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To you, dear reader, about to embark on this epic journey with us, through a heartful Scottish year! 


 


I suspect we will get lost along the way, celebrat        e way too much, laugh, bicker yet praise the ‘greatest wee country in the world’ (though we are biased).


 


Hold on to your hats, gird your loins and watch out for oversized haggis! X


 


– Sam


 


 


For all our families. The unbroken line of those who have overcome many hardships and offered great sacrifice to help all those who have followed. This book is for their history and for their precious gift of a future.


 


– Graham










Prologue


GRAHAM


I love almanacs. I like their eclectic nature, the stumbling on fascinating facts and the opportunity to take meandering tangents into uncharted territory. This book is an exploration of Scotland, her history and people, interspersed with our personal reminiscences; one minute we’ll be telling you about the time Sam got stood up outside a McDonald’s by his date (he went to the wrong burger joint), the next we’ll conjure the occasion Sam dangled me from a rope over the edge of Kilt Rock on Skye, whilst I desperately clung onto life, barely able to breathe.


Then, out of nowhere, Sam will recommend a Bevvy of the Month, as if to help get my blood up again, before I settle in to recount a bloodthirsty clan Battle of the Month, prompted by the time of year. And there’s the odd recipe. Well, we couldn’t do a book without food, could we? It’s also a competition, charting our rivalry whilst filming Men in Kilts, as well as testing the limits of how much we can insult each other in writing and still remain friends.


For me, as with many Scots, the ability to give and receive insults is a true measure of both friendship and self-deprecation. By that standard, this book is a masterpiece of the sly dig, the robust rejoinder and the sharp backhand, laced with an exaggeration of the truth. So while reading it, three things should be at the forefront of your mind: every single piece of history is true, all the people and places really do exist, and everything else should be read with a substantial pinch of salt. But above all, I hope you enjoy it.


SAM


The above should be disregarded.


Welcome to MY BIG BOOK OF SCOTLAND!










January


 


Auld Lang Syne


We two have paddled in the stream,


from morning sun till dine;


But seas between us broad have roared


since days of long ago.


Robert Burns,  1788
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Clan Galloway


Motto: Higher


Lands: Galloway


Clan Chief: None, armigerous clan [Sam: I would like to think I’m the chief, having just found out my family name is associated with Clan GALLOWAY! RALLY TO ME!]


 


KEY DIARY DATES



	
	
1        New Year’s Day Hangover






	
	        Loony Dook — Edinburgh New Year’s Day swim






	
	
4        Graham James McTavish’s Birthday (Capricorn)






	
	
5        Twelfth Night






	
	
11        Diana Gabaldon’s Birthday






	
	        National Hot Toddy Day






	
	
25        Burns Night





Late Jan-         Celtic Connections - a celebration of


Early Feb:        Celtic Music at The Glasgow Royal Concert Hall


 Jan–March:  Up Helly Aa — Britain’s biggest fire festival         takes place on Shetland


 


GRAHAM


JANUARY. In some ways, the cruellest of months (except perhaps February, which we will get to in due course), unless you live in New Zealand where the sun shines bright and the days are long. But if you’re a northern hemisphere baby, you are familiar with the crushing spiritual hangover that is January. December has pace and energy. The great build-up to Christmas – the lights, the shopping, the parties, the winter solstice. It all combines to give December some real punch (both literally and metaphorically). January by contrast is like the morning after the night before. You’ve missed the last bus/train home, you’re out of money, the person you fancied at the party went home with someone else . . . (You get the idea.)


January is just a bit shit.


SAM


Wow! What an upbeat way to begin our Clanlands meander through the year, Graham. Yes, January’s an anti-climax, a bit like kissing yer auntie from Aberdeen – it’s cold and miserable (not the auntie, or Aberdeen, ahem). Okay, it’s completely freezing and I never want to hear the phrase ‘Beast from the East’ (which thwarted shooting of season six of Outlander, along with Covid and Graham’s hotel room bill), but that’s why we Scots have invented so many whisky-soaked celebrations to get us through. Starting with Hogmanay. Every year, as part of our tradition, we commence January with an almighty hangover – a real proper beastie right behind the eyes.


In Gaelic we call it a ceann-daoraich, which is what happens when you get blootered, minging, awa wi it, on the sauce, three sheets, steamboats, aff yer tits, reakin’, trollied, and oot yer tree at Hogmanay, our Scottish New Year’s Eve partaaay. And by God do we do love to party, hence the extensive vocabulary focused on imbibing.


 


[Graham: May I butt in here?]


[Sam: Butt? Yes . . . So soon?]
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COMPETITION CORNER


Getting Trollied


GRAHAM


As readers will know from our Clanlands and Men in Kilts adventures, everything is a competition to Sam and I mean EVERYTHING. And while I’ll admit that Sam has an inhuman capacity for whisky (leaving me trailing hopelessly as the lightweight that I am), we both still only dabble in the drink. Duncan Lacroix, who plays Murtagh in Outlander, however, is truly a black belt master of the dark arts. The Usain Bolt of booze-hounds. The Yo-Yo Ma of whisky chasers.


Readers of Clanlands are familiar with our evening at my flat where he fell through my coffee table and I was forced to carry him to bed. On another occasion, Duncan (accompanied by his wingman for the night, Stephen Walters, who plays Angus MacKenzie in Outlander) went to his local pub and found himself getting on famously with a young lady at the bar. It came to the end of the night and Duncan seized the moment to invite her back to his for a ‘nightcap’. This she did while failing to mention that she would be bringing the rest of her criminal family (a gang of beer-swilling beasts who had been sitting quietly watching their cousin get cosy with Lacroix). As far as I know, they never left his flat and may still be there.


Duncan has related a few harrowing tales of boozy debauchery to me. There was the night he got run over by a car, the morning he awoke to find his flat covered in blood, and I have a vague memory of something that happened in Cuba, no doubt with Fidel Castro.


And then there was Stephen Walters’ leaving party.


Oh dear.


Stephen was the first of our motley Highland gang to leave and we gave him a great send-off at a local restaurant. The evening came to an end. Graham ‘McLightweight’ announced he was heading home for his bed. Likewise Stephen, Sam and even Cait (Catriona Balfe, Claire Fraser in Outlander), who is not a stranger to the smell of the barman’s apron herself, departed – which left Duncan and Grant O’Rourke (Rupert MacKenzie in Outlander), who both cheerfully announced they were going for ‘one more’ back at Duncan’s place. (Hopefully he had wiped it clean of blood.)


Cut to 5 p.m. the next day. I get a call from Grant.


They are in the pub. They have not been to bed. I can hear Duncan ordering more booze from the barmaid. He utters something I can’t make out, but I definitely hear the barmaid’s response, ‘No! I won’t be doing that!’


Duncan then grabbed the phone and proceeded to tell me he was considering murdering one of the producers at the table read and that I should have my phone on to record it.


The next day came, and the table read began. Duncan and Grant arrived.


To say they looked like ‘death warmed up’ is a dreadful slur on death. It looked as if they had been buried overnight, and then dug up and brought to the studio. Their faces were the colour of old rotting pastry. When the script required them to speak, it was like listening to someone reciting their own death warrant in a foreign language. Duncan sat with his head in his hands focusing on not puking over the script. I  do think Grant may have been quietly weeping.


Needless to say, Sam and I loved that table read.


SAM


Graham’s right, like many other talents that elude him, I am good at drinking, but no one is in the same league as Duncan, who has an honorary doctorate in dipsomania. Compared to Duncan, Graham and I are total amateurs, but what sets the Grey One and I apart in this National Sport of Champions is I have a better ability to function. Well, maybe a better ability to hide the fact I am three sheets to the wind. Graham, however, after three glasses of Sauvignon Blanc is flying. Sometimes literally. Such as the time we were on a ferry to Lewis in the Outer Hebrides for Men in Kilts . . .


Graham had been entertaining everyone at the bar, guzzling the ‘free’ prosecco. However, when travelling by ferry I prefer to stand above deck for the entire journey – watching the landscape pass by, staring out across the blue looking for signs of sea life. I love the whole experience, because it feels like an adventure. You can see whole sea lochs and look back at the land from a different perspective. You feel as if you’re exploring, forging a path into the wilderness; only to see the islands appear out of the mist, dark and foreboding. It’s magic.


But Graham wasn’t interested in any of that. His first port of call was the canteen for a latte (and, of course, something to munch on), then he hit the bar. A little later, he returned to the canteen for something to eat again.


When he finally emerged on the top deck, ruddy and over-refreshed, the wind suddenly took him by surprise and I have a video of him throwing himself into a gale, dressed in a grey shirt to match his grey beard, MY stolen Sassenach tartan scarf (which he never returned), an ‘I Love Scotland’ baseball cap and a pair of Palladium boots (his favourite ‘young men’s fashion’ label, which he wore as a teenager back in the 1940s). He outstretched his arms dramatically as if attempting to fly, the obligatory glass of Italian fizz still clutched tightly by his long-fingered hand. Less Kate Winslet, more yob/elderly wine snob. He stayed a few minutes, then returned below deck for ‘one more tiny glass of prosecco’. And a snack.


4 January 1961 – Graham James McTavish’s birthday.


SAM


Moving on from Graham’s ferry shenanigans, let’s get to the real celebrations because the fourth of January marks the momentous occasion that is . . . Graham’s birthday!! I believe this year is his hundredth and he will be receiving a letter from the Queen! Do Centenarians drink champagne? With a straw perhaps?


[Graham: It’s not so much that I am 100 years old, I just feel like it after two tours of duty with the ginger dipsomaniac.]


GRAHAM


January babies are a special breed, because as well as being the Sparta of months, it’s also the ‘Do not pass go, do not collect £200’ of birthdays. I can count the number of birthdays that I have ‘celebrated’, probably on two hands. Given my advanced years that makes for a low percentage. I don’t remember having a birthday party when I was a child. Mind you, children didn’t have parties much when I was growing up. Now they seem to have a party simply for being able to make up a bowl of cereal, unaided.


The fourth of January is just not a date people want to party on. I was actually due on the first of January, but thanks to hanging around in the womb for an extra three days, I have been condemned to a lifetime of birthday indifference instead of a rollicking celebration as the clock struck midnight each and every New Year’s Eve! It’s not that people don’t want to celebrate. They simply forget to. Or they’re broke. Or they’re still hungover.


I was never at school on my birthday. Basically, when it came to birthdays I was like Oliver Twist: ‘Please, sir, can I have some more?’ Panto (see DECEMBER) provided me with the only occasion when I was at work on my birthday. The cast actually bought me a whisky flask and presented it to me between performances. It was so thoughtful, and hitherto unknown, that I practically wept with joy and gratitude. I have a photo of me on my first birthday. I was in my parents’ bed, surrounded by my gifts – a blue Teddy (I still mourn his loss), a plastic double-decker bus and some wooden blocks. Put it this way, there was a LOT of room on the bed for other gifts that NEVER arrived.


For my second birthday, I probably got a lump of coal and a used pencil. Come to think of it, my mother remembers her father being given a lump of coal as a Christmas present by his aunt! I’m not kidding.


[Sam: They should have given him a latte. Even as an infant, I’m sure he would have approved. A babycino?]


At the age of one, I was so blissfully unaware of the decades of disappointment that were to come, that I was actually smiling beatifically, looking very satisfied indeed.


[Sam: He now claims he remembers being one year old!] 


[Graham: Some memories cut deep.]


Fast forward to my eighteenth birthday, which I actually celebrated in July, as I knew no one would come in January. That was a good party. Lots of people from school. My parents let me have the party while they were away. Looking back, this is extraordinary. Although, in reality it meant I was so terrified of any damage being caused that I was incapable of enjoying the party myself. Everyone else did, including the couple who locked themselves in my parents’ bathroom until I managed to force open the door. All the reports were that Graham’s eighteenth was a resounding success. If only I had been able to relax, I might have agreed.


Since then I have celebrated big birthdays such as my twenty-first, thirtieth, fortieth and fiftieth. [Sam: Graham’s birthday timeline: twenty-first – The Great Depression, thirtieth – Germany invades Poland, fortieth – Soviet Union detonates the first atomic bomb, fiftieth –Fidel Castro takes power in Cuba . . . you see a pattern here?]


I organised the parties myself, with one honourable exception when my ex-wife arranged a great party for my forty-eighth birthday. I even went so far as to organise THREE parties for my fiftieth, one in London, one in Los Angeles and one in New Zealand. Clearly by then, my life of not having the parties that I wanted had since been replaced by my gigantic ego.


My thirtieth was a good one. I booked a Thai restaurant in Camberwell for about twenty-five friends. About half an hour into the meal, one of the Thai waiters emerged from behind the foliage of a large potted plant, with a huge video camera. (He’d been filming for some time, unbeknownst to any of us.) He then proceeded to film the whole meal. I still have it (transferred from VHS to DVD). It stands as a testament to my disastrous fashion choice for the evening – a gold velour waistcoat, cords and a puffy white shirt, teamed with a burgeoning moustache I was growing for Twelfth Night (the play, not the date) – and to the fact that of the twenty-five guests, I have NO idea who at least five of them were.


[Sam: Did they pay the bill though?]


By my reckoning, that makes a total of eight birthdays that are worth mentioning as being anything other than a quiet pint down the pub with a handful of friends. I look forward to adding to the list. At this rate, I might gain about four more such evenings if I do live to a hundred.


5 January – Twelfth Night.


SAM


I can’t get the velour waistcoat, cords, puffy white shirt and moustache out of my head (and I bet the readers can’t either), but it’s a neat and slightly creepy link to the fifth of January, known as Twelfth Night. The twelfth day after Christmas, the night before Epiphany and the start of the carnival season (through to Mardi Gras), is a celebration of upturned worlds.


Allow me to take you back to 1997. I was cast as The Duke Orsino in a school production of Twelfth Night, sporting a velvet cloak, green turban and borrowed fake moustache, a few years before I was able to grow one (McTavish the Grey will likely say I still can’t). [Graham: As if I would say that. Your moustache is the envy of countless twelve-year-old boys.]


Orsino addressed the audience. The Duke is, or at least thinks he is, madly in love with Countess Olivia. It actually happened that I too was infatuated with a girl of the same name, she wasn’t a Countess and, alas, I also never won her heart. Orsino is infatuated until he meets Viola, who’s pretending to be a man and, through a series of miscommunications and much cross-dressing, the Duke and Viola finally get it together. Phew, thanks Shakey. It was to be my first Shakespearean production and I sucked. I felt wooden and unable to grasp the dense language or iambic pentameter.


It was, however, at this time I joined the Lyceum Youth Theatre and met some of the professional actors performing on the main stage there. Under their guidance, they encouraged me to look at another character in the play and use it for my audition piece for drama school. I applied to the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland (among others) and eventually received a place to study classical acting on a three-year course. I have recently set up a new bursary, giving two students a year the means to study and pursue their careers in the arts. I’m so proud to be able to give back. I remember struggling to afford food and basic living expenses during most of my student years, so hopefully this will help some budding thespians of the future. [Graham: In return I have petitioned the Pope to have you declared a living saint.]


In Twelfth Night, Sebastian, Viola’s brother, is being pursued by Olivia (because Viola is dressed as a man, and Olivia mistook Sebastian for him/her). Confused yet? All you need to know is, whilst pretending to be Sebastian, I successfully managed to convince the drama school tutors that I could indeed act (or dress up as a woman) and the rest, as they say, is history.


Sebastian


That I am ready to distrust mine eyes


And wrangle with my reason that persuades me


To any other trust but that I am mad —


Or else the lady’s mad.


Twelfth Night: Act Four, Scene Three


25 January – Burns Night.


SAM


Ah, Rabbie. We could not produce a Clanlands almanac without including Burns Night – a crucial date in the Scottish diary. So first of all we need to turn the spotlight on the Bard of Ayrshire himself, the Ploughman Poet, Scotland’s National Poet and favourite son, Robert ‘Rabbie’ Burns. Born on 25 January 1759 in Alloway, Ayrshire, he was a farmer before becoming a tax collector to make ends meet. He is still considered a founding father of the Romantic movement and his poetry and lyrics in the Scots language or dialect are witty, satirical and full of passion for his subjects and Scotland.


 


To a Mouse


Wee, sleeket, cowran, tim’rous beastie,


O, what a panic’s in thy breastie!


Thou need na start awa sae hasty,


Wi’ bickerin brattle!


I wad be laith to rin an’ chase thee


Wi’ murd’ring pattle!


Robert Burns, November 1785


 


Every January as a child, I was commanded to learn and recite what appeared to me to be a load of gibberish. The school would hold a competition to recite the works of Burns, with only the promise of a certificate with your name on it as a reward. I was desperate to come first, but always ended up with a scroll of ‘merit’. Bah. I’d choose the shortest poem from his vast anthology of songs and poetry. The only one I really understood was ‘To a Mouse’, which was about a poor wee harvest mouse that had its home destroyed by the farmer’s plough. The first line was my favourite, ‘Wee, sleeket, cowran, tim’rous beastie’. And that’s about as far as I got. The rest was way too long and after days of cramming those tongue twisters, I still didn’t understand the story.


Twenty-five years later, Bruce Wayne was holding a large knife and was ready to stab a Scottish sausage. Whilst on tour with Batman Live, an arena tour that I played in internationally for over a year, we celebrated Burns Night. Our Edinburgh-born tour chef had supplied enough haggis to feed the whole cast and crew, and I had supplied enough whisky to drown them all. We were somewhere in Germany, or was it France, I don’t recall, but it was cold and snowing outside and we were having dinner before the final performance of the day. The Joker was about to get beaten by Batman (me), Catwoman and Dick Grayson (poor old Dick), newly named ‘Robin’.


I stood up and recited ‘To a Haggis’ (fortunately not whilst wearing Batman’s mask), toasting the Scottish pudding. Everyone assembled was confused by the broad Scots, nervous to eat the sheep’s stomach-filled delicacy, but elated by the firewater. And, in that moment, I finally understood what the words meant!


As with Shakespeare, the language is dense and complex but the rhyme and meter, once studied, opens up to reveal meaning. The words are beautiful, many Scottish words are onomatopoeic, incredibly descriptive and fun to get your tongue around. I read that the Scots language is one of the only dialects to use every possible sound in the mouth. The ‘ch’ – as in loch – can sound like you’re bringing up phlegm.


It is actually the correct way to say Heughan – ‘Heoo-chhan’ – although I’ve heard many variations. [Graham: So essentially the correct pronunciation of your name resembles the sound a drunk makes while struggling over the toilet bowl after a particularly spicy kebab . . .] However, the best attempts are always when I visit our American friends: Hewhaw, Hugan, Heooghan and even, Huge-un. I did consider changing my name to something more international, but all I came up with was ‘Sam Galloway’, which sounds like a 1950s porn actor! Anyway, I digress, the Lallans (Scots) that Robert Burns uses is just brilliant:


 


•Blether – utter nonsense

•Bickering brattle – quick, indecisive charging around, but I always felt it refers to the noise of indignation made by the wee mouse as his home has been rudely broken

•Gang – to go; as in his 1794 song, ‘A Red Red Rose’: And I will luve thee still, my dear / Till a’ the seas gang dry

•Auld Lang Syne – the good old times

•Auld Reekie – Edinburgh

SAM’S BURNS NIGHT GUIDE


Legend has it the first Burns supper was in July 1801, when nine friends sat down together at the Burns’ cottage in Alloway to mark the poet’s passing with a meal of haggis and sheep’s head. They gave speeches in his honour, performed his work, drank copious amounts of whisky and, all in all, had such a good night, they decided to do it again on his birthday.


On Burns Night, as with any other Scottish celebration, it’s important to look your best.


For a formal Burns supper, gentlemen should wear a black tie version of Traditional Highland Dress. The first thing is to get kitted out properly with a kilt and sporran – preferably in your own clan’s tartan.


[Graham: The McTavishes have a range of tartans: Dress, Hunting, Modern Red]


[Sam: And so do the Galloways (my clan). Exactly the same.]


[Graham: This isn’t a competition.]


[Sam: Everything is a competition.]


[Graham: You need analysing. I’ll come to that later on.


If you don’t have a tartan you can buy some wonderful modern creations in this patterned woven wool from Sassenach.]


Gentlemen’s Highland dress:


•Full plaid/fly plaid or a kilt, or trews. This must be ‘dress tartan’ or regular clan tartan (if you don’t have a ‘range’ like the McTavishes). For those without clan bloodlines or from outside Scotland, you are welcome to wear the Sassenach tartan

•A kilt pin

•A dress shirt with shirt studs, French or barrel cuffs, and a turndown collar

•A bow tie, plain or matching tartan. I prefer a white lace jabot (think nineteenth-century judge look, a total hit with the ladies)

•A Prince Charlie Jacket – a short cut jacket with short tails in the back and silver buttons

•A dress sporran with silver chain

•Evening dress brogues

•Garter socks: matching tartan or plain with silk flashes or garter ties [Graham: Glow sticks perhaps?]

•Black, silver-mounted sgian-dubh

 


Ladies’ Highland dress (not quite as exciting, I’m afraid):


•Full tartan skirt in clan tartan, universal tartan or to match your partner’s kilt

•Neutral blouse

•Matching tartan sash

•Clan brooch to hold the sash in place

 


The Order of the Evening


The host will say a few words, everyone is seated and the Selkirk Grace is recited:


 


Some hae meat and canna eat,


And some wad eat that want it,


But we hae meat and we can eat,


Sae let the Lord be Thankit!


The haggis is piped in by the playing of bagpipes and as this great Caledonian delicacy is set upon the table, the host recites Burns’ ‘Address to a Haggis’ and the assembled party toasts the special savoury pudding. This haggis is accompanied by neeps (turnips) and tatties (potatoes) and washed down with more whisky. After dessert, the guests who can still see out of both eyes perform ‘Immortal Memory’, ‘Toast to the Lassies’ and ‘Reply to the Toast’, as well as other favourite poems. Then someone gives a vote of thanks, everyone stands to sing ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and after that the music is turned up and that’s when the real drinking begins!


[image: The Clanlands Almanac (exported)_img2]


Dram of the Month


Man O’Sword 2015, Annandale Distillery Company


SAM


Due to the tax laws at the end of the eighteenth century, distilleries were taxed not on the volume of alcohol they produced but by the size of their stills. So, in order to get around this minor detail, the clever Lowland distilleries built shallower stills and ran them upwards of forty times a week. This did not produce great alcohol, but it did produce a superb profit. Much of the alcohol was flavoured and sold in London gin palaces, and the fiery product was aptly called ‘gut-rot’ and would not have been very palatable. However, they did supply over a quarter of all spirits consumed in England, at that point. So Lowland whiskies have struggled to gain a stance amongst their more established Highlands or Speyside brothers, which is a shame, as they have the potential to be extraordinary.


Owing to its close proximity to Ireland (some twelve miles away), the south-west of Scotland had a distillery that used similar techniques to smooth Irish whiskey and also had the wonderful soft Scottish water to draw upon. Bladnoch Distillery was founded in 1817 and has opened and closed multiple times. I desperately want it to do well, as it is the nearest distillery to my hometown, but I have to admit, the last expression I tried was closer to the afore mentioned firewater than smooth Irish whiskey. So my recommendation is the Annandale Distillery, one of Scotland’s oldest working distilleries near the Scottish/English border. Geographically, it’s the first and last distillery in Scotland. The Man O’Sword 2015 was featured in the Whisky Bible and was very highly rated.
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BATTLE OF THE MONTH


The Battle of Benbigrie, January 1598


GRAHAM


Even by Scottish standards, January was a bloody month. Let us cast our attention to three battles. The Battle of Benbigrie, the Battle of the Spoiling Dyke, and the Battle of Glendale. There are a number of remarkable facts about all of these battles: firstly, they were fought in the Western Isles with two taking place on the Isle of Skye, and one on Islay. Now these islands are not exactly huge. In fact, I’ve cycled from one end of Skye to the other in a day. Islay is even smaller. So the idea of hundreds of bloodthirsty Highlanders rampaging across the landscape spoiling for a fight is quite a terrifying thought.


Secondly, it’s January. For those who haven’t had the pleasure of being in the Highlands and Islands in January – it’s freezing. And dark. In fact, no sooner would a Highlander have said, ‘Look Jessie, it’s sunrise, time to get up!’ than the island would be plunged back into darkness again. ‘Time for bed, Jessie!’


Thirdly, it’s JANUARY! In other words, the time available for a giant punch-up was short. But that didn’t seem to deter the MacDonalds (who were present at all three January dust-ups), or indeed the MacLeods who (as we shall see), even when the battle didn’t directly affect them, never let that stop them getting stuck in.


‘Alasdair? Hear there might be a bloodbath happen’ tomorra on the other side of the island. Fancy goin’?’


‘Aye, let me grab ma axe!’


So, before we get into the details, let’s set the scene. It’s freezing. It’s dark. It would be highly probable that wind, sleet, rain and blizzard (perhaps all four) would feature on any given day. But they still couldn’t simply enjoy a day by the fire? Nope. There was killing to be done.


Welcome to the Western Isles.


Let us talk of the Battle of Benbigrie. We find ourselves looking at the MacLean clan here, along with the MacDonalds of Islay, the Camerons of Lochiel, the MacKinnons, the MacNeils, and, of course, the MacLeods (no fight is complete without them).


The wonderfully named Hector Og Maclean, Clan Chief, managed to get himself one of those obtained ‘commissions of fire and sword’ against the MacDonalds of Islay. As readers of our first book may remember, the commission was basically DefCon 4, ‘anything goes’, ‘release the Kraken’ option in Highland life. If you got one of those named against your clan, you might as well be facing Genghis Khan’s Mongol horde, armed with nothing more than a toothbrush and some harsh words.


Our pal Hector summoned the Chiefs of the Clan MacKinnon, MacLeod of Dunvegan and MacNeil of Barra to his assistance. Not wanting to be left out, the Chief of the Camerons of Lochiel joined this force with his clan. The united clans, armed to the proverbial teeth, then proceeded to Islay. Sir James MacDonald, 9th of Dunnyveg, in anticipation of this movement gathered the entire clan of Islay and Kintyre as he thought things might get nasty. They met at a place called Benbigrie.


It is unclear whether there was even an attempt at negotiation. Perhaps one of the MacDonalds said, ‘Let’s all calm down and have a chat,’ or Hector Maclean said, ‘I don’t want any trouble,’ or even the Chief of the MacLeods stepped forward and said, ‘You know me, I’m a lover not a fighter’ . . . but all seem unlikely.


More likely was the MacDonalds uttering a stream of expletives to which Maclean, MacNeill, MacLeod, MacKinnon and Cameron shouted as one: ‘I’m gonna cut your heid aff and pish doon your thrapple!’


Even if this was not actually said out loud, MacDonald made it clear to his men that they risked losing EVERYTHING if they didn’t win. As a result the MacDonalds fought with ‘uncontrollable fury’. Given that most Highlanders’ choice of default battle mode could never be described as controlled fury, this must have been eye-poppingly violent.


The battle raged until the slopes of Benbigrie were covered with dead MacDonalds. Their chief was carried off badly wounded, and the allied clans literally chased them all over Islay, killing any they encountered. It was possibly the most dangerously bloody game of hide and seek ever. After three days (yes, three) of this slaughterous rampage, every human habitation was burned to the ground. The poor surviving MacDonalds hid in caves and clefts of rocks with no food or warmth. Another Hector Maclean (of Lochbuie) had treacherously sided with the MacDonalds. His reward for this treason was to be left in chains along with his followers for six months.


The wholesale destruction and slaughter was so complete that, after Benbigrie, the MacLeans and MacDonalds were described as living ‘on the happiest terms of friendship and reciprocal goodwill’.


It is truly awe-inspiring to picture Islay at the time. The land soaked with the blood of MacDonalds, the sky blackened with the smoking ruins of their homes, the survivors starving and freezing (remember IT IS JANUARY). It’s like something conjured in the imagination of Hieronymus Bosch.


Next time you drink a glass of Islay malt whisky, it’s worth bearing in mind that the peat cut used to smoke the whisky that gives it that distinctive flavour is literally carved from a landscape soaked with the blood of those MacDonalds . . . Sláinte!!!
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REGION OF THE MONTH


Dumfries & Galloway and Southern Scotland


[image: The Clanlands Almanac (exported)_img5]


SAM


I spent my childhood growing up in New Galloway, the smallest royal borough in Scotland. We lived in a stable block called the Steadings at Kenmure Castle, a thirteenth-century ruin on the shores of Loch Ken. The walled garden, banked meadows and dense Forestry Commission woods became my playground. I realise how lucky my brother Cirdan and I were growing up, it was truly idyllic.


History was always around us with the ominous but enchanted Castle Kenmure looking down on us. I used to sneak inside to explore the ruin, imagining the ghosts of soldiers past as I mounted the spiral staircase. This is where I developed my imagination and connected with the stories of the Roman invasion – often visiting nearby Hadrian’s Wall – and devouring every detail of the myths and legends emanating from these lands, such as Merlin, Excalibur and King Arthur.


As kids, Cirdan and I frequently visited Dumfries, the nearest ‘metropolis’ but actually a quiet, market town. We were drawn to the town for its cinema, large grocery store and the only Indian restaurant for miles around: the Shazan. My mother would treat us every so often and we would look forward to these authentic Indian dinners. They made the best fish and chips I’d ever tasted. I guess my taste buds had not quite developed enough for charcoal barbecued paneer cheese, or spicey chickpea daal quite yet, but I did like the poppadoms!


It certainly wasn’t the type of food Robert Burns would have been sampling when he worked there as an excise officer in 1791. I learned recently that he had a desire to emigrate to Jamaica (probably dreaming of a rum punch on the beach), but he never raised enough money to make it a reality. Despite being one of the most prolific poets, he died penniless at the age of thirty-seven in 1796, in a first-floor flat in the ‘Stinking Vennel’ in Dumfries, today known as the Sanghoose of Scotland.


My mother used to take us sometimes to the thatched cottage where Burns was born in nearby Alloway, South Ayrshire. She would always take us via the Electric Brae – a gravity hill. (‘Brae’ is a Lowland Scots word for slope or brow of a hill.) When a vehicle stops on the Electric Brae and is put in neutral, or a horse is given a well-deserved rest and the cart is left at standstill, it will begin to roll UP the hill! Even a very large lorry or truck will start to move and gather speed. Literally rolling UPHILL! It’s as though some mysterious force is at work or an invisible electric ley line. However, apparently it’s an optical illusion and not some dark magic, which is hard to believe.


No, it’s definitely some ancient druid spell at work . . .


And, talking of magical men with white beards, I wonder if Graham will let us take the campervan there . . . We are yet to do the Lowlands together. I’d like to take him to Kenmure Castle and the tranquil waters of Loch Ken – maybe a day picnicking and kayaking. [Graham: You had me at picnic . . . and lost me at kayaking.] In fact, I’d like to show Graham around all of Galloway, because it’s such a great place. The region is famous for cattle and cheese-making, but it also has lots of historic counties with Tolkienesque names such as Kirkcudbrightshire and Wigtownshire, which are right up Graham’s street.


The name Galloway, derived from the Gaelic i nGall Gaidhealaib (amongst the Gall Gaidheil) translates as ‘place of the foreign Gaels’, referring to the mix of Scandinavian and Gaelic ethnicities found there during the Middle Ages. These west-coast southerners were viewed with the same amount of wariness and suspicion by city folk as the Highlanders. Galwegians would have spoken with a different type of dialect (Galwegian Gaelic, now extinct) and would have had allegiances to Ireland, northern England, the Isle of Man and even Wales and Cornwall. There are many ancient Celtic links to those seafaring areas.


The Galwegians call the Highlanders ‘Teuchters’, a derogatory name meaning ‘country bumkins’ for anyone from the north, but the southern Scots were just as culturally different. Being born in Scotland but with an anglicised accent (my mother is English with French heritage), I remember locals in Galloway considering my family outsiders or Sassenachs (Anglo Saxons). That’s why I refer to myself as Scott(ish) on my Instagram page and why the Sassenach name means so much to me, because deep down it’s how I felt growing up. How I still feel. We are all Sassenachs in some form or another, whether you don’t (or don’t wish to) fit in, we are never alone, as we are surrounded by strangers who may soon become dear friends.


Writing Clanlands inspired and motivated me to start digging into my own family history – I really wanted to know where my ancestors had originated from. As I said, my mother’s side is mostly English and Western European, but I knew far less about my father’s side. After engaging the services of an ancestry sleuth, Elizabeth Cunningham, I was fascinated to be able to trace the Heughan line back to the 1600s and possibly earlier, to Kirkcudbrightshire, close to where I was born. In particular, Elizabeth pinpointed an old mill in Buittle, which has been the residence of a branch of Heughans for hundreds of years. And that mill is only nineteen miles from my hometown!


As the story began to unfold, it would appear a direct relative of mine moved to Yorkshire, working as an affluent draper, and married a local girl in northern England. There would have been a lot of trade up and down the coast there and they would have travelled easily to their new lodgings by boat from the Solway Firth. Interestingly, there is a medieval town called Heugh in Northumberland, which would definitely make me a Sassenach! However, in Gaelic, a ‘heugh’ or ‘heuch’ means a steep ravine or precipice. Taken further, it can denote a steep bank above a river, which makes Heughan ‘Man from riverbank with steep sides’.


Not exactly a sexy Native American moniker! BUT could it be that Heughan derives from the people who lived in the old mill, on the banks of the river?


CLAN GALLOWAY


SAM


As Elizabeth did more digging, we soon discovered another incredible family link to Galloway. The name itself. Because the Heughans are part of Clan Galloway – a very ancient Pictish clan, first recorded in the area in AD 600 or 700. Not only did I discover I had a clan – my very own clan – I had discovered that my clan bears the name of an entire region and my birthplace, where I was ‘hewn’.


The feeling of being an outsider or Sassenach was given another layer of meaning when I found that many Galwegians were probably descended from Englishmen, allied to the invading Norsemen. They had their own unique clan system distinct from the Border and Highland clans and had strong ties with Ulster and the Isle of Man linked by trade, Gaelic law and the Gaelic language from the earliest time.


Famous Galwegians


 


•James Matthew Barrie – playwright and novelist best known for Peter Pan

•Robert the Bruce

•Robert Burns

•Thomas Carlyle – Scottish historian and essayist

•David Coulthard – Formula 1 racing driver from Twynholm

•Calvin Harris – Scottish DJ and record producer

•Sam Heughan – actor, philanthropist, whisky connoisseur & bon viveur

[Graham: And ginger.]


 


•Ashley Jensen – actor in Extras, and Agatha Raisin, born in Annan

•John Laurie – actor in Dad’s Army

•William Nicholson – The Bard of Galloway, an incomparable poet

[Graham: Sounds like a total knob end.]


 


•Thomas Telford – Scottish civil engineer

•The Wicker Man – filmed on location in Dumfries & Galloway

[Graham: I was in The Wicker Man sequel, The Wicker Tree.]


[Sam: We know, we know!]


GRAHAM


I have never been to Galloway. I have nothing against it, but I’ve always preferred the western Highlands and Islands. Perhaps it’s in the blood.


[Sam: Graham lives in New Zealand in Hobbington, but some parts are the REPLICA of Scotland.]


[Graham: For someone named Samwise, you should know your people actually come from Hobbiton, not Hobbington!!!]


Obviously if I’d known Heughan was growing up in the rural idyll he describes, I would’ve gone out of my way to visit.


Actually that’s not true.


I was asked the other day when Sam and I first met. Officially it was August 2013 in a hot, dank studio in Soho for Outlander, but it’s highly likely that as a teenager he may have seen me tread the boards in Scottish theatre. Perhaps it was Heughan, in fact, who gave the critical appraisal of my panto performance at the Citizens Theatre as ‘pure shite’ . . .
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CRACKING CASTLE OF THE MONTH


Drumlanrig Castle


SAM


We were filming Outlander (Season 2, Episode 11) in the pink palace of Drumlanrig Castle,with its 120 rooms, seventeen turrets and four towers. Built in the 1600s and fashioned out of distinct pink sandstone, it has had a wealth of historic figures stay there, including Bonnie Prince Charlie, as he retreated in 1745. It also boasts some ornate Victorian gardens and extensive grounds that we had filmed in the night before. Our characters covertly entered the castle that night, making sure not to disturb the beautiful plant beds, on the way to surprising and capturing the Duke of Sandringham.


I had visited the castle before as a child numerous times, but usually entered through the main reception and up the magnificent staircase, rather than sneak over the battlements and in via the backdoor!


The Duke of Sandringham quivered and withdrew to the furthest corner of the room, to escape the glare and furrowed bushy eyebrows of the formidable Highlander, Murtagh. ‘Keep him away from me. He’s a psychopath,’ the Duke, or should I say, actor Simon Callow, whispered nervously as he squeezed by me.


Simon, one of Britain’s most decorated stage and screen actors, appeared in Outlander for five episodes, until his character literally lost his head for being a traitor to Jamie Fraser and his allies. His pitched voice and wily ways were very alluring; he was a devious, untrustworthy politician, who managed to manipulate those around him. A favourite catchphrase of ours on set was one of his lines that he’d delivered in the most delightful way: ‘Oh, just GO TO BED!’ It made us corpse every time.


However, this time the Duke would not be able to use his cunning or wit to get out of this sticky end. Certainly not if Murtagh had anything to do with it. Duncan Lacroix was to act out the beheading with a sharp axe and was taking the task VERY seriously. We giggled in the green room upstairs after overhearing that Simon was overtly wary of Duncan and his bristling beard.


Duncan decided that he would try to torment Simon as much as possible that day, staring silently at him with unblinking eyes between takes, or offering him a menacing frown whilst stroking his axe. I have to admit, even I was getting nervous that Duncan may go a little ‘method’. The axe looked very sharp and Duncan, extremely sinister. Simon was terrified and was convinced that Duncan might really go for him.


THWACK. The Duke’s head rolled onto the ground. A life-like prosthetic replica of Simon’s head covered in blood with a surprised expression set upon his lips lay still on the flagstone floor. Not stopping there, Duncan began to hack away at the body. It was grizzly viewing and the assistant director eventually had to call ‘cut’ to stop the crazed axe murderer.


‘CUT, CUT, CUT!’ he yelled. ‘You really can stop now, Duncan,’ he pleaded over the butchering.


Duncan finally stopped, reached down and picked up the severed head and slowly turned it to face Simon Callow, who by now was shaking in fear in the corner of the room. Simon let out a yelp and disappeared upstairs, never to be seen again. Duncan gave me a satisfied wink and raised one of his bushy eyebrows.


‘We going again?’ he said with a smile, hoping for a second take.
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ADVENTURE OF THE MONTH


The Merrick in the Galloway Hills


SAM


Every New Year’s Day, my family and other folk from Balmaclellan used to walk to the top of the Merrick, the highest hill in southern Scotland and at the heart of the Galloway ranges, and then return to someone’s house or the town hall for a party. There is a popular ascent from Loch Trool (8.3 miles), which gets you to the top in four to five hours and is well worth the effort for beautiful views over the Galloway Forest. (On a good day, mind!) Which reminds me, my ‘wicker’ uncle – the weaver, who used to live on the Isle of Eigg – lives on the Solway Firth and, if blessed with kind weather, you can see across to Northern Ireland and the Isle of Man. Well, almost.


GREAT SCOT!


Notable Birthdays, Deaths and Significant Events


GRAHAM


Scottish history is packed to the gunwales with interesting events and fascinating characters, some of which we could write entire books about. (Don’t tempt me!) So for each month we have hand-selected our favourites for the delectation of the Clanlands’ Caledonian connoisseurs.


 


1 January 1600 – First recorded celebration of New Year in Scotland.


1 January 1766 – Bonnie Prince Charlie’s father, James Stuart, the ‘Old Pretender’, died.


8 January 1940 – Rationing of sugar, butter and bacon introduced.


[SAM: Must have been a tough time for you, Grey Dog,


what with your appetite. How did you manage?]


 


16 January 1746 – The Battle of Falkirk Muir.


GRAHAM


It’s time to have another look at that endless source of fascination for all lovers of Scotland: the second Jacobite Rising of 1745. Much has been written about it (not least by Samwise and myself), but there’s always room for more.


The Battle of Falkirk Muir was another January occasion – on 17 January 1746 to be exact. The Highlanders had probably only just recovered from a legendary Hogmanay hangover when they decided to get stuck into 7000 Hanoverian troops led by the particularly odious general, Henry Hawley. Now, Henry was quite the character: a January baby himself, born 12 January 1685, at twenty-five he killed a fellow officer in a duel, for which he was pardoned by Queen Anne.


We don’t know much about his enthusiasm for a fight before then, but given that his nickname after Culloden was ‘Hangman Hawley’, it’s safe to assume that he probably hospitalised a fair few fellas during his teenage years, and had quite the reputation for a good punch-up in pre-school, when he wasn’t nicking other kids’ lunch money and torturing their pets.


He also managed to become stinking rich based on the immense amount of plunder he took at the Battle of Vigo Bay in Spain.


He was offered command of the Government forces sent to fight in the West Indies. He sensibly turned it down and thus avoided the fate of the 9000 chaps  who died of yellow fever on that expedition.


So he was a killer, a thief, and he was bloody cunning. Let’s not mess around.


This was the man who met the Highland forces at Falkirk on that January day in 1746.


James Wolfe, who famously refused to follow an order of Hawley’s at Culloden to shoot wounded Highlanders, said of him that ‘the troops dread Hawley’s severity, hate the man, and hold his military knowledge in contempt’.


Come on, James, tell us what you really think!


The January battle of 1746 was the last significant victory up  here by the Jacobites.


They had reached Derby on 4 December 1745. The decision taken in a cramped bar in Derby to turn back is one of the great what-ifs of British history.


What would’ve happened if they’d pushed on? I mean, really gone for it.


They weren’t aware, for instance, that the Welsh Jacobites had risen in support, and that those of Oxfordshire were about to follow suit. That George II and his German-speaking brood were already packed and ready to board a ship on the Thames to take them back to Deutschland.


London was in a panic.


But, instead, they turned back on 6 December.


Some have said that if they’d gone those final 129 miles, the English and French would have avoided the conflict that lasted seventy years. The English wouldn’t have had to raise taxes in the colonies to pay for their wars with the French, and as a result the Americans would’ve had no cause to fight a war for independence.


The world would’ve been a very different place if that bitter argument on the evening of 4 December 1745 had gone the other way.


But instead, on a gloomy day in January, amidst heavy snowfall, Hangman Hawley met Lord George Murray and a battle ensued.


Hawley totally underestimated the Highlanders.


When a messenger warned him that the Jacobites were approaching, he simply refused to believe them.


‘Er . . . Sir . . . there are eight thousand murderous Highlanders on their way to beat the shit out of your army!’


‘No,’ came the reply. ‘I think you’ll find that’s not true.’


By the time he realised the truth, it was too late.


His hastily assembled army was soundly beaten with a loss of 350 dead or wounded and another 300 captured.


It’s a sobering thought to imagine the Highland charge, the skirl of the pipes, and the howling war cries of the clans descending out of the swirling snowstorm onto the terrified lines of red-coated Government troops.


However, in true Highland style, they failed to take advantage of their victory. They let the enemy get back to Edinburgh and reassemble, while our kilted friends helped themselves to anything that wasn’t nailed down.


It was the escape back to Edinburgh that, in some ways, allowed for Culloden to happen.


Hawley earned his nickname with his ethnic cleansing of the Highlanders and their families in the aftermath of Culloden. He lived another thirteen years. He was given a Christian burial, despite stating explicitly in his will that ‘I hate priests of all professions’.


Even in death, Hawley managed to be thoroughly unpleasant. He is buried in St Mary’s church in Hartley Wintney, England, if you fancy paying him a visit . . .


 


17 January 1795 – Duddingston Curling Society was founded.


SAM


We shot the Clanlands cover at Arthur’s Seat, above Duddingston Loch. I lived nearby as a teenager, so I know the neighbourhood well. Check out the Sheep Heid Inn. Established in 1360, it’s the oldest pub in Edinburgh, possibly even Scotland, and it has an old-fashioned skittle alley! What’s not to love?


I’m strangely fascinated by curling and at the last Winter Olympics I was obsessed with watching it. We Scots are very good at it with the British women’s team taking gold at the Winter Olympics in Salt Lake City in 2002.


 


TEAM GB 2002


Rhona Martin


Deborah Knox


Fiona MacDonald


Janice Rankin


Margaret Morton


 


The sport is basically sliding stones across an ice rink towards a target area comprising four concentric circles, a wee bit like bowls. All the granite used in Olympic curling stones comes from the island of Ailsa Craig in the Outer Firth of Clyde on the West Coast.


 


17 January 1883 – Compton Mackenzie born, author of Whisky Galore.


26 January 1861 – One o’clock gun fired for the first time from Edinburgh Castle.


31 January 1788 – Charles Edward Stuart aka Bonnie Prince Charlie died in Rome and is buried in St Peter’s Basilica, Vatican City. [Graham: He actually died on 30 January, but they changed it, because it was the same day his great-grandfather Charles I had been executed in 1649.]










February


 


‘I talk to you as I talk to my own soul,’ he said, turning me to face him. He reached up and cupped my cheek, fingers light on my temple. ‘And Sassenach,’ he whispered, ‘your face is my heart.’


Diana Gabaldon, Dragonfly in Amber
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Clan Campbell


Motto: Ne Obliviscaris (Do not forget)


Lands: Argyll


 


KEY DIARY DATES



	
	
1–2        Imbolc Gaelic Pagan Festival






	
	
14        Valentine’s Day






	
	        International Book Giving Day (Give someone the gift of Clanlands!)






	
	
14 Feb 2021        US release date of Men In Kilts






	
	
16 Feb 2021        Pancake Day






	
	
Feb-March        Six Nations Championship. An annual international men’s rugby union competition between the teams of England, France, Ireland, Italy, Scotland and Wales. [Sam: And one of my favourite events.] [Graham: Hmmmm . . .]





 


SAM


We start the month of February with Imbolc, which sounds like a preparation for constipation, but is in fact a pagan festival celebrating the beginning of spring. Any excuse for a party! And there is much lighting of candles and fires representing the return of warmth and the increasing power of the sun over the coming months. However, back in Glencoe on 13 February 1692, there were very few signs of spring. In fact, it was snowing. Hard. (Typical Scottish weather.) The towering mountains of the glen, carved out 380 million years ago by volcanic eruptions, moving tectonic plates and icy glaciers, were encased in freezing snow, partially obscured by the nimbostratus clouds of a snowstorm.


Little did the MacDonalds know that night the Campbells were coming. For THEM. In fact, they were already there, guests in their houses, biding their time, waiting for the order to stab, shoot and burn their hosts . . .
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BATTLE OF THE MONTH


The Glencoe Massacre, 13 February 1692


GRAHAM


More of an attempted genocide than a battle, for those of you who’ve read Clanlands, the Glencoe Massacre is one of the stand-out familiar stories to even non-Scots. The brutal slaying of innocent MacDonalds at the hands of the evil Campbells in the middle of the night. Now, while we have previously shown there were very few Campbells actually involved in the massacre, exactly how far did the reach of the Campbells go in the events leading up to that infamous February night?


To understand what led to it, we need to widen our view of the time in question.


The emerging kingdom of England, Ireland and Scotland didn’t want a Catholic king. Unfortunately the current monarch, James II, was showing increasing signs of a fondness for burning incense and Latin. The last straw came when he insisted his son and heir go full papal, and given that the country had literally spent generations fighting against the man in the big pointy hat in Rome, this did not go down well.
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