Our Celtic Connection


In this year long celebration of our Dumfries heritage, it seems appropriate to learn some of the history of Sctoland.  Of course a few of the most recognizable things "Scottish" are the kilt, the Highland games, the Fiddle, the Clarsach, and the ever-popular Bagpipe. 
  

The Kilt

The tartan kilt has long been the most recognizable cultural tradition of the Highland Scots.  Therefore, it surprises most people that many of the most recognizable features and traditions associated with the wearing of the kilt have, in fact been developed in the nineteenrth century, not by Scottish Highlanders, but by the Nobles of England and Scotland. 

There is much evidence that many of the more recognizable tartans seen today are in fact creations of Scottish and English tailors during the reign of Queen Victoria.  Despite this, it has generally been accepted that the basic concepts of the tartan and the wearing of the kilt do indeed have their origin in the history of the early Scottish and Irish clans, or families.  It has been demonstrated that certain clans did aspire to a certain uniformaity of design for their garments as early as the tenth and eleventh centuries.  The kilt, or philabeg to use its older Gaelic name, that has now become the standard dress for all "Highlanders", has its origin in an older garment called the belted plaid.  The Gaelic word for tartan is breacan, meaning partially colored or speckled, and every tartan today features a multicolored arrangement of stripes and checks.  These patterns, or sett's, are used to identify the clan, family, or regiment with whom the wearer is associated.  Although the kilt is the most recognizable of the tartans, it also manifests itself in the form of trews (trousers), shaawls and skirts. 

It is generally recognized that the first tartans were the result of individual weaver's own designs, then were slowly adoped to identify individual districts, then finally clans and families.  The first recongizable effort to enforce uniformatity through an entire clan was in 1618, when Sir Robert Gordon of Gordonstoun, wrote to Murry of Pulrossie requesting that he bring the plaids worn by his men into "harmony with that of his other septs." 

After 1688, and the fall of the Stuart clan, subsequent rise in the spread of Jacobism, the English government felt the need to take a more active interest in the Highland affairs.  In 1707, the Act of Union took place, and succeeded in temporarily uniting the political factions and clans that were niversally opposed to the Act.  The tartan came into it's own as a symbol of active nationalism and was seen by the ruling classes to be a garb of extremism.  It is also believe that this act of parliament succeeded in uniting, to some extent, the Scottish Highlands and Lowlands, as the wearing of the tartan spread from the Highlands to the Lowlands, previously not known for their wearing of the tartan. 

After the rising of 1715, the Governement found the ned to enforce stricter policing of the Scottish Highlands and Lowlands.  A number of independent companies were formed to curtail the lawlessness that had developed.  One of the features that distinguished their recruits was the large number of highland gentlemen that enlisted and chose to serve in the private ranks.  Many an English officer was surprised to see these Scottish privates attended by personal servants who carried their food, clothing, and weapons.  From the time they were first raised, these independent regiments became knwon as the Black Watch, in reference to the darkly colored tartans they were known to wear. 

One of the more famous tales of these Highland companies is told of the curiousity of King George, who had never seen a Highland soldier.  Three handsome privates were chosen and dispatched to London to be presented to the King.  The King was so impressed with the skill with which they wielded their broad swords and lochaber axes that he presented them each with a guinea.  Nothing could be more insulting to a Highland gentlemen, but they could not refuse the gift.  Instead they accepted the gift, and as they left, flipped it smugly to the porter as they passed the palace gates. 

In 1740, these independent companies became a formal regiment, and the need arose to adopt a formal tartan.  This became a problem, for what tartan could they chose, without insulting certain clans, or seeming to favor others?  In the end, an entirely new tartan was developed and has ever since been known as the Black Watch tartan.  It was the first documented tartan to be known by an official name and possessed the authenticity of a full pedigree.  From this tartan has been derived all of the Highland regimental tartan designs and many of the hunting setts worn by other clans. 

During the eighteen hundreds, the wearing of the belted plaid began to be exchanged for that of the kilt.  The belted-plaid, being a one-piece six-foot tall cloth, belted about the waist with the remainder being worn up about the shoulder, was proving to be somewhat inconvient to wear.  A "new", little kilt design became popular, and it consisted of a plaid which had the traditional pleats permanently sewn in place, and seperated the lower from the upper half, allowing the upper section to be removed when it became convenient.  By 1746, the Government, weary of being called to quell Highland uprisings, enacted a law making it illegal for Highlanders to own or possess arms.  A year later, the Dress Act restricted the wearing of Highland clothes.  Any form of plaid, philbeag, belted plaid, trews, shoulder belt, or little kilt were not to be worn in public.  Punishment for a first offense was a six-month impriosonment; a second offense earned the wearer a sever-year exile to an overseas work farm.  Even the bagpipes were outlawed; being considered an instrument of war.  Only those individuals in the army were permitted to wear the plaid, and as a result, it is told that many Highlanderes enlisted simply to be allowed to wear their more comfortable traditional dress. 

By the time the Dress Act was repealed in 1783, the fabric of Celtic life had been forever altered.  The Fress Act had succeeded in altering Highland society to the extent that many of the old traditions and customs had been lost forever.  In spite of the many efforts to revive the traditions, wearing the plaid had become seen as only a nationalistic statement, and was no longer considered a way of life for Highlanders.  The plaid now became more of a fashion experiment for the elite English society.  With the advent of the industrial revolution, the precise manufactoring and replication allowed the mass reproduction of the plaid. 
  

Highland Games


Accoring to tradition, Scottish Highland Games began with the old kings and chiefs of Scotland as a way to choose the best men for their retinue and men at arms.  Crude forms of the games at todays Highland Gatherings were developed to test the contestants for strength, stamina, accuracy and agility.  Of course, the competitors used the elements and materials of their day-to-day life.  And so, the caber toss, the stone put, the hammer throw, the weight lift and the weight toss, the sheaf toss, archery, wrestling, foot race up stepp hills and yes, even Highland dancing combined to tax the endurance and strength of the competitors. 

While many of the events have become more sophisticated and refined over the centuries, they retain the essence and flavor of the ancient days.  For example, the Scottish military regiments used to require Highland dancing as a form of training to develope stamina and agility.  Only with the recent advent of military mechanization has this drill been abandoned - the regret of many. 

The present popularity of Scottish Games must be credited to the indomitable Queen Victoria who developed a love for the Scots and things Scottish early in her life.  She, with her entire Royal family, regularly attended the Scottish Games helf at Braemar, located near her Scottish castle.  The Royal tradition established so long ago continues today at Braemar. 

Scottish Highland Games are held in all parts of the world where Scots by birth or ancestry have made their homes.  Scots, more than any other nationality, seem to inherit a remarkable attraction and love for the land of their ancestors.  They take a particular pride and pleasure in perpetuating the customs and culture of Scotland. 

The athletic competitions are still an essential part of the Scottish Games today; but the games have gradually grown in size and scope to their present form which includes more of the atmosphere of a fair with Scottish food and goods for sale, a gathering of clans and friends, and the music and dancing all Scots love.  The spirited yet haunting skirl of the bagpipes, the most ancient of musical instruments, which can excite one to follow in war, and stir the tears of remembrance in lament, weaves all these things together. 
  

Tossing the Wellie


A traditional game of throwing a Wellington (boot) for distance.  This competition was started as a result of the men coming home from the fields, walking into the house with muddy boots and tracking mud onto the freshly washed floor.  The women who had been hard at work all day scrubbing teh floors were so angry with the men that they took their boots and chased the men out the door.  The challenge was to throw their wellies at the retreating husband.  Soon after, it became common practice for the women to compete to see who could throw the farthest. 
  

Hurling the Haggis


This event was especially important to the men since it determined whether they ate lunch or not.  With the men working in the forest (many with wet feet) they were too busy to come home to eat lunch.  The women would pack their lunch (usually haggis) and deliver it to them.  Often the men would be working across the stream and didn't want to recross to pick up their lunch.  If the women could not hurl the haggis far enough to reach the other side of the stream, the men would have to do without lunch (or eat it wet!). 
  

Tossing the Caber


The origin of this most traditional of Scottish athletic events is somewhat obscure, even though records of its existence ("ye tossing of ye bar") date back to the 16th century.  This event, like so many athletic events, may well have begun as a military discpline developed to breach fortifications and barriers.  Or it may have begun in the Scottish Highlands a long time ago when the forest were cleared to make fields.  Due to the Highland geography, small streams ran through the area where the Highlanders were working.  In order to cross these streams without getting their feet wet, the men would cut a tree and toss it end over end, hoping it would land with one end on each bank.  This tree would then be used as a bridge to cross over the stream.  Those who could not toss their caber perfectly had to work with wet feet all day.  This created a real incentive to perfecting the art of tossign the caber correctly the first time. 

In any event the modern caber toss has a much more peaceful purpose.  It measures strenght, accuracy and skill.  The object of the contest is to toss the 100 to 120 poud, 18-19 foot long caber (pole) end-over-end so that it lands with the bottom, or small end pointing directly away from the contestant.  The athlete with the straightest toss is the winner.  Distance has no bearing on the outcome of the event at all.  Three tosses are allowed and all three are scored to determine the winner. 
  

Hammer Throw


The hammer throw was started by the local blacksmiths in Scotland.  Once a test of skill and strength, it developed into a contest of distance and accuracy.  Similar to horseshoes, points are awarded for hiting the peg or landing close.  This event is a popular test of strength and skill.  The 4' 22" long hammer weighing 16-22 pounds is thrown for distance.  Three throws are allowed but only the longest counts.  The longest throw wins.  If any part of the body crosses the toe board, a foul is declared and the throw is nullified. 
  

Stone Toss


The Stone toss (Clachneart) is a test of strength and coordination going back some 1000 years in history to the ancient "stone of strength" contest held before such legendary Scottish Kings of old as MacBeth, Malcolm Canmore and William the Lion.  The stone weights 16 lbs, is 7 3/4" in diameter, and is thrown like today's shot put, which was derived from the clachneart.  Each contestant is allowed three throws for distance. 
  

Weight Throw

The 28 and 56 pound weights are throw for distance.  Three throws with each are allowed but only the longest counts.  The longest throws win.  If any part of the body crosses the toe board, a found is declared and the throw is nullified. 
  

Weight Toss

The 56 pound weight is swung between the knees and tosses over the bar using only one hand.  Three misses or touched at the same height means elimination.  The highest toss wins and ties are settled by fewest misses at previous lower heights. 
  

Sheaf Toss

The 14-25 pound sheaf of hay, wrapped in burlap, is tossed by pitchfork over a crossbar suspended by ropes between two tall upright poles.  Three throws are allowed for each height of crossbar, which is raised six inches at a time. FAilure to successfully toss the sheaf over the bar at least one time at any successive height eliminates the contestant. 
  

The Fiddle

Following the Rising of 1745 the same proscriptions that banned wearing the kilt forbade playing the bagpipes.  The fiddle, or fidhel, one of Scotland's national instruments, saved much of Scotland's musical heritage from extinction and kept up the spirits of the people during difficult times. 

The fiddle has a long and glorious history.  In Melrose Abbey, built around 1136 , there is a carving of a person playing a rebac, a predecessor of the violin.  About 1156 King James IVs payroll had more than one fidlar on it.  By the 1600s viols were replaced by the violin, or fiddle, as we know it today. 

What distinguishes the fiddler from the violinish is technique from the violinish is technique and/or the attitude in playing the instrument.  What separates the Scottish fidlar from the rest is the Scotch Snap a preculiarity of the strathespey.  Scottish esponents of traditional dance music often introduce it into jigs and Scotch measures.  Some researchers suggest the snap is a product of Gaelic vocal inflections (music was transmitted orally until the 1700s).  The fiddle was more suited to playing reels, dance music than the bagpipes. 

Scottish fiddling probably is the least known art form from Scotland.  However, societies such as the Scotish Fiddling Revival, Ltd., Rotal Scottish Country Dance Society and Strathspey and Reel societies help introduce others to this wonderful piece of Scottish heritage.  Some draw hundreds of fiddlers together to play to huge crowds.  Fiddling competitions also help to draw attention to the art. 

As bagpipe playing declined between 1745 and 1885 in Scotland and Scotsmen immigrated to America in record  numbers, Scottish fiddlers introduced fiddle playing and tunes to America.  The fiddle came with Scottish immigrants to the mountains of the Eastern United States.  One can readily hear remnants of Scottish jigs and reels in folk and mountain bluegrass music.  Many traditional tunes have survivied under the guise of bluegrass, such as Devil Among the Tailors. 
  

The Clarsach

The Scottish Harp, or small Celtic Harp (a clarsach), is one of the most ancient instruments of Scotland, having come to that country from Ireland more than 1000 years ago.  It continued to be Scotland's most beloved instrument, much favored by the aristocracy, until James VI became James I of England in the 17th century.  At the time many Protestant religious reformers branded and destroyed harps, calling them sinful.  It declined in use until the destruction of Highland Gaelic culture following the Uprising of 1745 and the introduction of the pedal harp in Europe caused the art of harping to completely disappear from Scotland's shores.  Fifty years after Culloden few Scotsmen remembered the clarsach ever existed. 

The work of a small but growing group of determined people in the last centruy allowed the Scottish Harp to virtually be reborn from nothing.  Musicologists have studied musical traditions of the bagpipe, fiddle, and oral music to rediscover the music that once delonged to the harp tradition. 

Harp builders from hobbyists to companies have studied the few remaining examples of ancient Irish and Scottish harps to create a new breen of Celtic Harp.  These new harps are of great variety in size, design, and tone.  From small lap harps only two feet tall to floor harps more than five feet tall, the Celtic Harp is gaining in popularity around the world as a revivied ancient instrument of the New Age.  It inspires new innovative styles and compositions. 

The future of the Scottish Harp has been assured by interest shown by children.  Whenever the harp is played children always are there, ready to hear, play, and touch the harp. 
  

The Soul of Scotland - The Highland Bagpipe

The bagpipe is one of the most ancient instruments known to man.  Greek scuptures of bagpipe and reference is made to the instrument in the book of Daniel. 

The Scottish bagpipe is thought to date back to about 100AD. 

Over the centuries the sound of the Highland Bagpipes has inspired Scottish warriors and terrorized their enemies.  It is, however, traditionally a solo instrument and each clan cheiftain had his hereditary piper. 

The Highland bagpipes consist of a bag of sheepskin or elkhide from which 5 pipes protude.  There is a mouthpiece for inflating the bag, a single octave chanter for creating the melody and three drones, one bass and two tenors, which sound a constant two-note chord which softens the overall sound.  The bag is covered by the tartan of the pipers family or pipe band and the pipe major, or leader of the band, will often fit a banner to the base drone. 

The first pipe band competition was held in 1906 at the Cowal Highland Gathering in Dunoon. 

Scottish bagpipe music is divided into three main classes, small music, middle music, and great music.  Small or light music (cool beag or aotrom) is used primarily for marching and dancing and consists of marches, retreats, strathspeys, reels, jigs, and hornpipes.  Middle music (cool meadhonach) consists mainly of the slower tunes such as the laments, lullabies, the music of the old Highland folk songs.  This class of music lends itself to more individual exression and represents a more deeply emotional type of music.  The great music (cool mor) is called the piobaireached (pibroch) and is the classical music of the bagpipes.  The through the music and requires great expression from the piper. 

