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Introduction


In those halcyon days of 2007, when you could buy your supermarket, super-strength bottle of vodka for £4.99 before ten in the morning, when nobody cared how grumpy Andy Murray was because wasn’t it nice to have a half-decent tennis player after all these years and when the Royal Bank of Scotland’s Sir Fred the Shred Goodwin was a master of the universe, I began to write my last book, Caledonication. I aimed to pen an entertaining history of Scotland from the Battle of Mons Graupius of AD84, through the tartan and flowing locks era of kings, queens, battles and clans and right up to the spiky, schizophrenic Scotland of 2007. A Scotland where a Presbyterian son of the manse from Fife saw out the death throes of New Labour from his Downing Street bunker while a cheeky chappie from Linlithgow ran the devolved Government in Holyrood, preaching optimism and bonhomie, as the economy crumbled around them both. The furrowed brow versus ‘Who ate all the pies?’ – the centuries-old struggle for the soul of Scotland.


The careers of Gordon Brown and Alex Salmond also encapsulate another fundamental aspect of the history of Scotland – the Scot at home and the Scot abroad or, to put it another way, ever since James VI made his royal progress to London in 1603 to become James I of England, Scotland has been a nation where running your own affairs has always seemed a minor consideration compared to running somebody else’s.


Many will be familiar with T. Anderson Cairns’s famous prose Wha’s Like Us that chronicles a host of items in everyday use, all invented or discovered by Scots. While researching for Caledonication I began to realise that the innovators listed by Anderson Cairns are only the tip of the iceberg (refrigeration, incidentally, was a Scottish invention) in terms of the globally renowned achievements originated by Scots in the fields of science, engineering, politics, education, health, culture, sport and much, much more.


I decided to find out more about those Scots who, in most cases, left the kilts and the heather far behind them and begat the world we live in; not so much your Robert the Bruce, your Italian-born and bred Bonnie Prince Charlie or Oor Wullie, but more your Alexander Graham Bell who invented the telephone, John Logie Baird who pioneered television, the Scots who became UK prime minister, the Scots who were integral in the modern histories of, for example, Australia, Canada and the US and the numerous Scots who have been neglected at home but whose influence is still felt around the globe.


The criterion for selection was tough and completely subjective. There is a well-known question that you are probably aware of which goes, ‘Can you name five famous Belgians?’, to which the answer is of course Magritte, Hercule Poirot, Jean-Claude Van Damme, Audrey Hepburn and Tintin, with extra points for Adolphe Sax, inventor of the saxophone, and for either Kim Clijsters or Justine Henin; but even the good burghers of Brussels and Bruges might struggle to get far into double figures. You might ask a similar question, ‘Can you name five famous Swiss who don’t play tennis?’ and you soon discover that Scotland is unusually blessed with internationally well-known figures.


To help narrow down the list to one hundred I decided to follow the traditional method of selection for the Scottish football team for which you had to be actually born in Scotland to qualify; so, no qualification through long-lost Glaswegian grannies or five years’ residency in the Lanarkshire commuter belt – which means that Spartak Moscow and Ireland footballer Aiden McGeady would be eligible for the list on the basis that he was born in Glasgow, but that the Scottish football team’s most famous fan, Rod Stewart, would not be eligible as he was born in London.


Following this rule that you have to be, as far as my research can ascertain, born in Scotland has led to some notable and painful omissions – for his services to music and tall blondes, Rod the Mod would certainly have been a possible candidate for the final one hundred. Other luminaries who, despite their Scottish ancestry, must miss the list because of their place of birth include: Lord George Gordon Byron – the poet spent much of his childhood in Aberdeen with his Aberdeenshire-born mother but he was born in London; William Gladstone – the four times British prime minister was the son of a Leith-born merchant but this famous Liberal was born in Liverpool; Captain James Cook’s father was a farm labourer from the Scottish Borders but Cook was born in Yorkshire and Ernest Rutherford, who split the atom, was born in Nelson, New Zealand although his father hailed from Perthshire.


Not on the list is a certain Joanne Rowling, born in Gloucestershire, who during her long search for a café in Edinburgh that served a decent skinny latte was able to write the international phenomenon that is Harry Potter. Further noteworthy omissions include two giants from the world of science, Joseph Black and William Thomson. The 18th-century physicist and chemist, Joseph Black – Scottish mother, Irish father but born in Bordeaux – while a professor at Edinburgh and Glasgow universities, isolated carbon dioxide and developed the theories of latent and specific heat. The 19th-century physicist, William Thomson, was born in Belfast but moved to Glasgow at the age of eight and, later, as a professor at the city’s university found international fame for his work on thermodynamics. When Thomson was ennobled he took the title of Baron Kelvin of Largs after the river that flows past Glasgow University and the Ayrshire seaside resort and ice cream metropolis, and it is for his internationally recognised scale of absolute temperature to which he gave his name that he is remembered today; the Kelvin scale – and its more refined and exclusive variation, the Kelvinside.


It does seem harsh to exclude Lord Kelvin – resident in Scotland for some seventy years – and other luminaries who have lived in the country or can claim Scottish heritage but it does simplify the selection process, and for every exclusion, such as David ‘call me Dave’ Cameron – who was born in London but whose father hails from near Huntly in Aberdeenshire – there is an inclusion, such as the politician Cameron is most often said to resemble, Tony ‘call me Tony’ Blair, who, whether he likes it or not, was born in Edinburgh.


So, join me on this journey through the lives of one hundred Scots who have changed the world – and when I say, world, I don’t mean Scotland and I don’t mean Britain, I mean the whole, climate changing, waters rising, volcano erupting planet. Some of my select hundred never travelled south of Gretna, others left the land of their birth at the earliest opportunity; all have left an enduring legacy – although not always the one they might have hoped for.


Wha’s like us? Damn few Belgians and even fewer Swiss who don’t play tennis.




Iconic Scots


Who is Scotland’s national icon? For many centuries Presbyterian Scotland frowned on the very idea of celebrity and idolatry – as well as frowning on a great many other things. Historical figures could be respected and, occasionally, appreciated but reverence was the domain of the Lord – and we don’t mean Lord Kelvin. Whenever there has been a movement to select a national hero there has never been nationwide consensus as to who this figure should be. King Robert the Bruce, the victor at Bannockburn in 1314 and all that, might seem an obvious candidate, but in the days of post-1707 Union a figurehead such as Bruce, who had stood up for an independent Scottish nation, was not really in keeping with the ethos of the United Kingdom of Great Britain. The more romantic Bonnie Prince Charlie could be ruled out on similar grounds but also, and more problematically, because he was a misguided Italian whose disastrous foray into Scottish politics resulted in far more harm than good. And then there is Robert Burns [34], neither king nor prince, but a ploughman’s son and Scotland’s greatest poet, forgiven and even applauded for his licentious behaviour – but when all is said and done there is only so much haggis you can eat.


No, as far as icons are concerned, the Scots disapprove. Here, the icon is just one more example of an individual ‘getting above themselves’, a deeply suspect concept which engenders that wonderfully Scottish trait so that the more famous and important a person is, the more you look down upon them. The rest of the world, however, doesn’t seem to share Scotland’s unique view of inverse superiority, so here are a few potential icons to be getting on with …


OOR WULLLIE: AWBODY’S FAVOURITE FREEDOM FIGHTER


1 WILLIAM WALLACE (C1270–1305)


After all those centuries of pouring cold porridge on the very notion of a national icon the Scots only recently, and unexpectedly, discovered one in their midst who would inspire the entire world. Susan Boyle from Blackburn in West Lothian was forty-eight years old when she first ‘dreamed a dream’ on Britain’s Got Talent in 2009, and within days more than one hundred million viewers worldwide had raised a collective, surprised and appreciative eyebrow in acknowledgement of her television debut.


However, as far as unlikely international sensations from Scotland that take a very long time to come about are concerned, SuBo’s forty-eight-year wait must concede to the nearly 700 years which passed from William Wallace having his bowels fried in front of him in 1305 until the release of the Academy Award-winning blockbuster Braveheart in 1995.


At this point, we should also spare a thought for West Lothian-born film director, Michael Caton-Jones; 1995 was going to be his year. After finding critical acclaim at home and in the US, Caton-Jones had Hollywood backing to direct a big-budget, biographical epic in his native Scotland. With a star-laden cast headed up by Liam Neeson, stunning Highland locations and the life of Rob Roy MacGregor – one of Scotland’s most popular historical figures – as the film’s subject, everything was looking good. Unfortunately for Caton-Jones, you wait for decades for a Hollywood Scottish biopic and then two are released in the space of two months. Mel Gibson directed and starred as William Wallace in Braveheart: the film won five Oscars in the following year of 1996 including best picture and best director and, having grossed more than $200 million globally, is by far and away the most successful spaghetti Western ever set in Scotland.


From the very beginning, there was criticism among the praise for Braveheart, not least that most of the filming took place not in Scotland, but in the Irish counties of Meath, Wicklow and Kildare. Experts, critics and audiences alike pointed up the screenplay’s many historical inaccuracies: not least the absence of any bridge in the Battle of Stirling Bridge, at which in 1297, Wallace achieved his only major victory over the English. Despite such inaccuracies, Braveheart proved as successful at the Scottish box office as it did elsewhere. Moreover, it has often been said that such an internationally popular film with such an openly Scottish nationalist and patriot perspective helped give the Scots a previously lacking self-confidence which helped towards the vote in favour of devolution in 1997; as Wallace said, ‘You can never take away our right to tax-varying powers’.


The more you learn about William Wallace the more you understand why he has become such a popular icon both in Scotland and farther afield. Indeed, the more research you do, the more you realise that much of what is known about his life is based on rumour and hearsay and that Wallace the man is mostly Wallace the myth and can, therefore, become as much, or as little, of a hero and freedom-fighter as you want him to be.


Wallace was, possibly, born either near Paisley or in Ayrshire sometime in the early 1270s, apparently the second of three sons born to Sir Malcolm Wallace of Elderlie in Renfrewshire. Hardly anything is known about his early life, his education, or whether he was married or had children. The beginning of his resistance to the English occupation of Scotland has been claimed to have taken place in both Lanark and Dundee and hardly anything is known about his life between his defeat by the English in the Battle of Falkirk in 1298 and his capture by the English in 1305, except that he was believed to be in hiding in France, which in itself is quite an achievement when you are six foot seven tall. Wallace’s reputation as a great Scottish patriot and martyr was founded predominantly on the epic poem by a Scottish minstrel called Blind Harry who collected and compiled events from Wallace’s life in the oral tradition and, later, printed versions, Blind Harry’s Wallace, would become one of the main sources for historians – although it has to be pointed out that, as his moniker suggests, Blind Harry was not an actual eye-witness to events and furthermore was born some 200 years after Wallace’s death.


So, despite all the contradictions, inaccuracies and lack of historical evidence William Wallace has become Scotland’s national icon, but not before one final piece of mythology slotted into place. In Braveheart, the scriptwriters were careful not to give the eponymous epithet to any one character but in the public’s perception the heroic Wallace was, clearly, Braveheart. Yet if there has been one person in Scottish history that you associate with having a brave heart it is not Wallace, but the other hero of the Wars of Independence, King Robert I of Scotland or Bobby the Bruce himself. King since 1306 and vanquisher of the English at Bannockburn in 1314, when the Bruce was on his deathbed in 1329, having ensured that Scotland’s independence had been finally accepted by both the English and the Church of Rome, he declared to his friend, James ‘Black’ Douglas, that to atone for all the sins of his life he wished that his heart be taken and buried in the Holy Land.


By 1330 Douglas and his compatriots, complete with embalmed heart in a casket, had arrived in Spain where they decided to join a Christian Spanish army which was attempting to overthrow the Moorish kingdom of Granada and, if they had time, they’d fit in a tour of the Alhambra as well. Sadly, at the Battle of Teba in the Malaga region of Andalusia Douglas and most of the Scottish knights were killed. In his final, defiant moments - so the story goes - Douglas invoked the spirit of Bruce and uttered the legendary words, ‘Onward braveheart, Douglas shall follow thee or die’, then he threw the casket into the heart of the battlefield. Thankfully, the casket was retrieved from Andalusia and reburied in beautiful Melrose Abbey in the Borders, a fitting resting place for the true Braveheart of Scottish history.


The return of Bruce’s heart has not, however, stood in the way of thousands of Scottish pilgrims determined to retrace the footsteps of Black Douglas by travelling annually to the Costa del Sol and fighting the locals.


AND ON THE SEVENTH DAY GOD RESTED AND GREW HIS BEARD


2 JOHN KNOX (C1512–72)


When you think about Scotland’s best-known historic religious figures you might come up with a Holy Trinity of St Andrew, St Columba and St Margaret – but, of course, none of them was born in Scotland. St Andrew, the country’s patron saint, was an Israeli/Palestinian whose bones, legend tells us – centuries after his crucifixion in Constantinople on a diagonal cross, hence the Scottish saltire – were brought to Scotland and buried in Fife. St Columba, founder of the monastery on the island of Iona and a leading figure in the conversion of Scotland to Christianity, was an Irish priest from a noble family exiled to Scotland. St Margaret, also known as Queen Margaret, the second wife of King Malcolm III and co-founder of the royal Canmore dynasty, known for her religious piety and anglicising the Scottish royal court, was an exiled English Saxon princess who may have been born in Hungary.


Scotland’s most influential, home-grown, religious figure is, unquestionably, John Knox – the public face of the Scottish Reformation which during the 16th century transformed the country from Catholicism to Protestantism. Knox was instrumental, too, in the establishment of the Church of Scotland, or the Kirk, which over the ensuing centuries would export Scottish Presbyterianism – a version of Calvinism – around the world. For all his importance in history, Knox is a figure who Scots are reluctant to embrace. You will find little mention of him in the East Lothian town of Haddington where he was born except that the town’s secondary school is named after him. He is buried in Edinburgh yet despite being the first Protestant minister to preach at the capital’s St Giles’ Cathedral his grave is said to be under the cathedral car park.


John Knox’s influence on the Reformation in Scotland has been said by many to be over-emphasised; between 1546 and 1559, when Scotland’s transformation away from Catholicism was beginning to take place, Knox was in exile in England, Germany and finally Switzerland. It was the time he spent in Geneva working alongside the theologian John Calvin that would persuade Knox that Calvinism was the ideal religion for the fun-loving Scots.


He returned home in 1559 and, with the Protestant Church of Scotland declared the country’s official religion in 1560, was just in time to ensure that Scottish Protestantism would be radically Calvinist in nature; a far cry from the wishy-washy Anglicanism of the Protestant Church of England with its royal patronage, bishops, cucumber sandwiches and propensity for listening to The Archers.


While his enduring image may be that of a fire and brimstone demagogue sporting a wild beard and intent on bullying the demure young Mary, Queen of Scots [3], Knox was, in fact, a democrat, opposed to despots and a firm believer in both education and social welfare for all. This democracy did have its limits, however, as he loudly expressed in his tract against the influence of the fairer sex, The First Blast of the Trumpet Against The Monstrous Regiment of Women.


This form of Calvinism established in Scotland under the influence of Knox (though again Knox’s role has often been overstated) became known as Presbyterianism; power did not lie with the monarch or the government but with the presbyters, or elders, of the church who were answerable to nobody but God.


The word of God was the Bible and grace could be attained only through faith in Christ, no matter what Grace had to say about the matter. Hell would freeze over before the church that Knox built would bow to English bishops, but there were times during the 17th century when hell became a bit nippy as the Stewart/Stuart kings, now resident in England, tried to impose English Protestantism on their recalcitrant Scottish subjects. It was not until after the Glorious Revolution in 1688 finally deposed the Stuarts, and following the Act of Union in 1707, that the English finally accepted the independence of the Kirk, as long as they weren’t too independent, in return for the Scots’ acquiescence at their country being absorbed into the United Kingdom of Great Britain. God, it seemed, had become convinced of the merits of union, although was remaining neutral on the question of future devolved powers.


From the 17th century onward, wherever Scots went they took their cheery little brand of Presbyterianism with them. First stop was Northern Ireland where, in the 17th century, more than 100,000 Scots – mostly from Ayrshire, Galloway and the Borders – settled, making Protestantism the majority religion in the east of Ulster and Presbyterianism the predominant form of Protestantism in the province. When the island of Ireland was partitioned in 1921, the Presbyterian counties of Ulster stuck with king and country and, in return, gave the United Kingdom the Reverend Ian Paisley, James Nesbitt and the realisation that the words ‘how’, ‘now’, ‘brown’ and ‘cow’ could rhyme with ‘pie’.


Next stop was North America. In the 18th century more than 200,000 Scots and Protestant Ulster Scots crossed the Atlantic and, although they were a relatively small minority of the Colonies’ European immigrants, they played such an influential role in the American War of Independence that the exasperated British would often refer to the conflict as a ‘Presbyterian’ war – with once again, Protestant Scots, Protestant Ulster Scots and their descendants expressing their God-given right never, ever to be told what to do. Fifteen signatories to the Declaration of Independence were Presbyterians and of the forty-three US presidents to date, ten have come from Presbyterian backgrounds, although, as far as we know, President Obama is not yet a subscriber to the Church of Scotland’s monthly magazine Life and Work – the perfect Calvinist title, for what, after all, is one without the other?


Today, there are tens of millions of Protestants around the world that adhere to the Presbyterian belief that black never goes out of fashion. However, being Presbyterians and somewhat opinionated, there have been many disagreements, divisions, schisms and splits over the centuries, which makes agreeing on a total worldwide figure somewhat difficult, although heaven only knows what exactly is the difference between, for example, the Free Presbyterian Church, the Free Church and the United Free Church, and even God gets a migraine when he has to think about it too much. It has long been said that a Presbyterian could start an argument in an empty church and in Scotland empty kirks have become more and more prevalent, or more sacrilegiously converted into flats and even theme pubs. One suspects that John Knox, the founding father of Presbyterianism, has in recent years probably done much turning in his grave beneath St Giles’ car park – except on the Sabbath, of course.


WHAT DO YOU GIVE THE WOMAN WHO HAS LOST EVERYTHING?


3 MARY, QUEEN OF SCOTS (1542-87)


A tall and striking woman whose beauty inspired the love and devotion of many and the exasperation of many more, she was married at an early age as a matter of political expediency. She produced the prerequisite heir to the throne, and could have become queen of Britain and the symbol of a new golden age, but she was undone by being too controversial for the establishment of the time and her truly terrible choice of men. Her life would ultimately be that of a tragic heroine and she would die in a sudden and violent manner, and would have the mixed blessing of being remembered around the world long after her death. Yes other than hair colour, there really is not that much difference between the lives of Diana, Princess of Wales and Mary, Queen of Scots. It just goes to show that in history if you are a woman in the wrong place at the wrong time, they will always get you in the end.


Scottish history does not really do women. While the English have seemed always to find comfort and solace when they have a strong woman as their figurehead or leader – Boudicca, Elizabeth I and II, Victoria, Margaret Thatcher, Anne Robinson etc. Scotland has no equivalents. Our famous monarchs, soldiers, scientists, politicians, inventors and sport stars have been almost universally male, with only an occasional woman such as Jacobite heroine Flora Macdonald being allowed in for some token gender balance. Good old Flora, didn’t she do well? She went on a boat, once. And Scotland does not even seem to follow the maxim, ‘Behind every great man there is a great woman’; we rarely mention the spouses of our most famous sons, more, ‘Behind every great man there is a woman making his tea’. The brief reign of Mary, Queen of Scots is the only time in history when a Scottish woman has ruled Scotland, and although that was more than 450 years ago it appears to have traumatised the nation so much that the thought of Nicola Sturgeon ever becoming First Minister makes some grown men, and for that matter some grown women, go a little twitchy.


Mary Stuart was born in Linlithgow in 1542. People born in Linlithgow, including First Minister Alex Salmond, are known as ‘black bitches’ in recognition of the town’s symbol of a faithful dog who brought food to his imprisoned master and for doing so, the dog was tied to an oak tree on an island. During her lifetime Mary was called a black bitch, and much worse besides. She was the only surviving child of James V and the French Mary of Guise and became queen when she was less than a week old, which even by Scotland’s standards of having young monarchs was an unusual state of affairs and with baby’s presents consisting of the Scottish Crown Jewels rather than your standard rattle.


Immediately the infant queen became a vital pawn in the never-ending battle for dominance between England and France. She was monarch of Scotland and in 1548, at the age of six, was sent to France where she was promised in marriage to François, the four-year-old heir to the French throne, much to the annoyance of the English who for the past six years had been trying to persuade the Scots that Mary should marry the future Edward VI, the only son of Henry VIII, so uniting the two crowns. Ten years later, Mary and François were married and François succeeded to the throne in 1559 as Francis II.


The marriage was the culmination of the Auld Alliance with those two great nations, France and Scotland, at long last united politically and dynastically – a meeting of minds and cultures which transformed le coq au vin into le coq au leekie and combined the French kiss with its Glasgow equivalent. It had taken 250 years for this union to come about but sixteen months later it was all over. In 1560 the sixteen-year-old Francis II of France died and his teenage Catholic widow, who had been living in France for 12 years, was packed off back to a Scotland that had inconveniently turned Protestant in her absence.


Eight years later, Mary was on her travels again, fleeing for her life to England, now an ex-Queen of Scotland as well as France, with a second husband murdered and a third on the run somewhere in Scandinavia. She had been forced to abandon her crown in 1567 and had been forced to abandon her infant son, James VI, who had been proclaimed king upon her abdication. Mary turned to Elizabeth I for sanctuary and the relationship between the two women – who were first cousins as well as fellow monarchs – has always remained a fascination for writers and historians.


Mary may have lost two crowns, but she still had ambitions to go for the hat trick. Elizabeth of England was the last of the Tudors when she became queen in 1558 and showed little inclination to marry, let alone produce a brood of little redhead heirs. Thus, it was Mary, the queen whom nobody wanted, who was next in line to the throne through the marriage in 1509 of James IV of Scotland, Mary’s grandfather, and Margaret Tudor, daughter of Henry VII and sister of Henry VIII. This union was known as the marriage of the Thistle and the Rose – an appropriate description for the prickly relationship between the two countries.


Furthermore, as far as Catholic Europe was concerned Protestant Elizabeth was not a legitimate monarch as her mother, Anne Boleyn, had only become queen after Henry divorced his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, against the express wishes of the Catholic church. And so Mary, as the next in line to the English throne and also a Catholic, returned to her role of political football – a cause without a rebellion.


For nineteen years Elizabeth kept Mary prisoner, refusing to meet her younger and more glamorous cousin in person and constantly having to weigh up whether it was more trouble to keep her alive or have her done away with, before finally deciding on the latter course in 1587. Mary was executed at the age of forty-four at Fotheringay Castle in Northamptonshire, her status as a tragic heroine and now martyr enshrined forever. One year later in 1588, Phillip of Spain sent his infamous Armada to England to depose Elizabeth from the English throne, with the execution of the Catholic queen proving one of the catalysts for his attempted invasion, but, even dead, anything even remotely connected to Mary was bound to end in disaster.


There are numerous books, poems and songs about Scotland’s most famous woman; there was even a Hollywood film, Mary of Scotland, made in 1936 and starring Katharine Hepburn as Mary – appropriate casting with Hepburn claiming Scottish descent from one James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, who was Mary’s third husband.


Despite the hardships Mary endured in life, when Elizabeth I finally died in 1603, it was Mary’s son, James VI, who succeeded her as king of England and Scotland and it was not the Tudor but the Stuart/Stewart line – so good they named them twice – which would prevail and, thus, it is from Mary that today’s royal family are descended. In 1612 James buried his mother in a magnificent tomb at Westminster Abbey. While Mary’s tomb lies next to that of Elizabeth, the two are, tellingly, out of each other’s sight – in death as they were in life. Elton John was asked to write a special song for the occasion, but it wasn’t very good.


OF ALL THE GIN JOINTS IN ALL THE WORLD, I WALKED INTO THE ONE WITH IRN-BRU AS A MIXER


4 ALEXANDER GORDON (18TH CENTURY)


Whisky, whisky, whisky. If you were visiting Scotland for the first time you might expect the Scots to drink nothing else and you would, therefore, be somewhat bemused to discover that they drink everything else but whisky, as Scotland’s Presbyterian history notwithstanding, its countrymen have an exceedingly catholic appreciation where alcohol is concerned. This willingness to experiment continued when the Scots travelled abroad, where they embraced and enjoyed new alcoholic delights, from claret in France to rum in the Caribbean, with the only known exception being raki, which no combination of mixers has ever made palatable and also partly explains why so few Scots ever settle in Turkey.


Once the Scots had discovered a new tipple and found it to be good they were keen to spread the word and, ideally, make some money out of it. For example, it was Scotsmen who founded two of the world’s most famous brands of port, Sandeman and Cockburn’s. Perthshire-born George Sandeman began importing port and sherry from Oporto in Portugal to his offices in London in 1790 and in 1815, Robert Cockburn came to Portugal’s Douro Valley from where he imported port and fine wines to the port of Leith. Cockburn’s Special Reserve became the drink of choice for after dinner relaxation, although social disgrace was a clear and present danger if you neglected to pass the port in the requisite fashion.


Throughout the 1970s and 80s Cockburn’s winter television advertising campaign became a seasonal staple, firmly establishing the tradition which, after demolishing your turkey and Christmas pudding you were expected to consume port and chocolates while watching the Only Fools and Horses Christmas special. Invariably, as most viewers would then proceed to fall asleep, the port would end up all over their brand new Christmas jumpers, which considering the jumper in question was either stripy or beige and was being worn only under sufferance this mishap was, as the Cockburn’s slogan promised, ‘Well Worth the Wait’.


Even more popular than port however, was a gin from the stills of a company by the name of Gordon’s, founded in London by a Scotsman, Alexander Gordon, in 1769. Gin was very widely drunk in England during the 18th century as it was easy to produce and inexpensive, but as much of it came from poor-grade grain the drink’s quality was often questionable, although its effect was potent – the term ‘gin-soaked’ comes from this time.


Alexander Gordon was determined to come up with a more palatable gin and after much experimentation at his distillery in Clerkenwell came up with a London dry gin which had been triple-distilled and included juniper berries, coriander, angelica and one other botanical. So pleased was Gordon with his recipe that the final botanical was not made public and would, instead, be handed down from generation to generation in a ceremony so secret that no more than twelve people in the world would ever know the complete recipe at any one time – and any divulgence of the secret would be punishable by death or, worse, being forced to drink Malibu.


Gin found a new market in the 19th century when it began to be drunk mixed with tonic water. This cocktail came about by accident in India where, as a means of combating malaria, the British had been encouraged to drink a tonic water containing quinine. On its own, the tonic water tasted extremely bitter but when added to gin the flavours were found to complement each other and the Brits were soon drinking so much of the stuff that any bloodthirsty mosquito risked severe alcohol poisoning.


Gordon’s distinctive green glass bottle became ubiquitous not just in Britain but, with thanks to the enthusiastic support of the British Navy, around the globe and in 1925 Gordon’s gin, the world’s best-known brand, received a royal warrant. The tipple met with approval among members of the current Royal Family, with the Queen Mother in particular said to partake of the occasional bottle or three – which considering she lived to be 102 did wonders for the brand’s reputation. A further accolade came Gordon’s way when the gin played its part alongside Humphrey Bogart and Katharine Hepburn in the 1951 classic The African Queen – when Bogart took the award for best actor, his Oscar had been especially made out of green glass.


Today, the multinational drinks company Diageo owns Gordon’s Gin; it sells more than one hundred million bottles a year that makes it the best-selling exported gin in the world. Nearly seventy-five percent of gin is drunk with tonic and the image of that well-deserved G & T after a hard day at the office has been carefully cultivated with slogans such as, It’s Got to be Gordon’s: this tagline would be quietly dropped at the 2010 General Election, which was somewhat ironic as the person in most need of a Gordon’s was a certain Mr Brown.


HERE COMES THE RAIN AGAIN


5 CHARLES MACINTOSH (1766–1843)


In the early 19th century John McIntosh, an American-born son of an immigrant from Inverness, settled in Ontario, Canada, and planted some wild apple trees in his garden. One of those trees produced a crop of red apples and they were given the name McIntosh Red that subsequently became one of the most popular apples in Canada. Many years later when those clever, bespectacled people at Apple were looking for an apple-related name for their new home computer project, Cox’s, Granny Smith and Golden Delicious were all considered before they plumped for the McIntosh – which was then changed to Macintosh to avoid any confusion at the greengrocer’s. In 1984 the Apple Macintosh was launched and the Mac became one of the computer world’s top success stories. But long before the days of personal computers there was another Mac that no businessman could do without.


Glasgow-born Charles Macintosh worked as a chemist in his home city where, during the 1790s, he collaborated with Charles Tennant – born in Ochiltree, Ayrshire – on the invention of bleach liquor and, later, on bleaching powder, made using a mix of chlorine on slaked lime. It was Tennant who took out the patents, for the liquor (1798) and for the more user-friendly powder in 1799, and it was he who would make his fortune after setting up a chemical works, Charles Tennant & Co., at St Rollox, Glasgow in 1800 in order to manufacture said bleaching powder. The product found a huge market at home and abroad with the St Rollox site, becoming the largest chemical works in the world, as well as the then-largest air polluter in the world. The Tennant family ignored the smog and joined the British aristocracy, but Macintosh, too, would have his moment in the sun, or to be more accurate, his moment in the rain.


Macintosh set up his own textile factory in Glasgow, but continued his chemical experimentations and, following a waste-not-want-not policy, was determined to find a use for naphtha, a recently discovered by-product of tar. In 1818 an Edinburgh doctor, James Syme, had discovered the waterproof properties of rubber dissolved in naphtha but had not progressed his finding. Macintosh came up with the idea of sandwiching the naphtha-dissolved rubber between two pieces of cotton and found that the resultant material was waterproof.


Macintosh patented his discovery in 1823 and, the following year, began manufacturing waterproof coats in his textile factory. The first Macintosh coats were rather stiff, prone to smell and inclined to melt in hot weather or crumble in cold, but the inevitability of rain on the west of Scotland rendered these risks worth taking. Further innovations in the rubberising process improved the coats’ wearability and sales increased. Confusingly, the item was named the Mackintosh, with a ‘k’ added to Macintosh for no good reason, and over the years this would be shortened to mac or mack.


Breathable fabrics and plastics would eventually replace rubber, but the name Mackintosh remains a generic term for raincoats and trench coats – in honour of its inventor. Throughout the world and over the decades, whenever and wherever there was a chance of rain, a Mackintosh in fetching grey was an item that no household wanted to be without. In the 21st century the mac has experienced a renaissance, after years of consignment to the fashion wilderness. In vogue or not, it certainly could not be faulted for durability as proven by Peter Falk in his role as Lt Columbo; for thirty-five years he wore the same mac in every episode, despite there being absolutely no sign of rain in all that time.


THE COOS DE GRASS


6 HUGH WATSON (1780–1865)


There was a revolution in the late-18th century, often neglected compared to the Industrial, French and American ones: the Agricultural Revolution began in Britain and spread throughout Europe and included enclosing land and crop rotation, and it was a Scot who would come up with the key invention fundamental in transforming the countryside.


Up until the 1780s a good threshing was what upper-class Scots would call being disciplined at public school, but around 1786 Scottish miller Andrew Meikle from East Lothian developed a threshing machine which could separate the grain of a crop from its stalks and husks, a job that previously could be done only by hand. The original threshing machines still had to have the grain inserted by hand and were pulled by horses, but as improvements were made to Meikle’s machine into the 19th century, more and more farm labourers and horses became unemployed and had to move to towns and cities to find work in the factories and mills, although the horses in particular found working the looms quite tricky.


The 19th century was a difficult period for horses but one breed that prospered as a beast of burden was the Clydesdale, first bred in the west of Scotland in the 18th century, and this strong, hard worker became popular throughout Britain then, later, in the US and Australia. The Shetland pony, on the other hand, is an ancient breed and has been resident for thousands of years on the islands it is named after. Combining strength and resilience with lack of inches the ponies were first used outside Shetland in the 19th century as pit ponies. In the mines they would rarely see daylight, which although cruel would not have been too dissimilar to spending their winters in Shetland. Its diminutive size and sweet, cuddly façade belie a potentially headstrong, stubborn animal that can turn on you in an instant and head-butt you somewhere around the knee area – not so much the ‘wee hard man’, but the ‘wee hard pony’. Whether it was through the influence of the Shetland pony or the many Shetlanders who left the island archipelago, the word Shetland became so associated with all things small and hairy that when a miniature rough collie with a double coat was bred in the early 19th century it was named the Shetland sheepdog, despite having no connection with the islands.


Talking of dogs, the Skye terrier is but one of four breeds from the Highlands and Islands that have found favour around the world. Terriers in Scotland date back to at least the 15th century when they were bred as hunting dogs and were eventually given the generic name of Skye terriers; indeed, no journey on Skye was complete without having a small dog biting your ankles. At the end of the 19th century the Skye terrier was divided into four distinct breeds: the Skye, the Scottish or Scottie, the Cairn and the West Highland White or Westie.


All of the four breeds would become popular throughout the English-speaking world and beyond. In the mid 20th century the Westie became a must-have Hollywood accessory and when in 1961 Walt Disney released the film Greyfriars Bobby: The True Story of a Dog, it was a Westie that controversially played the title character, even though in reality Bobby was actually a Skye terrier, which slightly contradicted the title of the movie.


It was a Cairn terrier called Terry that played Toto in the 1939 film The Wizard of Oz, accompanying Judy Garland as Dorothy on her adventures from Kansas, but of all the Scottish terrier breeds it is the Scottie that has arguably become the most prestigious. Two US presidents have given them houseroom: Franklin D. Roosevelt owned Fala, named after the small village in the Scottish Borders, and his memorial statue in Washington features his faithful companion by his side; more recently the White House was home to Barney, George W. Bush’s favourite pet throughout his presidency, although despite its Scottish hunting origins it never could find those pesky weapons of mass destruction.


Despite the traditional iconic status bestowed upon the Highland cow, there are two other Scottish breeds of cattle which have proved more successful both as exports and in terms of the basic cow skills of producing milk and beef – these are, respectively, the Ayrshire and the Aberdeen Angus.


Ayrshire dairy cattle – with their distinctive red and white hides – originated in the 18th century in the region’s farming districts of Cunninghame and Dunlop. The breed was first exported to North America around the 1830s and their hardiness, longevity and high-quality milk led them to become one of the predominant dairy breeds there, leading to the famous John Wayne misquote, ‘Get off your horse and drink your Ayrshire milk’.


While south-west Scotland breeds dairy, the current leading beef stock in North America and Australia hails from the north-east. In 1808 a young farmer from Angus called Hugh Watson acquired a herd of six cows and one bull and set out to make it the finest in the country. He crossed his stock with the best of the local black hornless cattle in Aberdeenshire and Angus, plus a few ringers from other parts of Scotland and continued to build up the herd this way over the ensuing fifty years.


Watson was not the only farmer to successfully cross Aberdeenshire and Angus beasts, but he is seen as the founder of the Aberdeen Angus breed we know today. The results he achieved were mainly due to the sterling efforts of two of his herd, a bull and a cow, who between them either sired or bore so many calves that the majority of all the Aberdeen Angus cattle in the world today are said to be descended from them. The bull went by the name of Old Jock, the cow was called Old Granny – both of which we can assume were not the names they were first given.


The first Aberdeen Angus were exported to Kansas in 1873 and the breed soon found a firm and enduring foothold with Stateside farmers impressed by their high-quality beef, their ability to prosper in different climates and their ability to crossbreed successfully – something which would undoubtedly have made Old Jock proud. In the United States, the Aberdeen Angus remains one of the most popular beef cattle breeds today, although in the US it is called the Angus rather than the Aberdeen Angus, due to Americans’ inability to come to grips with the Aberdonian accent.


I WISH IT COULD BE CHRISTMAS EVERY DAY


7 DAVID DOUGLAS (1798–1834)


If Scotland can lay claim to being the spiritual home for celebrating Hogmanay with Robert Burns’s [34] Auld Lang Syne as its theme tune, the same claim cannot be made for the festival of Christmas. For centuries Presbyterian Scotland celebrated the birth of our Lord by ignoring the whole thing: no fuss, no extravagance, no Slade and even going to the Kirk would be scheduled around work commitments. It was not until 1958 that Christmas Day became an official public holiday in Scotland and if you want to enjoy a traditional Scottish Christmas then going to your place of employment for eight hours would be a good way to start, although if your computer is a little slow don’t expect much in the way of IT support.


However, Christmas cannot escape its Scottish connection and thus, dating back to the 19th century and without which no festive season would be complete, is the Christmas tree. The idea for a festive tree originated hundreds of years ago in Germany and was brought to Britain by the German Prince Albert and to America by German immigrants. Traditionally, in Britain the Scots pine has been the Christmas tree of choice, but Americans favour the Douglas-fir and the Fraser fir – both named after Scottish botanists.


The Fraser fir comes from the Appalachian mountains and was named after John Fraser who was born near Loch Ness, while the Douglas-fir comes from Western America and is named after David Douglas from Scone, the ancient capital of Scotland and the original and true home of the Stone of Destiny, in Perthshire. In 1824 Douglas set out on an expedition to North West America in search of new trees and plants and returned to Scotland with a collection of more than 200 – including the tree which now bears his name – that he duly introduced to British soil.


Technically, the Douglas-fir is not a fir, but an evergreen tree and, confusingly, its Latin name is most commonly given as Pseudotsuga menziesii in honour of a rival Scottish botanist from Perthshire, Archibald Menzies, who first discovered the tree on Vancouver Island some thirty years earlier.


The Douglas-fir has been successfully cultivated in many countries and in America is the tree most commonly grown for timber. The second tallest-growing trees in the world, these conifers can grow to an impressive 400 feet – ideal for very tall houses and for the Douglas squirrel, also named after David Douglas. The grey Douglas squirrel is you will be glad to hear a nice squirrel, nothing like the nasty Easter Grey squirrel from America that came over to Britain, stealing all our local squirrels’ jobs and homes.


Douglas would make one further expedition, this time to the Pacific Sandwich Islands in 1833, before he met a grim end the following year when he fell into a cattle trap and was gored to death by a wild bull, although how such an experienced explorer as Douglas missed the wild-bull-sized shape in the middle of the ground has never been fully explained.


KILMARNOCK NO MORE


8 JOHNNIE WALKER (1805–57)


First of all, the whisky basics: the name whisky is an English mispronunciation of the Scottish Gaelic uisge beatha, ‘the water of life’; malt whisky is made by distilling malted barley and water, grain whisky is distilled from malted barley plus some other grain and water, while blended whisky is a blend of malt whisky and grain whisky; whisky is often called Scotch in honour of the country it comes from; legally, Scotch whisky must be made in Scotland and must also be allowed to mature in Scotland in oak casks for a minimum of three years before it can be called whisky; there are five main regions of whisky production in Scotland – Campbeltown on the south of the Kintyre peninsula, the island of Islay, the Lowlands, the Highlands (including the other islands) and Speyside, which has more distilleries than any other.


Some people assert that it was the colonising Irish who introduced whisky to Scotland sometime in the 5th century, but it appears that for as long as there has been barley and water there has been some form of whisky of varying proofs and smoothness. The inhabitants of Scottish monasteries were especially keen on distilling the ‘water of life’, which was said to have medicinal qualities and, also, made asceticism a little more bearable. The first written mention of whisky in its Latin form aquae vitae dates back to June 1494 and a reference to the amber nectar in the Exchequer Rolls of Scotland is a commission from James IV for, ‘Eight bolls of malt to Friar John Cor’ – a boll being a large measure of grain and eight bolls of malt being sufficient to make 1,500 bottles of whisky. Friar John Cor resided in Lindores Abbey in Fife where in those pre-Reformation days self-denial was clearly a thirsty business.


It was not long before the authorities moved from enjoying whisky to seeing its popularity as a means to make money and the first taxes on production began in 1644. The taxes would become increasingly harsh over the ensuing 150 years and resulted in most whisky being produced in illicit stills. The British whisky industry did not begin to grow until 1823 when Parliament passed the Excise Act, which relaxed the restrictions on whisky distilleries, and this, combined with improvements in production and the adoption of a continuous distilling still first invented by a Scottish distiller called Robert Stein, began to boost the industry.


At first, whisky-drinking was confined to the Scots alone, but when in the 1880s the American phylloxera bug was introduced accidentally into the vineyards of France – possibly by a man striding out in a red jacket, who might have had a Scottish accent – it decimated wine and brandy production. Imbibers in England and Europe thus found themselves looking for a new digestif with which to enjoy their after-dinner cigar, sampled this obscure northern spirit and found it to be good. Then, in 1920 when the US Government brought in prohibition and banned the sale and production of alcohol – which as far as Southern Comfort and root beer were concerned was perfectly legitimate – Scottish whisky producers saw it as their patriotic duty to the many millions of Americans of Scottish descent to ship as much whisky as humanly possible to Canada and surrounding countries from where it could be illegally smuggled across the US border. By the time prohibition was finally repealed in 1933 Scottish whisky had been established as the favourite tipple for millions of Americans – to whom it was known simply as ‘Scotch’ – and, now that it was a legal import, Scottish producers no longer had to make donations to Italian-American ‘opera lovers’.


The traditional whisky image tends toward the vision of a misty, Highland loch or roaring log fire and a large, single malt. But malt whisky makes up only fifteen percent of whisky exports and it is, in fact, the blends which sell abroad – and the three best-selling blends on the export market are Chivas Regal, Ballantine’s and the former pride of Ayrshire, Johnnie Walker.


Chivas was founded in 1801 and is produced at the Strathisla Distillery in Speyside from where it sells more than four million cases a year. The founder of the blend, James Chivas, ran a grocer shop in Aberdeen and it was he and his brother, John, who set about producing a high quality blended whisky. In 1843 Chivas Brothers received a royal warrant to supply Balmoral Castle with provisions and it was not long before Victoria and Albert had become partial to a wee Chivas or two to make the local rowies more palatable – and then they told all their royal chums about how good the whisky was. Chivas Regal was launched in 1909 and became an international bestseller, renowned for its smoothness, and was a firm favourite with Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin and the rest of the Rat Pack.


Ballantine’s is produced in Dumbarton. The brand is named for the Ballantine family from Edinburgh; in 1827 George Ballantine began to sell whisky in the family shop and by the mid-19th century the family were developing the blend that now sells more than five million cases a year. Ballantine’s Finest is the top seller in Europe, a not inconsiderable achievement when one considers that thanks to the huge growth of Scotch whisky in Europe over the past thirty years, France and Spain both now match the US as the biggest whisky markets in the world.


Impressive as they are, sales of all the other Scottish blends fall far behind the sixteen million cases a year shifted by the market leader, Johnnie Walker. The story of the world’s most popular whisky begins in 1820 when John Walker took over the family’s grocer shop and began to sell his own brand, Walker’s Kilmarnock Whisky. Walker was only fifteen years old at the time – the average drinking age in Ayrshire today – and when he died in 1857 the shop was taken over by his son, Alexander Walker.
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