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INTRODUCTION
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Scotland, the name conjures visions of tartan covering every surface, hairy Highland cows, the deep glowing gold of a dram of whisky, perhaps even Mel Gibson in blue warpaint and a kilt. But beyond the tourist tat and the tacky gift shops, what is the real Scotland? What is the soul of the country, the hidden spirit that draws people back?
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One’s memories are unique, so each person is going to have a different image of Scotland in their minds. It may be the food, the people, the landscape, the drink, the history, the music, or a combination of all of these, that sings to a person’s soul.

There is a wealth of fascinating things to do, stunning places to see, and friendly people to meet in the mystical Highlands. Like the colors of thread woven in a tartan, the aspects change with your perspective, and with time, to reveal previously hidden depths.

I have always had a special fondness for Scotland and Scottish customs. My great-grandmother was a McKenzie, so I knew I had a blood connection. I first visited in 2000 for a McKenzie Clan Gathering, a trip much too short. We’ve returned and spent time in the Highlands and the islands, Edinburgh and Inverness, the coast and the mountains. It is a place to be at home in front of the peat fire, eating your porridge, and drinking your dram.

In this book, I will explore many aspects of Scotland. I will delve into the history and myths that shaped the culture, as well as the superstitions and beliefs that still hold sway today. Parts of that are, of course, the ecclesiastic traditions, the Highland culture, and the various invasions from Ireland, Scandinavia, and England. I shall talk about the food, the music, the people, and, of course, the drinks. Some practical aspects to planning your trip, and your photography, are next, as well as some discounts and tricks to save some money. And, of course, a nice big section on hidden gems, places off the beaten track, to get away from the busloads of tourists and find your own special places.

Please, enjoy your journey through my book. And, if I have convinced you to travel to this incredible place, please let me know. I think everyone should visit Scotland and be enriched by this incredibly stunning, strange, and secretive land.
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HISTORY AND MYTH
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What We Know and What We Believe

Prehistoric

Crossing into the land that is now Scotland, through the primordial mists of history, the first settlers on the land came when the last glaciers were retreating, about ten thousand years ago. At this time, it is believed that the land was still connected to continental Europe via a land bridge that has since been flooded with the melting of the glaciers. Little is known about these Mesolithic people, but some have left their mark on the modern landscape. 
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There is a small encampment found near Biggar, dating to circa 8,500 BCE, and the remains of a wooden house near Queensferry from circa 8,240 BCE. These paint a picture of a population who moved around in boats from place to place, using stone and antler for tools.

The Mesolithic period, however, made way for the Neolithic period, as people settled down into permanent villages, and began farming the land. The stone house in the Orkney Islands called the Knap of Howar dates from circa 3,500 BCE.

One of the more spectacular remnants of the Neolithic people is a previously buried underground village in the Orkney Islands called Skara Brae. Dated to circa 3000 BCE, this is one of the few non-ceremonial ruins from that time, showing a domestic life not all that different from ours.

Imagine living in these structures. The Orkney Islands are very remote, yes. They are also very windy and cold. We visited in June, and some days it did not get higher than 50° F. There must have been a very short growing season if they cultivated much at all. Most of their food would have come from the sea, some land animals, and foraging. The houses at Skara Brae were built underground, out of the raging winds and cold. They made bedsteads and shelving from long, thin stone planks, a central hearth fire, and tunnels to travel from home to home, to avoid the harsh winter weather outside.

This is also the time when stone circles and chambered cairns dominated the land, such as the Ring of Brodgar, the Stenness Stones, and Calanais Stone Circle on the Isle of Lewis. There are hundreds of these monuments around the country, some no more than ankle-high remnants of once proud and tall stones.
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As the Bronze Age arrived around 2000 BCE, the natives started building hill forts, most likely for defense and domination. Eildon Hill near Melrose is one such example, and probably held several hundred houses. Smaller round houses of stone, such as Jarlshof and Sumburgh on Shetland, and crannogs built on artificial islands, were common.

Around 700 BCE, technology advanced and the Iron Age arrived; simple roundhouses began to replace the earlier structures. These were circular, built without mortar, and increased in complexity as time went on. They had a large, central pillar, sometimes elaborately carved into designs made to look like a tree. These evolved into the great circular stone Brochs, such as those found in Caithness and the Isle of Lewis. Brochs are drystone hollow-walled tower structure of a type found only in Scotland.

Picts and the Roman Empire

Little is known of the people who occupied the houses and forts on Orkney, but the evidence we do have suggests they were fierce fighters, dedicated to their gods, and highly independent. Later accounts by the Romans, of course, painted them as cruel barbarians, and called them the Pictii, or the Painted Ones, due to their tradition of using warpaint. This was not an unusual tactic for Roman propaganda, they often built up the image of their foes to make good press at home.

The Picts were an agrarian society, living in small communities, with cattle and horses being signs of wealth and prestige. Carvings show eagles, boars, wolves, hunting with dogs and falcons, and even women hunting on horseback. Their normal crops included wheat, barley, oats, and rye, as well as cabbage, onions, leeks, turnips, and carrots. Garlic, nettles, and watercress flavored their dishes. Wool and flax were common clothing materials. Fish, seals, and whales were hunted for food.

They were known among themselves as the Catuvallanii (the people of the cat), the Damnonii, the Epidii (the people of the horse), the Veniconea, the Novantae, the Caerinii (the sheep folk), the Smertae (the smeared people), and many other names which have disappeared in the mists of time. These names usually came from the tribes themselves, but then given a Roman flavor. 

They were a unique society, a prehistoric people who survived into current times through myth, legend, and artifacts left behind.

The Romans attempted to conquer eighteen different tribes they had listed in Scotland. Circa 71 CE, the Roman governor, Quintus Petillius Cerialis, had launched an invasion into the territory, and General Agricola is said to have pushed his troops to the River Tay. When the positions won became untenable, the Romans pulled back to what is now known as Hadrian’s Wall. 

While few Roman citizens lived beyond this line in the sand, they lived in constant danger of the Pictii. The wall was the first time the Roman Empire had declared an end, even temporarily, to their outward expansion, and may have been the first signal of its eventual contraction.
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The Romans tried once more to conquer the lands, making it as far as the Firth of Clyde, where they built the Antonine Wall. However, it was overrun and soon abandoned in circa 160 CE.

After the Roman withdrawal, four tribes gained dominance in Scotland. In the east, the Picts held sway over the land from the River Forth and Shetland. They were known as the Kingdom of Fortriù, and likely had their seat at Menteith or Strathearn. In the west, the Gaelic tribe of the Dàl Riata, having come over from Ireland, had their fortress at Dunadd in Argyll. The southern Kingdom of Strathclyde was of Brythonic ancestry, also known as Alt Clut, and held their seat at Dumbarton Rock. In the south-east was the kingdom of Bernicia, descendants of the Germanic Angle invaders. From this latter kingdom came the Anglo-Saxon kings of Northumbria.
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There are some interesting historical fiction/fantasy books written about the Pictish king Bridei by Juliet Marillier, and it is well worth the read if you are interested in this mysterious race. While we do not have much direct evidence of their lifestyle, the novels show a people with a great respect for the Gods, for hospitality, for the wisdom of the elderly, and the creations of their skilled artisans. They held wells and rivers sacred, and carved stones with curvilinear designs, which if you’ve ever tried to work with stone, you will know is NOT easy. Some aspects of their religion (in Marillier’s books, at least) are very dark to our modern-day sensibilities. I believe them likely in the Bronze and Iron Age beliefs, as there are dark aspects of the world that could not otherwise be explained.

While they were likely closely related, the Picts and the Gaels were separate groups. The Gaelic kingdom of Dàl Riata was founded in the 6th century in the west of Scotland. It was close to this kingdom that the Irish priest and missionary Columba came, having been exiled from his native land by his brother, the king. He founded the first Scottish Christian community at Iona, and it still stands today as a spiritual retreat.

Keep in mind that what we know of history is cobbled together from myths, legends, scraps of verifiable historical data, archaeology, and studies of particular groups. Sometimes they don’t mesh with each other.

Legends relate that settlers from Greek Asia Minor sailed the seas, and arrived in Ireland at Cruachan Feli, the “mountain of Ireland.” 

After some time, the tribe of the Scotii crossed the Irish Sea to invade Caledonia, north of Roman Britain, and settled in Iona. Supposedly, the tribe had been named after Scota, the Egyptian wife of a Spartan commander Nèl. This is just one of several legends behind the Gaelic invasion of the land of the Picts. Sometimes Scota is described as being the sister of the Egyptian Pharaoh, Tutenkhamen.
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While the Picts did try rejecting Gaelic and Christian influence, it eventually took over, and the Picts intermarried with the Gaels to become the Scots. The Scotii were one of the Irish tribes that came over during that time, and they gave their name to the land. Their union was a result, ultimately, to the incursions of the Vikings from all sides and the Saxons that came up from the south, they combined to fight, forming the Kingdom of Scotland.

[image: image]There is a fascinating book by Bryan Sykes, called Saxons, Vikings, and Celts: The Genetic Roots of Britain and Ireland. The book explores the DNA evidence of settlement and invasion by the various groups into Scotland, Ireland, England, and Wales, and comes to some fascinating conclusions about these invasions.

The Kingdom of Scotland
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The first king was Cìnaed mac Ailpìn (Kenneth McAlpin), due to a merger between the Gaelic and Pictish lines circa 840 CE, though his line was disputed throughout many successions. After Kenneth passed on, his successors, Màel Colùm I (Malcolm I) and Màel Colùm mac Cinàeda (Malcolm II), helped solidify this kingdom. The arrival of Constantine II, who retired as a monk in St. Andrews, may have helped Christianize the kingdom, and kept the Celtic Christianity in line with Roman beliefs.

The last of his line was Malcolm II, who died in the early 11th century, passing the kingship on to his daughter’s son, Duncan I (of Macbeth fame), known as the head of the House of Dunkeld. According to Shakespeare, Duncan was killed by Macbeth, who was then overthrown by Màel Coluim III, Duncan’s son.

However, the Bard was a playwright, not a historian. Relying upon his account of events isn’t always the best choice. 

Màel Coluim III, also known as Ceann Mòr (Great Chief), was the man who brought stability and power to the House of Dunkeld. He had many descendants, and, despite the frightening tendency for them to kill each other, established a dynasty that lasted two hundred years. 

However, his second marriage, to the Anglo-Hungarian Princess Margaret, prompted William the Conqueror to invade Northumbria. Màel Colùm submitted, which opened later claims over Scotland by the English crown.

One of his successors, David I, started what was called the Davidian Revolution. This was due to his upbringing as an English Baron, and his love of English and French ways of life. The Scottish traditions and institutions were slowly replaced, and members of the Anglo-Norman nobility took places in the Scottish aristocracy. He introduced feudal land tenure and knights’ service, as well as a tradition of castles and cavalry. He created royal burghs, facilitated economic development throughout the country, and helped bring Scotland’s structure in line with other nearby countries.

These reforms were continued by David I’s heirs, until Alexander III in 1286. When Alexander III died, the only heir of the line who remained was his infant daughter: Margaret, the Maid of Norway.

There is the tragic story about Margaret, this young heiress to a disputed throne; she was the one person who would save them all from civil war and unrest. While sailing to Scotland to be installed in her kingdom, her ship was tossed by storms and driven off course. Shortly after it landed in St. Margaret’s Hope in South Ronaldsay, Margaret died. It is thought she died from the effects of seasickness, aged eight. When Margaret died, the nobles of the land asked Edward I for his advice on which of the fourteen rivals should rule. After choosing John Balliol as the successor, Edward I then claimed Scotland was now a feudal dependency of England.

Edward I used this as a wedge into which he tried sending troops to conquer Scotland. After John Balliol set up an alliance with France (known as the Auld Alliance), Edward invaded Scotland and deposed King John. The movie, Braveheart, focuses on this time in history. While the movie is not very historically accurate, the fact is that Edward I, known as the Hammer of the Scots, did not succeed in his quest to conquer Scotland, due in a great part to the work and patriotism of William Wallace, and Edward wasted considerable time and power in the attempt.

After the time of William Wallace and Edward I, the rule of Scotland went to Bruce I, aka Robert the Bruce. While he was crowned in 1306, he didn’t have clear mandate until a decisive win against Edward II in 1314, at the Battle of Bannockburn.

In 1320, The Declaration of Arbroath was written by the victors and sent to Pope John XXII, a stirring and ringing statement that claimed “...for, as long as but one hundred of us remain alive, never will we on any conditions be brought under English Rule. It is in truth not for glory, nor riches, nor honours that we are fighting, but for freedom, for that alone, which no honest man gives up but with life itself.” This document still rings true and proud among many of the Scottish people today, much as the Declaration of Independence does with Americans. Indeed, many think that the American document was fashioned, in part, after the Scottish declaration.

Subsequent attempts of Edward III to subjugate Scotland failed, and he lost interest when the Hundred Years’ War with France started.
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The House of Stuart 

After David II, the last of the Bruce line, passed in 1371, the first of the Stewart (Stuart) kings, Robert II, came to the throne. Due to infighting and mysterious deaths, his son, Robert III, sent his son, James I, to France for safety. He was captured by the English, though, and held for eighteen years. In the meantime, James’ father died, leaving regents to rule Scotland in James’ absence. When James I finally returned, he asserted his authority, executed several people who opposed him, and succeeded in centralizing crown control. However, this draconian behavior, while good for the realm, was bad for his popularity, and he was assassinated.

A couple generations later, James III married Margaret of Denmark, acquiring the Orkney and Shetland Islands as a dowry. This marked the passing of the islands from Norse rule into Scottish rule. While the islands are Scottish, they retain much of their Nordic feel and many of the place names still retain their Norse spelling. Even the English spoken there has a musical Nordic lilt.

James’ son, James IV, then married Margaret Tudor, laying the groundwork for James VI to inherit the English crown in the 17th century. During James IV reign, there was much educational reform and creation of institutional infrastructure. It created a cultural renaissance which is still felt to this day.

In support of the Auld Alliance, when France was attacked by Henry VIII, James IV invaded England. He was killed in the Battle of Flodden Field, along with many of his nobles. This battle was commemorated with the traditional and very poignant song, Flowers of the Forest. The heir, James V, was an infant, and in control of the regents.

James V wasn’t an incredibly effective monarch, and he made two marriages to French noblewomen, Madeleine of Valois and Marie of Guise. He died after another disastrous campaign into England, but not before he was brought news of an heir. This daughter would become the infamous Mary, Queen of Scots.

Much has been written of this ill-fated Queen, and I shall only touch on the highlights here. There is an excellent historical fiction novel written by Phillipa Gregory on her life, her loves, her many poor decisions, and eventually her tragic death.

She was raised mostly in France, betrothed to the Dauphin (heir) of that country.

Her mother, Marie of Guise, acted as Regent in Scotland, though in an unofficial manner. She did rally the Scottish and French troops against the English occupation and managed to eject them from the country. While there was trouble brewing between the Protestant and Catholic factors in the country, Marie of Guise did promote French culture and manners in the Scottish court. Again, this had repercussions for many years, both for good and for ill.

When Marie died in 1560, the Auld Alliance fell apart, and the Scottish Reformation abolished Catholicism in Scotland. Of course, the young heiress, Mary, was raised as a Catholic in France, and had married the Dauphin of France. Unfortunately, she was widowed at nineteen, and came to Scotland to take up her crown.

She was circumspect in her religion and did not force her beliefs on her now Protestant nation. However, this not only angered the Catholic nobles, but it was not accepted by the Protestant subjects, either. Her short reign of six years was a series of crises, intrigue, poor decisions, and betrayal. She was tricked into marrying a useless courtier, Lord Darnley. He angered the court with his extravagances and lack of propriety. Her Italian Catholic secretary, Riccio, was murdered; shortly thereafter, her second husband, the ineffectual Lord Darnley, was also murdered. She was then kidnapped by, and then either eloped or was forced into marriage to, the Earl of Bothwell. 

In addition, Mary had been associated with an assassination plot against Elizabeth I and never informed her cousin of this plot.

This led to her imprisonment, abdication, and long exile at the hands of Elizabeth I, her cousin. In the end, after many lonely years of imprisonment, she was executed as a Catholic martyr. 

The Protestant Revolution was a particularly strict movement under the teachings of both Martin Luther and John Calvin. The survivor of a massacre in France, John Knox, emerged as a leader of the movement and managed to convert most of the lowlands. The Highlands and islands mostly remained Catholic, except for those isles known as the “Wee Free Islands.”
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When the Protestant James VI succeeded the deposed Queen Mary, and many years later became the heir of Elizabeth I of England, he united the two kingdoms in 1603. It was after this time that the Scots settlement of the Ulster province in Northern Ireland began, starting a long war between the Protestant Anglo-Scots and the Catholic Irish they supplanted.

This dynasty was interrupted due to Charles Stuart, Charles I, and his mismanagement of the crown and the dichotomy of his mixed-religion countries. The people of England rebelled and started the English Civil War. 

When the Royalists lost, the rebels beheaded the king and placed a Republic in his stead. This period is known as the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, as there were also revolts in Ireland and Scotland at this time. In Scotland, the Covenanters (the strict Protestants) governed and assisted those opposing the king in England. They were opposed by an army of Highlanders and islanders, led by Alisdair MacDonald, and this started the Scottish Civil War in 1644. Inexplicably, he abandoned his successes against the Covenanters, and they had the victory and established the Commonwealth.

After Oliver Cromwell ruled this Commonwealth, he invaded both Scotland and Ireland to cement his subjugation over these lands. He gained a reputation for ruthlessness in Ireland but died without a strong leader in England to take his place. 

And, though he died of a disease, he was so detested by the people that they gave his corpse a public execution.

At that point, Charles I’s son, Charles II, was asked to come back to the crown. The Stuart line was once again in charge of both Scotland and England. 

It was not to last, however; Charles II’s son, James VII/II, was Catholic, and this just made matters more heated and contentious between the Catholics and Protestants of all nations under his rule. He made it worse by placing Catholics in key positions and alienating his Protestant subjects with unpopular laws against their worship practices. His daughter, Mary, was a Protestant, and the wife of William of Orange of the Netherlands, and this seemed the best solution to the Protestants. 

The Revolution of 1688, aka the Glorious Revolution, forced James to flee, and William and Mary were invited to rule the Union. This restored Presbyterianism, and abolished the bishops, though William tended to be more tolerant than many of his predecessors. In addition, they made it illegal for any member of the royal family to be Catholic without special permission.

Despite this solution, there were still many supporters of the Stuart line, and for several generations, the Jacobite (from Jacobus, the Latin name for James) Revolutions of the next century flared up. The first one was led by John Graham, and a group of Highlanders at the Battle of Killiecrankie in 1689 but was defeated.

In the aftermath of this resounding defeat, a tragic misunderstanding and heavy- handed retribution resulted in the Massacre of Glencoe, between the MacDonalds and the Campbells.

In 1707, the Act of Union brought England and Scotland together as one economic and political unit, allowing greater trade, and replacing Scottish systems of currency, taxation, and laws.

The Jacobites

This move was unpopular in Scotland, of course, and the Jacobites rose again, under James VII of Scotland (aka James II of England)’s son, James Frances Edward Stuart, aka “The Old Pretender.” He had lived in exile most of his life, and attempted several failed invasions, most notably in 1715. It was ruined by a failure of coordinated risings in Wales and Devon, lack of leadership, bad timing, and bad luck. By the time James finally landed in Scotland, he was told it was hopeless, and so he fled back to the relative safety of France.

If you would like a glimpse into what life may have been like, watch the movie Rob Roy, starring Liam Neeson. Rob Roy was an historical character, though the stories of him are mixed. Some show him as a cattle-thieving rogue; others as a national hero, standing up to the oppressive evil English landlord. I suspect the truth is somewhere in the middle. The real Rob Roy lived near Balquhidder, and there is a small cemetery there, where his grave is situated.

[image: A stone building with a tree in front of it

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

In 1745, his son, Charles Edward Stuart, tried again to reclaim the Scottish crown. He was “The Young Pretender,” or Bonnie Prince Charlie. The nickname Charlie most likely came, not from a diminutive of the name Charles, but from the Gaelic for Charles, Teàrlach. This rising was more successful, and he won some important battles, such as Prestonpans. Several clans joined the movement, albeit some very reluctantly. While he was successful at first, and managed to secure a good chunk of Scotland, he became greedy, and tried moving south into England. This overextended his resources, and many of his allies changed their minds. The rising ended with a horrible defeat by the Duke of Cumberland at Culloden. Charles fled to exile again, never to return.

If you ever visit Culloden field, please take the time to explore the visitor center. It has very poignant presentations on this time, this battle, and the events leading up to it. It is very moving, even if you have not a drop of Scottish blood.

The loss at Culloden broke the Highlanders and the Jacobites. What followed was a horrible part of British history, the Highland Clearances. In order to remove the teeth of the Scottish clans, the English outlawed Highland dress, custom, language, and capriciously stole from, killed, arrested, and transported thousands of Highlanders. These transportees ended up in Canada and America, often as indentured servants. Crofts were burned, cattle were slaughtered, valuables were stolen, and women were raped. Much of the land that was “cleared” of troublesome Highlanders was used for sheep, to support the budding wool trade in England.
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Imagine living on a small farm. Life is hard, but peaceful. You tend your crops, your cattle or flock, and have enough to support your small family. There are, perhaps, four families within ten miles, also crofters. Your husband has gone off to a neighboring farm to help them with a building. Then the soldiers come, they slaughter the cows you rely on for your milk, run your sheep off, trample your crops, perhaps even salting the ground. They tear the door off its hinges and violate you and your daughters. They leave, taking everything they think might be valuable... and you have no one you can complain to, for they are the Crown’s troops. You must either find a way to survive, leave, or perish. It was a very dark time, though many have managed to remain to this day.

There is a wildly popular series of historical fiction called Outlander, by Diana Gabaldon, also made into a television series. While it is fiction, it gives an excellent account of this time in the first two books of the series. You get to meet Charles as a historical character, as well as many of the Highlander Clan Chiefs of the day. You read about the conditions of the army, including a detailed description of the Battle of Culloden itself, and much of the aftermath. For more movie and literary places in Scotland, please see that section in Ceilidhs and Flings.
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Many of the Highlanders were arrested after Culloden and ended up either dying in prison or being transported. Others ended up in America, Canada, and Australia, where they did their best to begin their lives again. Many of them were crofters. Others were fishermen and did well in coastal regions. Some ended up fighting in the American Revolution, thirty years later, some on the American side, some on the British side.

Lowlanders had it easier, partly due to religion and partly due to politics. Most of the lowlanders were Protestants and supported the King of England, so took up positions of power in politics and business, as well as in the military and colonial enterprises. This helped bring Scotland into the realm of a world trading power. The Scots developed a reputation of being fierce soldiers in the British Army, not only in WWI and WWII, but other wars, such as the Crimean, Napoleonic, Indian, and Boer Wars.

The Enlightenment

In the 18th century, a transformation occurred, taking Scotland from a poor, rural, agricultural society to a leader in modern industry. Glasgow and Edinburgh were the chief leaders of this transformation, using the tobacco, textile, and sugar trades, as well as The Enlightenment to increase the culture and wealth of the nation. 

The previously created education system developed into an excellent university system and helped foster what was known as The Enlightenment in France. Philosophers such as Thomas Hobbes, David Hume, and economist Adam Smith, became leading speakers and authors of the day. Smith’s book The Wealth of Nations is still being used today in Economics classes. And I know, because I had to read it!

A good banking system was set up in Scotland to deal with the burgeoning trade, especially in linen, and this structure stood them in good stead throughout the American Revolution and the shift in industrial needs.
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The beliefs of the Scots continued to fragment into the Protestant Church of Scotland in the Lowlands and the rather pagan-tinged Catholicism of the Highlands and the Islands, mostly the Gaelic-speaking areas. Later, the Free Church of Scotland formed, closer to the strict beliefs of the Covenanters of an earlier era, and very accepting of Gaelic language and culture. This has grown much in the Highlands and Islands. On some of the Hebridean Islands, known as “Wee Free” islands, businesses are closed on Sundays to this day, no pubs, no grocery stores, no shops; nothing is open on this day of rest. 

The greats of Scottish literature appeared at this time, such as Robert Burns, best known for Auld Lang Syne; Sir Walter Scott of Ivanhoe fame; and Robert Louis Stevenson, with Kidnapped and Treasure Island. Burns is widely regarded as Scotland’s national poet, and typically wrote in Scots dialect, which is a mixture of the older Anglo-Saxon Germanic language and Scots Gaelic; sort of a first cousin to modern English.

In other areas, the arts started playing a more important role in Scottish society. The Celtic Revival and Art Nouveau helped this, and architects such as Charles Rennie Mackintosh and his painter wife, Margaret MacDonald, reinvented the style of the age.

Industrialization

Growing from the primacy of the linen trade in the 18th century, Scotland became a world center for engineering, ship building, and locomotive production in the 19th century, first with iron and then on to steel. Even today, the rail system in Great Britain is useful and well-maintained. This transportation system allowed Scottish products to easily make it to London markets, where Aberdeen Angus beef gained a world-class reputation.

Coal mining was huge and helped fuel the British Empire. By 1914, there were a million coal miners in Scotland, giving a stereotype of rough, brutish, isolated serfs. Industrialization took over from the southwest to the northeast, and Glasgow became known as the “Second City of the Empire,” after London. Housing in the city became paramount, and overcrowding became endemic. This overcrowding also led to the formation of the first municipal fire brigade, in Edinburgh.
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This period also saw a resurgence of love for the Highland culture, assisted by Queen Victoria’s love of the Highlands. Her purchase of a “wee house” at Balmoral, adoption of the tartan in the Highland regiments, and the resurgence of Celtic ideals in literature and art helped all this along. After King George IV wore one on his visit to Scotland in 1822, kilts were suddenly fashionable again. This was the beginning of clans being identified by certain patterns of tartan, despite claims of an earlier correlation.

What few people know is that the Highlands also had a potato famine in 1846, as Ireland did. The difference is in the response of England to the crisis. In Ireland, the English landlords continued to ship out all the foodstuffs, leaving the Irish to starve or emigrate. In Scotland, the farmers were given emergency relief measures to keep the people from starvation.

What was life like for a 19th century Scottish crofter? His diet would typically be of potatoes, herring, oatmeal, and buttermilk and milk straight from the heifer. He would work the land for his landlord, and usually be able to grow enough for his rent, with a bit left over to feed his small family. He was likely still Catholic, but had a strong belief in the Other World, the world of the Fairies. He would likely be illiterate, and perhaps only speak Gaelic. He would live in a blackhouse, a crofter’s hut made of stone with a thatched roof and was shared between the family and the few animals they kept. The hut could be very smoky with the peat fire inside, and smell, but one benefit of having animals indoors was in keeping the room warmer, especially in colder seasons. And a poor crop would likely result in eviction if the tenant couldn’t pay their rent.

While the population grew with the industrialization in the 19th century, it contracted again in the turn of the 20th, with about two million people migrating to North America and Australia, about 30% Scotland’s total population. These migrations ended only with the Great Depression, as no jobs were available abroad, and the vestigial wartime industry in Scotland offered some hope of employment.

The 20th Century

The advent of both World Wars showed that Scottish soldiers were still forces to be reckoned with. They continually showed their merit, with a reputation for fierce recklessness and lack of fear in battle. They wore their kilts and played their bagpipes proudly. And it may just be that, perhaps, their love of whisky, shared with their fellow troops, was behind the resulting growth in that industry after the war.

[image: image]

In World War I and II, Orkney played a major part, being an important Royal Naval Base, with shipyards and heavy engineering works in place. It was attacked several times by bombers, and, fearing submarine attacks, Winston Churchill deliberately sunk several ships in the water surrounding the entrance to the harbor, to limit access. These are called The Churchill Barriers, and can be seen to this day, rusting away between islands in the archipelago. If you would like to visit them, you can see them along the line of islands that lead up to the Scapa Flow.

During World War II, a group of Italian POWs were held in Orkney. Hoping for a place to worship, they used a Quonset hut, and built a lovely little Italianate chapel, using paint to imitate tile work and iron scrap for the wrought iron works. It stands there today on Lamb Holm Island, a wonderful little jewel.

After war time, Scotland began declining economically and only recovered in the 1970s due to oil in the North Sea. Today, that oil is a big part of the Scottish economy, offering jobs and export income for the nation. Tourism and a growing awareness of their rich agriculture have helped tremendously.

In 1999, a Scottish Parliament was formed with devolved powers from the UK Parliament. Independence, however, remains a hot issue in politics today, and came for another vote in 2014. It failed by a narrow margin but will likely come up again in a few years. 

Summary

Scotland certainly has a rich and varied history, full of drama, battle, mystery, and bravery. Perhaps they are more contentious than other populations, perhaps they just have a more recent war tradition than other cultures. The land itself plays a big part in the history of these people, offering barriers to invasion, growth, and prosperity. But still, it is a history well worth learning, to understand the background these people have, the proud traditions, the fierce, fighting spirit, the incredibly strong work ethic, and the unique ideas that help lead the world today.

What does this mean to the traveling tourist? It means that almost every square foot of this country, every rocky mountain, every mist-covered glen, every deep, dark loch, has a story!

You could plan your visit by theme, visiting the castle trail, or the whisky trail, or the Pictish stone trail. You could tour the Highlands and the Islands. You could travel around the coast by boat and hop from place to place. You could even rent a blackhouse on the Isle of Lewis and live like those at the turn of the century, with no electric or plumbing.
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Do you find peace watching the sunset over the islands? Or stepping into a structure that’s over five thousand years old? Would you be thrilled with seeing the soaring architecture of Edinburgh? Or the glistening granite in Aberdeen? Perhaps you prefer bird watching on the uninhabited natural islands of the Outer Hebrides. There’s no end to the creative ways you can tour this wonderfully diverse country.
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SUPERSTITIONS AND BELIEFS
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The world of myth is filled with fairies, creatures of mystery, curses, blessings, hidden treasure, and dark souls in the night. Every realm of creativity touches on these subjects, literature, film, music, art, dance, they all delight the mind and the imagination with sprites, goblins, and dark banshees.

Scotland’s traditions are certainly no exception! Some of the tales and beliefs in the Scottish Highlands and Islands are shared by other groups of Celts, such as the fairies, others are unique to the Scottish pantheon of beliefs. While Ireland has a more cohesive set of these “fairy tales,” there are several that were transported to Scotland’s hills and glens with the Irish migration, and many that could be leftovers from the Pictish times.

I find Scottish myths have a darker theme than most of the Irish myths do. Perhaps this is because the country itself is a bit rougher in geography, less gentle in its mountains and coastlines. It could be because it has longer nights in the winter, being farther north. Longer nights meant more time inside, sitting around the hearth, so more time to tell stories. You wouldn’t be idle while the stories were told, you could be spinning, or mending a harness, or whittling buttons, but you listened as the stories were told. No matter the reason, there are very few stories that are sweetness and light. Be gone the sugarplum fairies of Victorian lore; here are the Scottish tales! 

Do keep in mind that the Scottish fairy beliefs, as well as modern pagan beliefs, are a living tradition. Please treat them with respect.

Am Fear Liath Mòr (The Big Grey Man of Ben MacDhui)

Also known (a bit more easily said) as the Grey Man, this monster, or possibly a spirit, haunts the mountaintop and passes of Ben MacDhui, the highest peak in the Cairngorm Mountains of Scotland.

He is said to be a very tall figure covered with short, gray hair, and causes hikers to be very uneasy even when they can’t see him. There is some evidence of photographs of footprints and reports of sightings, but nothing concrete or provable.

While he is thought to be a supernatural being, he is also compared to Yeti and Bigfoot. In mainland Europe, creatures called Wudewas (Wood Men) have been reported back to the 13th century and are thought to be descendants of their Cro Magnon ancestors.

Hikers in the area have frequently reported they feel and hear someone following them, but the mists obscure any figure. One such report was by climber John Norman Collie in

1925, where he described hearing the crunching footsteps behind him in the mist, but with strides several times longer than his own.

Aos Sìth (Fairies)

These were the original pre-Christian divinities of Gaelic Scotland. The takeover of Christianity reduced these beings to hold only diminutive powers, also known as the Tuatha dè Danaan in Irish folklore. There are several different sorts of fairies in Scottish legend. Many people believe that some are angels that were leaving heaven, so when God saw the exodus and closed the gates, He trapped many of them on earth. Other sorts are believed to be the spirits of dead ancestors. Aos sìth are often bribed or mollified with offerings of food or drink, and care is taken not to insult or offend them. Many of their names were euphemisms to avoid angering them, such as “the Good Folk,” “the Fair Folk,” “the Good Neighbors,” or Daoine Sìth (People of Peace).

––––––––
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The Aos Sìth often guard particular places, such as a hill, a hawthorn tree, a loch or wood. Dusk and dawn are particularly dangerous to encounter them, as are the feasts of Samhain, Bealltainn, and Midsummer (summer solstice).

There are many types of fairy creatures, such as the Sluagh Sìth (the Fairy Host), the Cat Sìth (Fairy Cat), the Cù Sìth (Fairy Dog) and the Leanan Sìth (fairy lover).

Arthurian Legends

While most of the tales of King Arthur took place in England and/or Wales, one of his traditional rivals, King Lot, was king over Orkney. King Lot had four sons who became knights of the round table: Gawain, Agravaine, Gaheris, and Gareth. Arthur’s son, Mordred, was raised in his household. While there is little that we know for certain about these tales, there is no end to the variations, and many of them touch Scotland.

Bean-Nighe

A “washer woman” in Scottish Gaelic, she is seen as an omen of death. She can be seen near streams and pools, washing the clothes of those who are doomed to death, turning the river red with the blood.

Bean- Sìth/Sì

Related to the bean sìth of Irish legend, this spirit attaches itself to a family or clan and keens with the mourning of an upcoming death.

The Blue Men of Minch (also known as Storm Kelpies)

These odd creatures occupy the water between the Isle of Lewis and Scotland. They look for sailors to drown and stricken boats to sink.

Bonnie Prince Charlie & Flora MacDonald

When Bonnie Prince Charlie came to Scotland to reclaim his father’s crown from William of Orange, he succeeded for a while, but was soundly defeated at Culloden in 1746. He was then forced into hiding and ended up on the Isle of Skye. He had relied on a faithful supporter, Flora MacDonald, to disguise him as a woman and smuggle him there, from where he could take a ship to France. The event inspired a song, still sung today, called the Skye Boat Song:
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