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Editor’s Note


The main purpose of this compilation is to provide a broad selection of interesting, entertaining, revealing and informative quotations from the writings and sayings of Scots through the centuries. Apart from any other uses, ranging as it does widely over topics and time, it also offers a way of exploring that many-faceted, multi-dimensional, semi-abstract organ, the Scottish mind – and of musing over how much, and how little, it has changed.










Advice, Aphorisms and Epithets


Don’t quote your proverb until you bring your ship into port.


Gaelic Proverb


Three things come without seeking – jealousy, terror and love.


Traditional saying, from Gaelic


Ye’ll be a man before your mither yet.


Anonymous, from Rob Roy MacGregor, or Auld Lang Syne, a musical show of 1819


The wee man’s gotten his parritch at last.


Anonymous, from Rob Roy MacGregor, or Auld Lang Syne, on the death of Rashleigh


Gae seek your succour where ye paid blackmail.


Anonymous, Jamie Telfer in the Fair Dodhead


This Way is That Way. That Way is This Way.


Double signpost seen in a Scottish garden


a door never fully recovers from being opened with a boot.


Neal Ascherson (1932–), Stone Voices


You have been warned against letting the golden hours slip by. Yes, but some of them are golden only because we let them slip.


Sir J.M. Barrie (1860–1937), Rectorial Address,


St Andrews University


We can pay our debts to the past by putting the future in debt to ourselves.


John Buchan (1875–1940), Coronation address to the people of Canada, 1937


A fool and his money are soon parted.


Attributed to George Buchanan (c.1506–1582)


Nae man can tether time nor tide.


Robert Burns (1759–1796), Tam O’Shanter


For a’ that, and a’ that,


It’s comin yet for a’ that,


That Man to Man, the world o’er,


Shall brothers be, for a’ that.


Robert Burns, A Man’s a Man for a’ That


Heaven can boil the pot


Tho’ the Deil piss in the fire


Robert Burns, The Dean of Faculty


Facts are chiels that winna ding


And daurna be disputed


Robert Burns, A Dream


I dare not speak for mankind


I know so little of myself


John Burnside (1955–), Landscapes


Winning isn’t everything. There should be no conceit in victory and no despair in defeat.


Sir Matt Busby (1909–1994)


When one has been threatened with a great injustice, one accepts a smaller as a favour.


Jane Welsh Carlyle (1801–1866), Diary, November 1855


He that has a secret should not only hide it, but hide that he has something to hide.


Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881),The French Revolution


Happy the people whose annals are blank in history.


Thomas Carlyle, Frederick the Great


To a shower of gold, most things are penetrable.


Thomas Carlyle


Never trust a man who, left alone with a tea cosy in a room, doesn’t try it on.


Sir Billy Connolly (1942–)


Timid souls are always in a hurry.


John Davidson (1857–1909), Godfrida


Unless a man undertakes more than he can possibly do, he will never do all he can do.


Henry Drummond (1851–1897)


The man who is intent on making the most of his opportunities is too busy to bother about luck.


Bertie Charles Forbes (1890–1954), Forbes Epigrams


The Trick is to Keep Breathing


Janice Galloway (1955–), book title


In Scotland, talking about yourself is considered the eighth deadly sin.


Janice Galloway, at the Edinburgh International


Book Festival, 2011


It needs smeddum to be either right coarse or right kind.


Lewis Grassic Gibbon (James Leslie Mitchell, 1901–1935), Smeddum


They loved this state; it kept them warm; it saved them trouble; and they enshrined their tastes in their sayings – ‘the mair dirt the less hurt’, ‘the clartier the cosier’ … Another saying was ‘Muck makes luck’.


H. Grey Graham, The Social Life of Scotland in the Eighteenth Century (1899)


Who has enough, of no more has he need.


Robert Henryson (c.1425–1500), The Town Mouse and the Country Mouse


That action is best, which procures the greatest happiness for the greatest numbers.


Francis Hutcheson (1694–1746), An Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue


If folk think I’m mean, they’ll no’ expect too much.


Sir Harry Lauder (1870–1950), quoted in Albert Mackie, The Scotch Comedians


Men are immortal till their work is done.


David Livingstone (1813–1873), Letters


Experience teaches that it doesn’t.


Norman MacCaig (1910–1996),


Bruce and That Spider – the Truth


Beauty and sadness always go together.


George Macdonald (1852–1905), Within and Without


There is hope in honest error; none in icy perfection.


Charles Rennie Mackintosh (1868–1982)


Men are never so good or so bad as their opinions.


Sir James Mackintosh (1765–1832), Ethical Philosophy


It’s a small world but I wouldn’t want to have to paint it.


Chic Murray (1919–1985)


Truth will stand when a’ thin’s failin’


Lady Nairne (1766–1845), Caller Herrin’


Fate’s book, but my italics.


Don Paterson (1963–)


We are all in the stars,


but some of us are


looking at the gutter.


Walter Perrie (1949–), Proverb


Sorrows remembered sweeten present joy.


Robert Pollok (1798–1827), The Course of Time


Behave yoursel’ before folk;


What’er ye do, when out o’ view,


Be cautious aye before folk.


Alexander Rodger (1784–1846),


Behave Yoursel’ Before Folk


I always say appearance is only sin deep.


Saki (H.H. Munro, 1870–1916)


It’s the early Christian that gets the fattest lion.


Saki, Reginald’s Choir Treat


A little inaccuracy sometimes saves tons of explanation.


Saki, The Square Egg


Scandal is merely the compassionate allowance which the gay make to the humdrum. Think how many blameless lives are brightened by the indiscretions of other people.


Saki


A place for everything, and everything in its place.


Samuel Smiles (1812–1904), Thrift


Some folks are wise, and some are otherwise.


Tobias Smollett (1721–1771),
The Adventures of Roderick Random


‘Dark glasses hide dark thoughts.’ I said.


‘Is that a saying?’


‘Not that I’ve heard. But it is one now.’


Muriel Spark (1918–2006), The Dark Glasses


Whoever you pretend to be, you must face yourself eventually.


Al Stewart (1945–) Scottish-born US lyricist and musician


Better to love in the lowliest cot


Than pine in a palace alone.


George Whyte-Melville (1821–1878), Chastelar









The Animal Kingdom


A goloch is an awesome beast,


Souple an’ scaly,


Wi’ a horny heid an’ a hantle o’ feet,


An’ a forky tailie.


Traditional


Said the whitrick to the stoat,


‘I see ye’ve on your winter coat;


I dinna see the sense ava!


Ye’re shairly no expectin’ snaw?’


J.K. Annand (1908–1993), Fur Coats


She had the fiercie and the fleuk,


The wheezloch and the wanton yeuk;


On ilka knee she had a breuk –


What ail’d the beast to dee?


Patrick Birnie (fl. 1660s), The Auld Man’s Mear’s Dead


I turned a grey stone over: a hundred forky-tails seethed from under it like thoughts out of an evil mind.


George Mackay Brown (1921–1996), Five Green Waves


Wee sleeket, cow’rin, tim’rous beastie,


O, what a panic’s in thy breastie!


Thou needna start awa sae hasty


Wi’ bickerin’ brattle!


I wad be laith to rin and chase thee,


Wi’ murderin’ pattle!


Robert Burns (1759–1796), To a Mouse


He was a gash and faithfu’ tyke


As ever lap a sheugh or dyke.


Robert Burns, The Twa Dogs


puddocks is nae fat they eesed tae be.


J.M. Caie (1878–1949), The Puddock


A cat is the ideal literary companion. A wife, I am sure, cannot compare except to her disadvantage. A dog is out of the question … Its function is that of a familiar. It is at once decorative – contemplative – philosophical, and it begets in me great calm and contentment.


William Y. Darling (1885–1962), ‘Memoirs of a Bankrupt Bookseller’, quoted in Hamish Whyte, The Scottish Cat (1987)


A stag of warrant, a stag, a stag,


A runnable stag, a kingly crop,


Brow, bay and tray and three on top,


A stag, a runnable stag.


John Davidson (1857–1909), A Runnable Stag


I have never yet met anyone who really believed in a pterodactyl; but every honest person believes in dragons.


Kenneth Grahame (1859–1932), Introduction to 100 Fables of Aesop


I’m a cat, I’m a cat, I’m a Glesga cat and my name is Sam the Skull, I’ve got claws in my paws like a crocodile’s jaws and a heid like a fermer’s bull.


Harry Hagan (1939–), Sam the Skull, from Ewen


McVicar, gallusglasgowsongs website


When three hens go a-walking, they


Observe this order and array:


The first hen walks in front, and then


Behind her walks the second hen,


While, move they slow or move they fast,


You find the third hen walking last.


Henry Johnstone (1844–1931), When Three Hens Go Walking (version of a French comptine)


She flowed through fences like a piece of black wind


Norman MacCaig (1910–1996), Praise of a Collie


The collie underneath the table


Slumps with a world-rejecting sigh.


Norman MacCaig, Crofter’s Kitchen, Evening


Above all, I love them because,


Pursued in water, they never


panic so much that they fail


to make stylish triangles


with their ballet dancer’s


legs.


Norman MacCaig, Frogs


And shambles-ward nae cattle-beast e’er passes


But I mind hoo the saft e’en o’ the kine


Lichted Christ’s cradle wi’ their canny shine.


Hugh MacDiarmid (C.M. Grieve, 1892–1978), Gairmscoile


A bird knows nothing of gladness,


Is only a song-machine.


George Macdonald (1824–1905), A Book of Dreams


And houseless slugs, white, black and red –


Snails too lazy to build a shed.


George Macdonald, Little Boy Blue


The four-legged brain of a walk-ecstatic dog


Harold Monro (1879–1932), Dog


… the cat is grown small and thin with desire,


Transformed to a creeping lust for milk.


Harold Monro, Milk for the Cat


Though frail as dust it meet thine eye,


He form’d this gnat who built the sky.


James Montgomery (1771–1854), The Gnat


‘The Congo’s no’ to be compared wi’ the West o’ Scotland when ye come to insects,’ said Para Handy. ‘There’s places here that’s chust deplorable whenever the weather’s the least bit warm. Look at Tighnabruaich! – they’re that bad there, they’ll bite their way through corrugated iron roofs to get at ye!’


Neil Munro (1864–1930), The Vital Spark


Up frae the rashes, heich abune the trees,


Intil the lift wi eldrich skraich an cletter,


In thair ticht squadrons tovin,


the wild geese I watch in joy


wing frae the braid lown watter.


William Neill (1922–2010), On Loch Ken Side


… those poor souls who claim


to own a cat, who long to recognise


in bland and narrowing eyes a look like love,


are bound to suffer.


Alastair Reid (1926–2014), Propinquity


My ewie wi’ the crookit horn!


A’ that kend her would hae sworn


Sic a ewie ne’er was born


Hereabouts nor far awa’.


John Skinner (1721–1807),


The Ewie wi’ the Crookit Horn


The friendly cow, all red and white,


I love with all my heart;


She gives me cream with all her might,


To eat with apple-tart.


Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–1894), The Cow


… a diminutive she-ass, not much bigger than a dog, the colour of a mouse, with a kindly eye and determined under-jaw. There was something neat and high-bred, a quakerish elegance, about the rogue that hit my fancy on the spot.


Robert Louis Stevenson, Travels with a Donkey


Who’s that ringing at our door-bell?


‘I’m a little black cat and I’m not very well.’


Then rub your little nose with a little mutton fat,


And that’s the best cure for a little black cat.


Sir D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson (1860–1948),
The Little Black Cat


… does it make for death to be


Oneself a living armoury?


Andrew Young (1885–1971), The Dead Crab


There are all sorts of cute puppy dogs, but it doesn’t stop people from going out and buying Dobermans.


Angus Young (1959–)









Art and Architecture


It’s grand, and you cannot expect to be baith grand and comfortable.


Sir J.M. Barrie (1860–1937), The Little Minister


… a jewel of great price: St Magnus Cathedral …


Unmoving, still it voyages on, the great ark of the people of Orkney, into unknown centuries.


George Mackay Brown (1921–1996), An Orkney Tapestry


This mony a year I’ve stood the flood an’ tide:


And tho’ wi’ crazy eild I’m sair forfairn,


I’ll be a brig when ye’re a shapeless cairn.


Robert Burns (1759–1796), The Brigs of Ayr


They gazed with blanched faces at the House with the Green Shutters, sitting there dark and terrible, beneath the radiant arch of dawn.


George Douglas (George Douglas Brown, 1869–1902), The House with the Green Shutters


I might not know what art is but I’ll milk it for all it’s worth.


Glasgow civic leader, paraphrased by James Kelman in a lecture at Glasgow School of Art, 1996


Bungalows … the ceilings are so low, all you can have for tea is kippers.


Anonymous, quoted in Charles McKean, Thirties Scotland


All great and living architecture has been the direct expression of the needs and beliefs of man at the time of its creation, and now, if we would have good architecture created, this should still be so.


Charles Rennie Mackintosh (1868–1928), Lectures and Notes


There are many decorative features in Scottish architecture which might well be replaced by others of antiquity, but because we are Scottish and not Greek or Roman, we reject … I think we should be a little less cosmopolitan and rather more national in our architecture.


Charles Rennie Mackintosh, Lectures and Notes


Abbotsford is a very strange house … that it should ever have been lived in is the most astonishing, staggering, saddening thing of all. It is surely the strangest and saddest monument that Scott’s genius created.


Edwin Muir (1887–1959), Scottish Journey


A Celtic-Catalan cocktail to blow both minds and budgets.


Catherine Slessor, Architectural Review, on the Holyrood Parliament building, 2004


A hoose is but a puppet-box


To keep life’s images frae knocks,


But mannikins scrieve oot their sauls


Upon its craw-steps and its walls:


Whaur hae they writ them mair sublime


Than on yon gable-ends o’ time?


Lewis Spence (1874–1955), The Prows o’ Reekie


Day by day, one new villa, one new object of offence, is added to another; all around Newington and Morningside, the dismalest structures keep springing up like mushrooms; the pleasant hills are loaded with them, each impudently squatted in its garden … They belong to no style of art, only to a form of business.


Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–1894), Picturesque Notes on Edinburgh


A statement of sparkling excellence


Judges of the Stirling Prize, on the Holyrood Parliament building, 2004


No art that is not intellectual can be worthy of Scotland. Bleak as are her mountains, and homely as are her people, they have yet in their habits and occupations a characteristic acuteness and feeling.


Sir David Wilkie (1785–1841), from a speech made in Rome, 1827









Boasts, Vaunts and Challenges


I never will turn: do you think I will fly?


But here will I ficht, and here I will die.


Anonymous, The Baron of Brackley


My hands are tied, but my tongue is free


Anonymous, Kinmont Willie


I can drink and nae be drunk,


I can fecht and nae be slain;


I can lie wi another man’s lass


And aye be welcome tae my ain.


Traditional, The Barnyards o’ Delgaty


Whaur’s yer Wullie Shakespeare noo?


Over-excited theatre-goer at the first night of John Home’s play Douglas, December 1756


Here’s tae us – Wha’s like us?


Damn few – and they’re a’ deid.


Traditional


The Scottish Parliament adjourned on the 25th day of March 1707 is hereby reconvened.


Winnie Ewing (1929–2023), Acting President of the Scottish Parliament, 1 July 1999


I on the other hand would sacrifice a million people any day for one immortal lyric. I am a scientific socialist.


Hugh MacDiarmid (C.M. Grieve, 1892–1978), Scottish Scene


Och hey! for the splendour of tartans!


And hey for the dirk and the targe!


The race that was hard as the Spartans


Shall return again to the charge.


Pittendrigh MacGillivray (1856–1930), The Return


He either fears his fate too much,


Or his deserts are small,


That puts it not unto the touch,


To win, or lose, it all.


Marquis of Montrose (1612–1650), To His Mistress


‘Behold the Tiber!’ the vain Roman cried,


Viewing the ample Tay from Baiglie’s side;


But where’s the Scot that would the vaunt repay,


And hail the puny Tiber for the Tay?


Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832), The Fair Maid of Perth


Sound, sound the trumpet, sound the fife,


Loud the glorious truth proclaim:


One crowded hour of glorious life


Is worth an age without a name


Sir Walter Scott


‘And oh, man,’ he cried in a kind of ecstasy, ‘am I no a bonny fighter?’


Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–1894), Kidnapped


I have taken a firm resolution to conquer or to die and stand my ground as long as I have a man remaining with me.


Prince Charles Edward Stuart (1720–1788), letter to his father, 1745


The Minister said it wald dee,


the cypress buss I plantit.


But the buss grew til a tree,


naething dauntit.


It’s growan, stark and heich,


derk and straucht and sinister,


kirkyairdie-like and dreich.


But whaur’s the Minister?


Douglas Young (1913–1973), Last Lauch









Robert Burns


What an antithetical mind! – tenderness, roughness – delicacy, coarseness, – sentiment, sensuality – soaring and grovelling, dirt and deity – all mixed up in that one compound of inspired clay.


Lord Byron (1788–1824), Journal, 1813


A Burns is infinitely better educated than a Byron.


Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881), Note Book


In a life-long crucifixion Burns summed up what the common poor man feels in widely-severed moments of exaltation, insight and desperation.


Catherine Carswell (1879–1946), The Life of Robert Burns


No’ wan in fifty kens a wurd Burns wrote,


But misapplied is a’body’s property …


Hugh MacDiarmid (C.M. Grieve 1892–1978), A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle


… the greatest peasant – next perhaps to King David of the Jews, a peasant, a poet, a patriot and a king – whom any age had produced.


Charles Mackay (1814–1889), Forty Years’ Recollections of Life, Literature, and Public Affairs


He has the power of making any Scotsman, whether generous or canny, sentimental or prosaic, religious or profane, more wholeheartedly himself than he could have been without assistance; and in that way perhaps more human.


Edwin Muir (1887–1959), Essays on Literature and Society


… he was always with me, for I had him by heart … Wherever a Scotsman goes, there goes Burns. His grand, whole, catholic soul squares with the good of all; therefore we find him in everything everywhere.


John Muir (1838–1914), ‘Thoughts on the Birthday of Robert Burns’, from L.M. Wolfe, John of the Mountains: The Unpublished Journals of John Muir










Childhood


Oh, will ye never learn?


Ne’er, ne’er was sic a bairn.


Breakin’ my heart, ye fidgety, fidgety,


Breakin’ my heart, ye fidgety bairn.


Anonymous, Ye Fidgety Bairn


They never heed a word I speak;


I try to gie a froon,


But aye I hap them up an’ cry,


‘O, bairnies, cuddle doon.’
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