place where four roads met, and a dead body was carried over it. The true child was restored.




  On the first symptoms of the child’s cutting teeth, a teethin bannock was made. It was baked of oatmeal and butter or cream, sometimes with the addition of a ring, in presence of

  a few neighbours, and without a single word being spoken by the one baking it. When prepared, it was given to the child to play with till it was broken. A small piece was then put into the

  child’s mouth, if it had not done so of its own accord. Each one present carried away a small portion. Such a bannock was supposed to ease the troubles of teething. It went also by the name

  of teethin plaster.




  When once a child was weaned, suck was not on any account again given. Thieving propensities would have been the result of such an action. Neither was it lawful to cut its nails with knife or

  scissors. That, too, begot a thieving disposition. Biting off was the only mode adopted.




  If a child spoke before it walked, it turned out a liar.




  When a child entered a house something was given it. Its hand was crossed with money, or a piece of bread was put into its hand. If this was not done, hunger was left in the house. It was

  sometimes a custom to put a little meal into the child’s mouth the first time it was carried out and taken into a neighbour’s house.




  The cradle was an object of much care. A child was never put into a new cradle. A live cock or hen was first placed in it; and the first-born was never put into a new cradle, but into an old

  one, borrowed. In sending the cradle it was not sent empty. In some districts, if it was borrowed for a girl’s use, a live cock was tied into it, and if for a boy’s, a live hen. In

  other districts it was filled with potatoes, a bag of meal, or such like, respect being commonly had to the state of the borrower. It was not allowed to touch the ground till it was placed on the

  floor of the house in which it was to be used.27




  Alexander Laing




  Newburgh, Fife, 1876




  It is still considered unlucky by many to use a new cradle for a newborn infant. Old cradles are, therefore, in special request and are constantly borrowed to avoid the

  mysterious peril of using a new one.28




  Alexander Stewart




  Dunfermline, 1886




  It was also believed to be uncanny to weigh an infant before it was a year old, or to let the moon shine on its face whilst it was asleep. It was also very desirable to cut an

  infant’s nails for the first time over an open Bible.29




  Alexander Polson




  Caithness, 1907




  Nowadays ‘science is measurement,’ but some Caithness matrons continue to object to have their babies measured or weighed, as being unlucky . . . When the first

  tooth is ‘cast’ it is carefully rolled up in paper and hidden in the hole of a mouse – a common Scottish practice. Sometimes salt accompanies the tooth.




  As the child gets older, it is by no means advisable to cut its hair when the moon is on the wane, if ‘a good head of hair’ is desired, as such a proceeding seriously checks its

  growth.30




  Elizabeth Stewart




  Mintlaw, 1988




  

    

      MB Did you have any sayings about the care of little ones?




      ES Oh yes. You didn’t cut the child’s nails until it was a year old.




      MB Then how would you pare the baby’s nails?




      ES You’d take them off with your teeth.31


    


  




  Practical Midwifery and Care of the Newborn




  [image: ]




  J.J. Vernon and J. McNairn




  Hawick, 1911




  The children born in Hawick in the olden times were, with few exceptions, ushered into the world with the aid of the howdie or midwife; for the practice of midwifery was,

  unless in very special cases, almost confined to women. Qualified physicians and surgeons were rather scarce; like Roderick Random, they were expected to do little more than ‘bleed and give a

  clyster, spread a plaster, and prepare a potion’. Fashion and habit are not easily changed, and therefore medical practitioners in the days of our grandparents continued to eke out their

  livelihood in a way that would be considered beneath the dignity of the modern physician. In country towns like Hawick a medical man, on taking a house, would change a room entering from the street

  into a small shop, dignify it by the title ‘Medical Hall’, and proceed to supply to all and sundry tea, spices, herbs, medicine, leeches, etc. The following announcements in the

  newspapers illustrate the usual practice of those days:




  

    

      Surgeon’s Hall, Edinburgh, April 1st, 1800. – In the presence of the Royal College of Surgeons, appeared Mr Walter Turnbull, from Hawick, and being examined in

      his Skill in Anatomy, Surgery, and Pharmacy, was found fully qualified to practice in these Arts. Extracted by




      William Balderstone, Clerk.




      

        Dr Turnbull respectfully informs the Inhabitants of Hawick and its Vicinity, that he has entered upon the exercise of his Profession as Physician and Man-Wife; where he

        will always have a supply of genuine Medicines.


      




      

        N.B. Apprentices Wanted.




        Acidulated Aeriated Waters.




        Alkaline Aeriated Mephitic Water, 5/6 per doz. half pints.


      


    


  




  Not much is known of the career of this gentleman, but it was of him that a worthy old lady in Hawick testified: ‘I understand that Dr Turnbull is not only very clever,

  but he can afford comfort to the soul as well as the body.’ When the birth of a child was expected, the necessary preparations included the purchasing of a whole cheese. This was

  indispensable, no matter what the circumstances of the family might be – it was imperative that the cheese be whole, and that it be cut for the first time on the joyous occasion. It was the

  prerogative of the howdie to do this. In addition to the cheese, it was usual to provide a currant or spice loaf and a bottle of whisky, for every visitor during the first two

  or three weeks after the event was expected to partake of all three; refusal to do so would entail bad luck on the child. A curious belief prevailed among local midwives in those days with regard

  to the washing of new-born infants. In doing this, the greatest possible care was exercised not to let the water touch the palms of the hands, and this care was continued for a considerable period,

  in the belief that to wash the palms of the hands washed away all good luck from the child. Others, again, were in the habit of throwing a live coal into the water in which the new-born infant was

  to be washed.32




  Margaret Ann Clouston




  Orkney, l985




  Margaret Ann Clouston was born in Orkney in l880. She spent her entire life on these islands, and in old age could clearly recall more than a century of memories. The day after

  her hundred and fifth birthday she talked of the many years when she was the local midwife, called upon by countless families to deliver new babies.




  

    

      MC You go whar they asked them to go . . . travelled by gig and carriage; someone took me . . . snow and storms, but I had to get there, and it was fine. Some

      days when I wid be called there, it would tak so long . . . [And there were] box-bed, and bed-doors – slid them along, closed in the middle. You’re in pitch darkness then . . . Jist

      paraffin oil lamps, and rushes stickin oot o them . . . Cruisie oil – you wid nivver understand it! You peel the ooter skin off [the rushes]. And bed sacks wi chaff in them; they wir

      right cosy and warm tae lie in; oh nice and fine. [You’d keep the chaff] aboot half a year, then you burnt it.




      Peat fire, they built up like that. There wir a [? length] in the chimney and they hung the pot tae that; they boil the water, then we washed wir hands.




      MB Did you give anything to the mother to take if she was in pain?




      MC She wid be in plenty o pain – just suffer it oot.




      MB What sort of care did you give the mother?




      MC We jist stayed wi her until she was oot o most o her pain – until the baby got a sook of her tits.




      MB When the baby was born did the midwife cut the cord?




      MC Oh yes, get the scissors and clip it across.




      MB Did you have to boil up the scissors?




      MC I suppose we nivver paid attention, just the kitchen scissors and that was all.




      MB How did you measure the cord?




      MC [Demonstrates: she indicated by using her fingers and pointing that the length was from the tip of the middle finger to the knuckle where it joins the

      hand.]




      MB What did you do with the afterbirth?




      MC Buried it . . . I wid dae it mesel, dig a hole in the garden and pit it in. It would just waste away.




      MB Did some of the mothers have difficulty nursing the baby?




      MC Oh they had lots of difficulties – and they always had it, and pain.




      MB If the baby wouldn’t suck what would you do?




      MC Nothing – you could get one of the other bairns to sook.




      MB To relieve the mother? So she wouldn’t have so much pressure on the breast?




      MC And they would have to sook and spit it oot – I’ve done it mesel.




      MB Sometimes the new baby doesn’t want milk. Did you ever give it water?




      MC Oh you could.




      MB How would you feed it?




      MC Put it in a teaspoon – and be careful in case it chokes.




      MB Usually how long would the new baby take to be sucking normally?




      MC It maybe tak a week.




      MB Meanwhile did you care for the mother?




      MC You always had to care for the mother and the bairn.




      MB What would you do if the mother got a tear during the birth?




      MC Noo they stitch it up but they didna stitch in them days. We just left hir tae heal up – and it healed up tae.




      MB Was there any special care for that kind of misfortune?




      MC Nothing. Nothing till the doctors came . . . from Sooth. They wir trained when they came.




      MB Would they stay at the hospital in Kirkwall?




      MC Yes.




      MB And you would call him after the baby was born?




      MC Yes. Look at the mother, and look at the bairn. See everything was right.




      MB Do you remember anything special the doctor used to do?




      MC Nothing special . . . Whit could they dae?




      MB Did they give any medicine?




      MC No. They couldna give medicine either.




      MB Did they make any special lotion or bathing for the new mother? Like – if she had a tear, would they recommend washing in a special way?




      MC They couldna dae that in that days for there wir nothing in the hooses tae dae it wi.




      MB No bathrooms? Where did the baby sleep?




      MC In the mither’s bosom.




      MB To begin with?




      MC Yes.




      MB Did they have a cradle as well?




      MC Oh yes.




      MB What kind?




      MC Rockin back an fore – wooden. They put the baby in the cradle and tied it roon so it couldna rise up. They hed no more sense, so tie it doon.




      MB When the baby was small did they ever put a special binding around the baby’s middle?




      MC Oh yes.




      MB What did they do?




      MC They kept thir body straight, it wis for keeping him warm tae, jist flannel or anything.




      MB Was it a long piece?




      MC No – whit would go roon a baby wisna much.




      MB How would they fasten it?




      MC Safety pins.




      MB Did they have special treatment for the cord – the navel?




      MC They hed tae burn cloots for the cord. They burnt it in the fire . . . And they take the piece of stuff that wis left, that wisna burnt, and take the piece

      o stuff that wis hauded taegither and pit it on the bairns naveel.




      MB Like, it was burnt cloth they put on the navel?




      MC Yes. That’s whit they done.




      MB Then they put the binding on top of that?




      MC Yes.




      MB Did they change that every day or did they leave it till it fell off?




      MC That kept it dry. I learned it off them [the doctors] – I did it then.




      MB How long would you do that?




      MC Mebbe aboot three weeks . . . until it was just, nae need for more, it was grown up [healed] and firm, and dry.




      MB And fell off?




      MC Yes.




      MB What did you do with the piece that fell off?




      MC Oh we jist buried it – we chiefly buried it, outside.




      MB Now who would do that?




      MC Sometimes the midwife. Well they hed tae dae that, it wis common to dae that . . . It wis done that way for tae keep safety in the hoose, tae hinder a rat

      or anything tae be in the hoose.




      MB Did the mother lie on just an ordinary chaff mattress?




      MC Aye, on a chaff mattress.




      MB Did they ever have to burn the mattress after the birth of the baby?




      MC Oh yes. And get a new one.




      MB How long did the new mother stay in bed after her baby was born?




      MC Sometimes a fortnight, and then it cam tae be less and less, and noo it jist cam tae be aboot a day.




      MB Did you stay with her all fourteen days?




      MC No you couldna dae that, ye had other folk tae go tae.




      MB How long would you stay?




      MC Mebbe aboot a day.




      MB And who would look after the mother on the other days?




      MC Jist somebody that wis experienced – jist a friend or anybody that was experienced . . . the husband he’d tae dae the work – oh he did

      that!33
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