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Introduction


This book is about the names of plants in one small corner of the world and three languages in that small corner. As you dip into it, or refer to it for a name, you will spot clues as to how people have thought about plants in Scotland over the centuries. Some of the names are simply descriptive, others speak of the use of the plants, others are poetic or poignant. Some names have religious origins, or roots in wider folklore, while others are very recent inventions.


Names are incredibly powerful things. They are a crucial part of the way that we see and classify the world around us. This process of observing, classifying and naming is taxonomy – one of the oldest and most fundamental of scientific disciplines. Every human is a taxonomist; we instinctively group things, compare them and identify them, but it is only by giving these things a name that we can truly communicate them to others. The names hint at the many taxonomies that people have had for plants over the years, giving us an insight into their relationship with plants and ways of looking at the world.


Plant taxonomy is a major part of the work of the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, and this book reflects that. Scottish Plant Names: An A–Z has its origins in the Garden’s Flora Celtica project, which began collating Scottish plant names in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Established by William Milliken and Sam Bridgewater, the project’s focus is on the plant lore of Scotland, and it is impossible to research plant uses without also recording the names being used for these plants. Contributions, made through subsequent years by Matt Elliot, Allan Elliott and a huge effort by Roger West, ultimately reached over 9,000 entries to the database of names. Given there are slightly over 1,000 species of flowering plants native to Scotland, this is a truly impressive total of names. Some of these are the standard English names used by the Botanical Society of Britain & Ireland – one name per species. A similar list of ‘standard’ Gaelic names was adopted by Pankhurst and Mullin for their Flora of the Outer Hebrides (1991), covering mostly the plants from the islands, although some other standard names have been designated in the Gaelic lexicon since. Even taking this into account, that is only around 2,000 standard common names. The remaining 7,000 reflect the richness of Scotland’s languages and the importance of plants to its people through the ages.


The World Flora Online project, includes the full database of plant names in both Scots and Gaelic and can be found here: worldfloraonline.org


LANGUAGE IN SCOTLAND


Scotland’s rich linguistic history is as varied as its flora; from the almost completely forgotten Pictish language to the dozens of global languages spoken today. This book delves into the botany of these languages, and although the focus is very much on the three major living ‘native languages’, Gaelic, English and Scots, the influences of many other tongues can be seen throughout. These influences reflect a mixture of isolation, innovation, movements and contacts with other peoples, borrowings, mishearings and the slow evolution of words. It is only in relatively recent years that the Pictish language, which is known only from a few names of people and places, has been recognised as a Brythonic (British) P-Celtic language. Pictish was largely supplanted by the Goidelic (Gaelic) Q-Celtic language from the 5th century onwards as invasion and settlement from Ireland established the kingdom of Dál Riata. Shortly after this, the Anglian influence and invasions from the south, and later still, the Norse languages from the north were introduced as a consequence of yet more invasion and settlement.


The confluence of these two latter languages gave rise to various facets of the Scots language – the Norse element still strongly evident in the northern and Doric Scots dialects. In turn, the Anglian language and later courtly French gave rise to English as we know it today. As the adoption of French words show, diplomacy and equally trade were major influences too – it’s certainly not all about invasions!


Language is a very dynamic thing and each of these major Scottish languages has the typical array of regional dialects and even very localised quirks that one expects to find in any language that has been around for a long time. Many completely novel words arise all the time, and while it is easier for them to travel in today’s globalised, instantly connected society, we can see similarly original words appear throughout history. Plant names are a great example, with children’s games as one of the richest sources, so we see the long stalks of rosebay willowherb (Chamerion angustifolium), stripped of their leaves thrown, and known, as ‘javelins’, or the edible centre of thistle-heads called ‘cheesies’ after the texture of this popular impromptu snack – sort of a budget artichoke heart.


PLANT NAMES


Formal, scientific taxonomy uses binomials: two-part names that consist of a genus and specific epithet. Humans are, of course, Homo sapiens, while the bitter vetch, or heath pea, is known as Lathyrus linifolius, a lovely little blue and pink-flowered member of the pea family found in heaths and acid grasslands. Traditionally, this plant was dug up and the small tubers on the rhizomes were chewed to alleviate hunger and supposedly provide a boost of energy.


Lathyrus is the genus name. There are over 140 species of Lathyrus worldwide, including the more famous sweet pea (L. odoratus).


Linifolius is the specific epithet – in this case describing the often slender (linear) leaflets of this species.


In some texts, you will find the name, or names, of the researchers who first described the species in this Western scientific tradition – in this case, the German botanists Reichard and Bässler.


‘Bitter vetch’ is closely related to the true vetches, but lives in open heath and grassland, so lacks tendrils on the leaves for climbing that are commonly found on other vetches. It’s also not really that bitter to chew – it has more of a sweet anise-flavour (although we would not recommend trying it)! In fact, it was often used as a ‘liquorice’ to flavour whisky and other strong spirits. It may be that it is bitter in the same sense as many botanicals used to flavour booze are known as bitters. To compound the confusion, several other plants are known as ‘bitter vetch’ in English, including Vicia orobus, the wood bitter vetch, and some other members of the genera Vicia and Ervilia. Most of our records of the plant being used in recent centuries are from Gaelic-speaking areas, so it has accrued a large number of Gaelic names, as well as many in Scots – in fact, this species alone has over 25 names across the three languages in Scotland. Several of the Scots names are evidently derived from the Gaelic cairmeal, which becomes ‘carmylie’ in Scots. In Gaelic, the name is interpreted as ‘dig and enjoy’, or ‘meal from the moss/heath’, but it loses this meaning in Scots, and just becomes a name for the plant – albeit hinting perhaps coincidentally at caramel. With all these names floating about for one humble little plant in Scotland alone, the number of names it must have across the parts of Europe where it is found probably run to over 100. This is one of the reasons botanists use these standard ‘Latin’ taxonomic names. For this book, however, we articulate the names around the most common ‘official’ English name as that is likely more familiar to the reader. You can still find out the taxonomic name in the main entries for each species.


The large number of names for bitter vetch is fairly typical for such a useful, attractive and easily identifiable plant. In contrast unassuming little sedges, such as Carex spicata have only a single English (spiked sedge) and Gaelic name (seisg spìceach). In this case, the Latin, English and Gaelic all mean the same thing, as the English and Gaelic are simply direct translations from the scientific Latin name.


ORIGINS OF NAMES


The origins of plant names are hugely varied. Many simply describe the plant’s appearance, such as cnapan dubh, ‘the black knob’, referring to the dense, dark, knobbly flowerheads of the lesser knapweed (Centaurea nigra). Others take a variant, misspelling or mishearing of a descriptive name and end up creating something new – ‘meal and folie’ is a Scots name for yarrow (Achillea millefolium), derived from the French ‘millefeuille’, which means ‘thousand leaves’, describing the intricately divided, lacy leaf. This is taken even further in more recent Anglicised Scots to become the name ‘melancholy’. This is a somewhat strange concept for such a cheerful plant that was used as a vulnerary (a traditional herbal medicine) to help cure wounds. Without awareness of the derivation of the name it might be easy to develop a whole story about how yarrow might have been considered a ‘melancholy’ plant – perhaps a plant to treat melancholy. Perhaps the plant was melancholy as it was unable to save the life of the Greek hero Achilles after he was hit by the Trojan Paris’s poisoned arrow. Achilles, who gives his name to the taxonomic name of the plant, had been taught how to heal with it by Chiron, his centaur guardian. We should emphasise this connection to melancholy is not something we have come across in research – I just made it up, but it is exactly the kind of pattern we see in the ways that folklore and names interweave. This evolution of plant names and their meanings is delightfully rich, and it is easy to see how it ties intricately with folklore, prompting numerous original folk ideas as the language evolves.


Origins – Animals and Plants


Many names derive from a plant’s similarity to other plants, so we have the aquatic Menyanthes trifoliata as bogbean in English – the thick, slightly grey-green trefoil leaves (leaves made up of three leaflets) are reminiscent of the leaves of the broad bean, while the fruit itself is somewhat like a bean. Of course, some such names are quite poetically tongue-in-cheek, so the humble little duckweed (Lemna species), which is essentially a miniscule floating leaf/stem structure with perhaps the smallest flower of any plant, is sometimes known in Gaelic as ros lachan – ‘the duck’s rose’.


Birds and other animals regularly appear in names – usually as a shorthand for particular properties of the plant. ‘Dog’ can refer to a cruder, less-refined version of a species, or to a low-growing habit, perhaps hinting that dogs would urinate on it in preference to the larger version – so silverweed (Argentina anserina) becomes ‘dog’s tansy’ – the leaf is superficially similar to that of tansy (Tanacetum vulgare), but the plant is a shorter, creeping pathside and coastal species. Incidentally, this same species is also known under the English names ‘goose grass’ and ‘swine’s grass’, with geese foraging among the coastal grasslands in which it grows, and pigs digging the plants up to eat the starchy roots. Inevitably, fodder for livestock is a theme that appears quite often – perhaps more in English and Scots than Gaelic. This extends to seaweeds such as the channelled wrack (Pelvetia canaliculata) known as ‘calf-weed’, or ‘cow tang’ in Orkney, for its use in fattening cattle for market. In a related vein, some plants were believed to cause illness in livestock and acquired names like ‘cow-cracker’ (Silene vulgaris – the bladder campion), or ‘sheep root’ (Pinguicula vulgaris – the butterwort). This latter species was unfairly blamed for rotting the feet of sheep that ate it. But it grows in wet habitats, and if you graze your sheep in a bog, what do you expect to happen? This explanation might be a bit unfair though, as the name acts as a shorthand to identify boggy ground, as Pinguicula is a great indicator species for such habitats. Some plants are truly dangerous to livestock, with ragwort (Senecio jacobaea) particularly notorious, although incidents of poisoning are rare. It is generally avoided by cattle and horses, as it has a bitter taste, so it can appear to take over in fields. If it is eaten, though, the unfortunate animals can suffer stomach lesions and death as the array of toxic alkaloids break down, causing liver failure – perhaps reinforcing its name of ‘stinking weed’ even though it does have a slightly sickly sweet scent. Ragwort is also one of several plants called ‘witches’ steed’ in English and in Scots it was ‘wee-bo’ (a euphemism for the Devil). Again, these are possible reflections of its evil reputation, although it was also part of the traditional medicine chest, an alternative to willow for creel making and as a ‘switch for cows, horses and children’ (Carmichael, 1928). Ragwort’s close relative, Senecio vulgaris, fares little-better in the naming stakes. It is considered such a vigorous weed, it is known as groundsel in English – a somewhat cryptic name until we look at the Scots ‘grunny swally’, or ‘Doric gruniswallow’ – the swallower of ground.


Some of the most interesting names are, of course, ‘just the name for that plant’. In some cases, these are truly ancient names that can be tracked through to their earliest Indo-European origins. Names such as beithe (Gaelic) and birch (English), both of which refer to the birches (Betula), tie back to similar names throughout Europe’s history and prehistory for the iconic, white-barked tree with superbly useful wood and bark. Trees are unsurprisingly the plants with the most ancient names, so we see the Gaelic seileach, Scots ‘sauch’ and English sallow as names for the most versatile willows. Their Latin-derived taxonomic name is Salix.


Naming for similarity can extend to almost anything, so the slender, curving stems of bramble (Rubus fruticosus) are one of several plants called ‘Leddy’s garters’ in Scots, or lady’s garters in English. One can’t help thinking there is perhaps more to this name than meets the eye, though, as these particular ‘garters’ would be made from coarse, thorny material rather than silk and lace.


Political and Social Names


More obviously scurrilous names appear as well, with sectarian or political undertones common for plants with an unpleasant smell. Thus, there are several plants called ‘Stinking Billy’ in honour of William of Orange. ‘Carl-Doddies’ – a name for ribwort plantain (Plantago lanceolata) is a relatively balanced example – the ‘Charles’ and ‘George’ of the name represent the Jacobean and Hanoverian dynasties. These common grassland and lawn plants are used in a fighting game. The long stalked flowerheads are whipped against each other, taking turns until one or other of the monarchs loses their head. Children’s games and snacks are a great source of plant names, but almost any useful plant inevitably picks up many names – whether they are edible, medicinal or used in construction. On the more romantic side, the shidhe, or faerie folk and other aspects of magic and witchcraft are major sources of names as well, so in Gaelic many plants relate to the ‘Ban-sidh’, or ‘Ban-sith’, the faerie woman whose name appears as the banshee of Irish folklore.


As can be seen, the diversity and evolution of names is intricate and fascinating. We have picked out some further examples of these themes and patterns throughout this book as little snippets scattered through the text, but you will doubtlessly spot many more connections and patterns as you dip into the text. Part of the fun is interpreting these connections for yourself, although really delving into the etymology and uncovering the story of a name can be a big job, and of course many stories of names, their meanings and links are lost to time.


Orthographic Variants


A great many plants are named for variations on an existing name, a phenomenon seen across each of the languages we consider in this book. Particularly interesting are those names that appear to have adopted new meanings as these orthographic variants slight changes in spelling can suggest a completely new interpretation. In many cases, however, reliable testament to the uses of the names with these new meanings is a bit patchy. Some may have been recorded wrongly when transcribed from what the author heard onto the page, but standardisations of spellings are a relatively recent thing, especially in Gaelic and Scots, so many of these orthographic variants were legitimately recorded. It is likely that many variant spellings had their new meaning attached after the event, the misspelling then being back-translated by a writer in the absence of speakers to give the original intended meaning. Recording was seldom done completely systematically. But to be fair, language is anything but systematic as it evolves. For those words used mostly in an oral tradition, we can seldom be certain of their exact histories. A nice example of this array of allied names with many meanings comes from Silene dioica – red campion:


• Cìrean choilich, cìrean choileach and cìrean coilich are all translated as ‘cockscomb’ – nicely suggestive of the lobed pinkish-red petals


• Coirean coilich as ‘the little cock’s cauldron’


• Coirean coilleach suggests a meeting in a woodland – appropriate for this species’ habitat, although coirean is the general name adopted for the campions, so we have the Botanical Society of Britain & Ireland (BSBI) standard accepted Gaelic name for Silene uniflora (sea campion) as Coirean na mara


It is important to note that these translations are taken directly from the source material in each case. We have not attempted to ‘clean up’ or rationalise any names, so some translations may seem strange to modern readers, but this is part of the richness of these languages, and it presents an excellent opportunity to see the myriad ways in which our relationship with plants and their names evolves. John Cameron’s treasure trove, Gaelic Names of Plants (1883), gives extensive etymologies along with many fascinating snippets of wider lore. He says of the field mushroom (Agaricus campestris or A. bisporus) that:




‘Balg bhuachail (balg is an ancient Celtic word, and in most languages has the same signification—viz., a bag, wallet, pock, &:c. (Greek, (βολγυς; Latin, bulga; Sax. beige; Ger. balg, buachail, a shepherd). Balg losgainn (losgann a frog, and in some places bàlg bhuachair—buacar = dung).’





This provides a wonderful explanation for how the Gaelic name Balg bhuchail might equally mean ‘frog’s bag’ or ‘dung-bag’. Indeed, these mushrooms typically grow in moist fields and pastures enriched with animal dung, excellent habitats for frogs. Furthermore, Cameron usually tries to demonstrate the similarities and distinctions between Scottish and Irish Gaelic, and his work is considered the go-to source for Gaelic plant names.


Sources and Standard Names


The vast majority of the entries in this account have been drawn from existing publications, and there is a wealth of these studies through the past 150 years or so, but there is an even longer history of recording what was happening in rural Scotland. The plants people were using in their everyday lives, for example, appear in crown edicts, poetry and treatises on witchcraft and medicine through the ages. We are extremely fortunate that people like the renowned Martin Martin were recording aspects of the oral tradition, including names of plants. Martin was a physician, trained under Robert Sibbald, co-founder of the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh and the Geographer Royal for Scotland. One of Sibbald’s projects was to inventorise the ‘natural products’ of Scotland, and to that end, he commissioned Martin to travel in the 1690s to the Gaelicspeaking areas of the country – particularly in the west – and record the geography, customs, archaeology and ethnobotany of the people there. As a native Gaelic speaker, Martin had a particular opportunity to record the oral tradition first-hand, and as such his work is invaluable for our understanding of the culture at the time. Also, being a physician, he was well-trained in the use and identification of plants, so we can be confident of many of his identifications. Slightly later, poets such as Duncan Ban MacIntyre (Donnchadh Bàn Mac an t-Saoir), writing in the 18th century, employed a fairly standard set of names for common plants, and it is most of these that have become the Gaelic ‘standard’ names. Their use was widespread, and in the same way as the standard English names, they were the ones that found their way into dictionaries. Many countries identify standard common names for each botanical species in the main or official languages of the country, so in both Turkey and Japan, for example, a botanist describing a plant species as new to science will suggest a new ‘official’ name in Turkish or Japanese respectively. From a botanical standpoint in Scotland, many Gaelic ‘standard’ names were proposed by Pankhurst and Mullin (1991), while the BSBI maintains the English language list. Of the 70 or so different species of grass-like Carex (sedges) in Britain, for example, only a very few would have been recognised as distinct – usually on the basis of particularly striking characters or usefulness. The rest would be lumped under ‘sedge’, which is also a term for the kind of dense, wet grassy vegetation between a pasture and a swamp that many species of Carex favour.


The work of lexicographers John Jamieson (1808) for Scots and Edward Dwelly (1920 and later editions) for Gaelic are the best-known dictionaries for the respective languages, distilling many sources together into dedicated dictionaries. However, Dwelly’s Gaelic dictionary had several botany-specific lexicographies to draw on with the work of Cameron (1883), of particular value. Writing almost a century after Jamieson, John Wood’s 1891 paper for the Andersonian Naturalists’ Society (1893) is an interesting tract that adds many names in Scots, as well as delivering a pithy explanation for Jamieson’s apparent bias towards the agricultural:




‘In [Jamieson’s] Dictionary the only plants which have attracted a fair share of notice are the grasses, the plants which occur as troublesome weeds in cultivated ground, those which are sought after for their real or supposed medicinal virtues, and those which produce edible fruits. There is no attempt made at classification, for botanical knowledge was in its initial empiric stage. The same name is often applied to plants of totally different classes, or the name of one plant is applied to the whole family. The names are for the most part of Anglo-Saxon origin, but, as might have been expected, we have many names derived from Gaelic and French sources. To proceed then, let us take first the grasses.’





It is only in relatively recent times that standardisation of spelling has been imposed on language, so in Gaelic, English and Scots we are very lucky that many writers saw fit to include regional and orthographic (spelling) variants in their works. This gives us important insights into local linguistic quirks, as well as the vagaries and potential pitfalls of capturing the oral tradition. We have chosen to retain as many of these variations as possible, through the diligent work of Roger West in particular. Following the tradition of most botanical dictionaries, we have tried to indicate the areas where names were used or the regional dialects to which they belong. More recent oral history finds its way into this publication through the work of people such as the Highland journalist Mary Beith, herbalist Anne Barker and former colleagues at the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, William Milliken and Sam Bridgewater, who developed and ran the Flora Celtica project.


A recent work by the artist Derek Robertson, entitled Bho Bheul an Eòin / From the Bird’s Mouth, drew in a consortium of Gaelic speakers and natural historians to identify new names for dozens of species only recently recognised in Scotland, in many cases those that have moved here as a consequence of climate change. This beautifully represents the responsiveness of language to an ever-changing natural world.


As a final note, the exhaustively researched and referenced resources provided by groups such as Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, the Scots Language Society and Scottish National Dictionary Association are invaluable and go to show quite how vibrant these languages are. For a deeper and more detailed delve into the breadth of sources we cannot recommend them enough.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is not a complete dictionary of plant names but pulls out many of the most common and familiar plants as well as those with the richest seams of names. It also includes algae, fungi and a few lichens as well – as is fitting for the broad church of a botanic garden. We have chosen to articulate the entries around the ‘official’ common English name, given the majority of the readership are likely to have some degree of fluency in English and these common names are often the most familiar. The temptation for a botanist to articulate everything around esoteric taxonomic (Latin) names has been resisted, but we have included these throughout for reference.


Most of the names have been taken directly from secondary sources. Where explanations of the names are given, these are also taken from the secondary sources, so we make no claims for their veracity, and indeed that is part of the point – that the people using or recording the names may have different interpretations of the meanings. So please do not get too furious at what appears to be our misinterpretation of meanings. The core sources are listed below, but entries are not specifically referenced by source. Our underlying database contains this information and is available to consult. The database was hugely edited down for this publication, with many ‘minor names’ and duplicates as well as most agricultural, ecological and plant anatomy phrases removed for reasons of space.


Poetry and other literature contain many references to one or a few plants. Although the great majority of these have been collated in existing works on plant names, and thereby found their way into this book, a few variant spellings are seemingly not recorded. For example, James Hogg’s (1770– 1835) protagonist in The Witch of Fife rides to the Sabbat on a ‘humloke schaw’ (hemlock stalk) saddled with a ‘moon fern leaf’ – the humloke spelling is known from here, but not otherwise recorded in our main sources (albeit many similar spellings are). Some names were collected first-hand as part of the Flora Celtica project and informal interviews and chats, and these are used with permission.


The final caveat is that areas of overlap between formal Scots and informal Scottish-English are fluid, so some of the entries under Scots could be argued to be English and vice versa, and we apologise in advance if we upset anyone in categorising the names.
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