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I hear the sound of torrents, and the air
Is full of liquid murmur from the hills.

–From a description of Glen Shira, just north of Inveraray, by the 8th Duke of Argyll
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Introduction

In common with around 30 per cent of the population, I suffer from high blood pressure. When it is being monitored, whether by a doctor or nurse in a clinical setting or by myself at home, I imagine myself walking alongside a stream or river, standing by a spring, or looking up at a waterfall; or I conjure up from memory a picture in my mind of a pair of swans bobbing gently on the sea at the outlet of the Manse Burn on Jura or gliding with their cygnets among the reeds on the Forth and Clyde Canal. Bringing these watery images to mind usually has the effect of lowering the reading. If I want a respite from work or worries, I take a walk to the little duck pond at the end of the Lade Braes in St Andrews. I sit on one of the benches, counting the ducks and moorhens and reflecting on Wendell Berry’s poem ‘The Peace of Wild Things’, in which he writes that when despair for the world overcomes him,


I go and lie down where the wood drake

rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds . . . For a time

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.1



The therapeutic properties of water – in the above cases, simply through contemplating it, but also through drinking and bathing – have long been known about and utilised. They explain the proliferation of healing wells and springs, the development of hydropathic medicine, and the popularity of outdoor swimming. But there is much more to water than these healing and calming effects. Its extraordinary and unique properties give it almost human-like attributes and a central role in originating and sustaining all life. Embodying the principle of natural, unimpeded fluidity and flow – and expressing itself in calm, mirror-like stillness, too – water can take on the role of teacher and exemplar as well as comforter and companion. It can also, of course, be a terrifying agent of destruction and dissolution.

Water is at once mundane and mysterious, ubiquitous and precious. Odourless, colourless, and tasteless, it is unique as a chemical compound in terms of its stability, solvent properties, and potential as an energy source. Covering roughly 70 per cent of the Earth’s surface and making up a similar proportion of the human body, it is essential to life in all its forms and is at both the start and the heart of the evolutionary chain. The most primitive single-celled organisms are almost entirely composed of water, as is the human embryo. The breaking of waters is the signal that human life is ready to emerge from the womb. Water has two particularly striking and seemingly contradictory characteristics – its propensity to flow and be always on the move and its calm stillness while at rest to form a perfect mirror. For readers of this book, it is almost certainly an everyday commodity instantly available at the turn of a tap. In many parts of the world, however, it is becoming ever scarcer. Even in our own rain-soaked country, there are an increasing number of droughts and a growing consciousness of the threats to seas, rivers, and lochs. There is also more flooding. Climate change is making water more unpredictable, bringing out its extremes of behaviour. It is almost as though water is fighting back against humans for our wasting, taming, and pollution of it.

It is not surprising, given its essentialness to all forms of life and its extraordinary variety of characteristics, that water has been both revered and feared throughout human history. The vastness of the sea has been taken to symbolise the eternal and the depths of the divine, while the ocean’s potential for destruction has also made it seem a diabolical region of chaos and darkness. Wells, springs, pools, lochs, and rivers have been regarded as sacred sites, dwelling places of deities, gateways to the next world, and sources of healing and rejuvenation. In folklore and legend, they have been characterised as the haunts of capricious and sometimes malevolent spirits. The foundation texts of the world’s great religions are united in describing water as the principal agent of creation and source of life, a divine gift with exceptional power to purify, cleanse, refresh, and renew, yet also having immense destructive force. To use a Christian term, water has been regarded as sacramental, pointing beyond itself to something deeper, more mysterious and numinous. For some recent alternative practitioners and philosophers associated with what is often somewhat loosely described as New Age thinking, it has come to assume more direct spiritual significance as the blood of the Earth, epitomising and carrying the meaning of life, with its own memory and intelligence.

Relatively high rainfall, an unusually long coastline, and a plethora of lochs make Scotland an especially good place in which to explore these spiritual and philosophical dimensions of water and the many legends, myths, and rituals that have grown up around it. As the national song proclaims, it is the ‘land of the shining river’. Others have been less flattering about this aspect of the country’s climate and geography. When Sir Allan Maclean, hosting Dr Samuel Johnson and James Boswell on Mull during their tour of the Hebrides, proudly bragged that ‘Scotland had the advantage of England, by its having more water’, Dr Johnson curtly replied, ‘Sir, we would not have your water, to take the vile bogs which produced it. You have too much.’ Boswell sought to defend his native land, suggesting that ‘the people of taste in England, who have been in Scotland, own that its variety of rivers and lakes make it naturally more beautiful than England’, but Johnson was not to be moved from his initial judgement, responding bluntly, ‘Your country consists of two things, stone and water.’

Scotland’s watery landscape has given it a number of enviable and attractive features. With its islands and long sea lochs, it has 70 per cent of the UK’s coastline. Indeed, one region alone, Argyll, has a longer coastline than the whole of France. Scotland’s 30,000 inland lochs and 125,000 kilometres of rivers and streams make up over 90 per cent of the UK’s surface freshwater. The damp climate means that Scotland supports 58 per cent of all species of mosses known in Europe, along with 45 per cent of ferns and 37 per cent of lichens.

Using Scottish examples as illustrations and starting points, this book explores how faith and belief have been expressed through water, and how it has come to take on a spiritual meaning and dimension. The pages that follow encompass both religious and philosophical beliefs and superstitions belonging to the realms of folklore and legend. Sometimes these have been expressed metaphorically, with water taken as a symbol or image, and sometimes they have been understood more literally, with water itself being endowed with a quasi-human intelligence or consciousness. The book takes the form of seven journeys around different types of Scottish waters. Three involve the sea, although one does not venture far beyond the shore. The other four have an inland focus, exploring river sources, wells and springs, river courses, and lochs.

Each chapter begins with my own personal experience of particular ‘watery’ places: Kingsbarns beach, in North East Fife; some of the various proposed sources for the River Clyde, in South Lanarkshire; the Sound of Iona; six holy wells in the Borders; the River North Esk, on the boundary between Angus and Aberdeenshire; Loch Awe, in mid-Argyll; and Carsaig Bay, in the same region. Diversions and digressions lead as far north as Caithness, Sutherland, Orkney, and Shetland, and as far west as Lewis and Barra.

In another kind of digression, each chapter opens out to include wider reflections on spiritual themes prompted and inspired by the nature of the location where it begins. Chapter 1 explores how the sea has been seen as a metaphor for the vastness of eternity and the mystery of the divine. Chapter 2 looks at the association of river sources and bogs with the origins and creation of life and with the feminine. Chapter 3 is about the perception of the sea as malevolent, a realm of chaos and darkness populated by fearsome monsters. Chapter 4 focuses on sacred wells and springs. Chapter 5 illustrates how rivers have been taken to represent the idea of flow and the virtue of humility. Chapter 6 shows how inland lochs speak of ghostly presences, loneliness, rest, silence, and death. Chapter 7 explores water’s association with the passage from this world to the next, as symbolised by coastal graveyards, rivers running down to the sea, and islands of the blessed in the western ocean. The Conclusion presents the views of some of the recent alternative and holistic voices who have found water to have a human-like character and consciousness and have pointed to the profound damage that we are doing by destroying its natural vitality and confining its natural flow.

Along the way there are encounters with cailleachan, mermaids, selkies, sea serpents, kelpies, merry men, and other mysterious supernatural creatures. Scottish folklore is rich in stories of half-human and half-aquatic beings, impish water spirits haunting rivers and streams, and fearsome beasts lurking in the ocean depths. This fascination may well have biological and psychological explanations as well as being influenced by the Gaelic and Hebridean imagination. The belief that both fresh and salt waters are mysterious realms populated by strange supernatural beings can be related to the aquatic origins of humans and deep-seated archetypes around shape-shifting and fluidity of identity. It is reinforced by primal legends and religious texts.

Stories from the Bible and centuries of Christian worship and teaching have played a large part in moulding Scottish thinking about water in all its forms. One only has to think of the popularity of the metrical version of Psalm 23, with its line ‘He leadeth me the quiet waters by’, the much-loved hymn ‘By cool Siloam’s shady rill’, and the stories of Celtic saints stilling storms and creating wells and springs. These and other influences from the Judaeo-Christian tradition, drawn from the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament, and church history, will figure prominently in the pages that follow. So, too, will allusions to the practices and beliefs of other religions, notably Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Taoism, that most water-centred of all the world’s great faiths. There is also much reference to pagan folklore and mythology and to more recent New Age ideas and theories.

Astrological ages are reckoned to last around 2,000 years. Although there are many different views as to its exact starting point, there is general agreement that the Age of Aquarius, the water bearer, began around the year 2000, and that in the twenty-first century we are experiencing the dawning of this new water-focused age. You do not have to believe in astrology or be a committed ‘New Ager’ to feel that water is assuming more importance in our lives and in our world, and that this has a spiritual as well as a physical and scientific dimension. We are increasingly conscious of water’s preciousness and precariousness, of the increasing incidence of both drought and flooding, the effect that climate change is having on sea levels and melting glaciers, and the rising levels of pollution in our oceans, rivers, lakes, and streams. It has been estimated that there are around 365,000 discharges of human and animal waste into Scottish waters every year, or more than one every 90 seconds. Vigorous campaigns are seeking to stop the dumping of sewage in the sea and in rivers. This is a particular concern for the rapidly growing number of those engaged in wild swimming, which I suggest in Chapter 1 is almost taking on the character of a new religion. In another sign of the increasing appreciation of the value of pure water, young people are turning away from alcohol and carbonised sugary drinks. Around 30 per cent of those under the age of 25 are teetotal and largely drink only water. These are just two indicators of the way in which water is gaining much more respect. The dawning of the Aquarian Age prompts us to think more about water as a carrier, not just of life-giving minerals and nutrients but also of beliefs and customs. It also encourages a focus on the principles of flow and fluidity in terms of our attitudes and behaviour.

Scots have been conceiving of water in spiritual terms and using it as a metaphor for deeper things for a long time, whether through legends, stories, poems, songs, or sermons. Conscious of the wild seas around Iona, Columba described himself as ‘a little man, trembling and most wretched, rowing through the infinite storm of this age’. Listening to the sound of the Clyde from his Innellan manse, George Matheson spoke in his hymn ‘O love, that wilt not let me go’ of tracing the rainbow through the rain and resting his weary soul in the ocean depths of God’s love. Thomas Ratcliffe Barnett, the Free Church minister who walked as a pilgrim through the West Highlands to ease the pain and stress of his chaplaincy work with the shell-shocked victims of the First World War in Craiglockhart Hospital, wrote that the country’s mixture of cloud and rain created a landscape always misty and melancholy ‘which moves the soul and fills the eyes with tears’. He felt it was perfectly suited to ‘a Celtic dreamer whose sunshine is a rainbow . . . The romance is drenched in pain. Rain-swept mountains; mist on the tops; white foam leaping up the red-wrack rocks; rolling seas breaking over the bow of the boat.’

The last book on which that great Scottish writer John Buchan embarked before his death was about water. He called it Pilgrim’s Rest and quoted these words from St Francis’s Canticle of the Creatures on the title page: ‘Praised art Thou, my Lord, for Sister Water, for manifold is her use, and humble is she, and precious and pure.’ Buchan only got as far as writing the first two chapters, one on springs and one on rivers. In the first, he wrote: ‘From my earliest youth I have been what the Greeks call a “nympholept”, one who was under the spell of running waters. It was in terms of them that I read the countryside. My topography was a scheme of glens and valleys and watersheds. I would walk miles to see the debouchement of some burn with whose head-waters I was familiar, or track to its source some affluent whose lowland career I had followed.’

I fully confess to having fallen under the same ‘nympholept’ spell. As well as reducing my blood pressure, images of water inform my thinking about the divine, however that mystery is conceived, the concept of eternity, and what may happen after we die. Walking beside the sea and along rivers, and drinking from natural springs and fountains, makes me feel at my most alive. Like Buchan, I am drawn to running waters. I am also drawn to still waters. It is being under their spell that has inspired me to write this book.

There is a particular romance and sacredness about Scotland’s waters, which, as Barnett recognised, is sometimes tinged with melancholy and touched with pain. Perhaps, indeed, they are in part the source of the melancholy, the dourness even, that is sometimes taken to mark the national character. But they also bring calm, healing, awareness, and a sense of being part of a greater whole and connecting with something beyond ourselves that we do not fully understand. I have gained all these gifts from my pilgrimages around the waters featured in this book. I hope that you may find them, too, and, like the 8th Duke of Argyll, thrill to the ‘sound of torrents’ and the ‘liquid murmur from the hills’.

 

___________

1 Wendell Berry, The Peace of Wild Things, Penguin, 2018. Copyright © Wendell Berry. Reprinted by permission of Penguin Books Limited.




1

With the wild swimmers on Kingsbarns beach


There is the sea, vast and spacious, teeming with creatures beyond number – living things both large and small.

—Psalm 104:25



I am sitting on a chilly November afternoon in the Wild Scottish Sauna cabin above Kingsbarns beach, halfway between St Andrews and Crail on the North East Fife coast. My companions on the tightly packed wooden bench are seven middle-aged ladies, all regular and hardened cold-water swimmers. Every ten minutes or so two or three of them leave the pleasant warmth generated by the woodburning stove, run down the wooden steps outside the cabin and across the short stretch of sand into the North Sea, where they splash around or swim for several minutes. They then return to the welcoming embrace of the intense, dry heat, having carefully removed the sand from their feet by swishing them around in the wooden bucket outside the cabin door. I venture out rather less often and less enthusiastically, picking my way carefully through the bladderwrack and paddling for a couple of minutes, seldom letting the water go above my thighs.

Kingsbarns beach is a favourite place for sea swimming. A natural tidal pool is bounded on one side by rocks and on the other by a breakwater built in the late nineteenth century as a rudimentary harbour for boats to be loaded with potatoes for export to England. There are still fields of potatoes running down to the sea in this corner of Fife, known as the East Neuk, although the land on either side of Kingsbarns beach has been given over to golf courses. Skirted by the Fife Coastal Path, it has the advantage of a car park just yards away from the beach as well as the sauna cabin, a toastie shack, an old byre which provides an ideal place to change before going into the sea, and a modern toilet block.

Kingsbarns is one of several places on the East Neuk coast which have seen recent developments to facilitate safe sea bathing. Outdoor tidal pools have been restored and reopened, at Pittenweem and St Monans in 2021, and at Cellardyke in 2024. These simple structures, with low walls and concrete floors washed by the tide, were originally developed in the 1930s at the height of the lido craze. At Cellardyke, the natural rock formation of skellies (a rare Scottish word for a ridge near the seashore usually covered at high tide) provides the outer sea wall. After lying empty and neglected for decades, having fallen into disuse in the 1960s with the advent of indoor heated swimming pools and cheap package holidays to the warmer waters of the Mediterranean, these tidal pools have come back to life again.

Other beaches in North East Fife are also increasingly frequented by outdoor swimmers. Elie, with its natural bay providing a fine, curved expanse of sand, and the East and West Sands at St Andrews, are especially popular. Sauna cabins have popped up on all three of these beaches and near the Cellardyke tidal pool. They provide an element of luxury, although most of the committed wild swimmers that I know are happy to forsake the toasting, and the toasties, and simply roll up at the beach in their towel robes, quickly disrobe, plunge into the sea and then have a brisk rub down and maybe a swill of coffee or tea from a thermos flask. Wetsuits are largely shunned and, on the more remote beaches, skinnydipping is often favoured for giving the most intimate contact with the elements.

Wild swimming, as it is often popularly described – although those who practise it tend to prefer the terms outdoor, cold-water, or open-air swimming – has taken off in a spectacular way over the last decade or so. It received a boost during the Covid pandemic, when it was one of the best and safest forms of exercise. The Outdoor Swimming Society estimates that 7.5 million people in the UK regularly venture into the sea, rivers, lakes, and lidos. Scotland is in the van of this movement, with numerous groups and clubs being established in the last few years. A survey by Outdoor Swimmer magazine found that the sea is the most popular destination for open-air swimmers (36 per cent), followed by supervised outdoor pools (31 per cent), and lochs, lakes, and reservoirs (21 per cent).

The great majority of regular outdoor swimmers are women – 75 per cent, according to a survey undertaken in 2024–25 by Outdoor Swimmer. This very much confirms my own observations in the sauna cabins and beaches of Fife, as does the survey’s finding that 79 per cent are over the age of 45. There are various reasons why sea bathing appeals much more to women than to men. For a start, and I speak from my own experience here, they are hardier and more enduring of the cold. Beach saunas, with their more sybaritic appeal, have a slightly larger male following. The operators of the Kingsbarns sauna reckon that their clientele is 65 per cent female and 35 per cent male. Women are more health conscious than men, and it is also the case that outdoor swimming has created a distinct sisterhood with a feminist agenda. One enthusiast told me, ‘It’s the one time we get away from men and have no males telling us what to do.’ Mass ‘swim ins’ off the beaches of the Fife coast have been undertaken at 6 a.m. on International Women’s Day (8 March) over recent years to raise funds for Dundee Women’s Aid and increase awareness of violence and abuse against women. In 2023 some 70 swimmers took to the waters off Castle Sands beneath the former bishop’s palace in St Andrews; in 2024 more than 100 gathered at Kingsbarns beach; and in 2025 over 150 were on St Andrews’ West Sands.

The physical benefits of cold-water swimming are well attested in terms of improving overall fitness levels and boosting the immune system. It directs blood flow to vital organs and helps to guard against heart disease, stroke, and type 2 diabetes. I feel compelled to add that there are also proven health benefits to be gained from regularly sitting in saunas. It triggers several protective mechanisms, helps to repair cell damage, and forestalls the effects of ageing. A paper in the journal Preventive Medicine Reports found that those visiting a sauna between nine and 12 times a month had a 53 per cent lower risk of being diagnosed with dementia over the subsequent two decades than those who never visited one. As one who regularly takes to the sauna without the interruption of cold plunges in the sea, that gives me considerable comfort.

The benefits of cold-water swimming on mental health are equally significant and striking. Its devotees describe being cleansed, renewed, refreshed, and healed as well as exhilarated and shocked. Among the comments they have made to me are: ‘I feel more alive than I do anywhere else;’ ‘It creates mindfulness;’ ‘I feel the stress ebb away with the water. You just dump stuff there and leave it behind;’ and ‘The world seems a friendlier place.’ Several say that their weekly or bi-weekly sea dip is what keeps them going. An academic scientific study undertaken in Finland among young people with anxiety and depression found that cold-water immersion significantly reduced stress levels, helped the participants to relax, calm down, and practise breathing through anxiety, and fostered a feeling of control rather than helplessness. Based on this and other recent studies, the NHS has commissioned a trial of outdoor swimming as a treatment for mild to moderate depression.

The healing power of the sea, in psychological as well as physical terms, is already being harnessed on the West Sands at St Andrews, where the Wave Project offers surf therapy to young people referred because of diagnosed mental health conditions. A six-week course learning to surf on the breakers coming in over the sands while being accompanied by a mentor leads on to membership of a surf club and the possibility of becoming a volunteer and surf mentor to help others. The project also has therapeutic centres at Dunbar and at the newly created inland Lost Shore Surf Resort at Ratho, near Edinburgh.

The appeal of outdoor swimming may have a more primal spiritual aspect, which takes us into the realms of myth and legend. The shoreline where sea bathers gather and from which they set off into the waves is a quintessentially liminal area, a threshold between two worlds, literally ‘edgy’ and exciting, a place to cross boundaries and encounter otherness. In the Gospels of the Christian New Testament, Jesus – understood paradoxically as both fully human and fully divine, the one who himself crossed boundaries by stilling storms and walking on water – is often portrayed as standing, walking, and teaching on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, also known as the Sea of Tiberias. In his post-resurrection appearance to his disciples, as described in John 21:4 – ‘early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples did not realise it was Jesus’ – he is, indeed, portrayed as the archetypal ‘Stranger on the Shore’.

Both in history and in fiction, the seashore has been a place for deep conversations and significant encounters. William Sharp, the Scottish author associated with the Celtic Twilight movement who also wrote under the name of Fiona MacLeod, set two of his Spiritual Tales (1903) on the shore of Iona. Both point to the closeness of the physical and spiritual worlds. In one, St Columba and a Druid talk about the ancient and the new wisdom (a theme that is picked up in David Greig’s recent novel, Columba’s Bones); and in the other, a Druid, a seal man, and a moon child are bound together in a deep peace through their shared visions on the shore.

In mythology and folklore, the seashore has had a particular role as the locus for human encounters with ‘aquatic humanoids’ – strange, shape-shifting creatures which in their bodies merge human and aquatic forms and typically shed their skins or scales to infiltrate the human world. Usually represented as sirens, merfolk, or selkies, these creatures are predominantly feminine and mirror the pronounced gender bias among wild swimmers. Several of the all-female swimming groups that have been set up in the last few years have adopted the names of these mythical beings. The group which uses the Pittenweem tidal pool call themselves ‘the menopausal mermaids’. The Nairn Selkies and the Shetland open-water swimming group, known simply as the Selkies, have chosen to call themselves after the half-seal, half-human creatures that feature prominently in Norse folklore. Their name has also been taken up as a branding and marketing label. The main provider of merchandise for wild swimmers, ranging from bikinis through bobble hats to body warmers and the inevitable branded hoodies, T-shirts, and water containers, is called the Selkie Swim Company.

The renewed interest in these water spirits that has come with the boom in wild swimming goes beyond branding and name checking. Outdoor Swimmer magazine regularly carries articles about mermaids and selkies. Although I have yet to read or hear of any sightings of them by sea swimmers, many do say that they feel close to other creatures in the ocean.

The earliest incarnations of these water spirits, found in Greek mythology, were sirens, a name which does not seem to have been adopted by any of the recently formed wild swimming groups. Symbolising dangerously seductive femininity, they lured sailors to their deaths through song. The most famous human encounter with sirens is described in Homer’s Odyssey, when the hero, Odysseus, and his companions are making their way back to Ithaca after fighting in the Trojan War. Warned by the enchantress Circe that they will hear sirens as they pass a particular group of islands, Odysseus stuffs wax in the ears of his crew and has himself lashed to the ship’s mast. He alone hears the ‘celestial music’ of the ‘sweet charmers’ but is restrained by his bindings from joining them on the shore. The sailors row on and escape being caught in the sirens’ clutches.

Sirens came to be conflated with mermaids in the early Middle Ages. The earliest accounts of mermaids come from twelfth- and thirteenth-century Norse sources which describe super-feminised creatures with voluptuous, well-developed breasts, long flowing hair, and fish-like tails plunging in and out of the seas around Greenland and Iceland. In Scottish folklore, they were seen as ethereal, shape-shifting water spirits, representing fluid femininity and dangerous but desirable otherness. Known in Gaelic as maighdeana na tuinne (maids of the waves) or maighdeana mhara (maids of the sea), they were thought to dwell in caves beneath the ocean, surfacing to bask or sit on rocks or beaches, and often removing their tails or skins when they did so. Human encounters with them mostly took place in the liminal space of the seashore.

Accounts of such encounters come predominantly from the nineteenth century, suggesting that they are a product of the heightening of imagination and the search for the sublime and mysterious fostered by the romantic movement. This was also the time of the first serious oceanographic study and research into sea mammals. Together with the Victorian thirst for curiosities, this new scientific interest gave impetus to public interest in mysterious creatures from the deep. One of the earliest and most fully documented accounts of a mermaid sighting comes from Elizabeth Mackay, daughter of the minister of Reay on the north coast of Caithness. In January 1809, while walking with her cousin on the beach at Sandside Bay in her father’s parish, she saw three people standing on a rock ‘showing signs of terror and astonishment at something in the water’. Going closer, they observed a human-like face floating on the waves: ‘The head was exceedingly round, the hair thick and long, of a green, oily cast, and appeared troublesome to it, the waves generally throwing it over the face.’ The creature had smooth skin and long, thin arms, one of which was extended over its head, as if to fight off a bird hovering above and seemingly causing distress. Although they stood watching it for nearly an hour, Elizabeth and her sister never got a sight of the lower half of the creature’s body, but they were quite convinced that they had seen a mermaid.

This is the only detailed nineteenth-century report of an encounter with a mermaid that I have come across to have been written by a woman. Probably for that reason, it differs strikingly from most others in showing a degree of empathy and identification with the strange creature in the sea, which, unusually, is not gendered and is referred to as ‘it’ rather than ‘she’. In the words of Katie Garner, a lecturer at St Andrews University who has studied women’s writing about the sea, ‘Elizabeth views the mermaid as sublime, a “wondrous” being who takes her partly out of herself and into its aquatic existence, contemplating its behaviours and struggles as it battles with a bird hovering overhead.’1

Elizabeth Mackay’s story was published in local and national papers, accompanied by a report by a schoolmaster from Thurso of a similar encounter in the same Caithness bay 12 years earlier. He describes seeing ‘a figure resembling an unclothed human female’ sitting on a rock and combing its long, brown hair. After apparently catching sight of him, it dived into the water and disappeared. Having read this account, Walter Scott declared that he was more than half-convinced that ‘the existence of mermaids is no longer a matter of question’.

Alexander Carmichael, who went round the Hebrides in the last four decades of the nineteenth century recording folk tales and traditions, noted in the preface to his collection Carmina Gadelica that ‘there are many mermaid stories throughout the Isles’. He recounted one told him by a Barra crofter who saw what he initially thought was an otter eating a fish but, on closer examination through his telescope, appeared to be a woman holding a child. The click of the telescope as he retracted it startled her, and she disappeared into the sea in a flash, convincing him that he had seen a mermaid. Another crofter, this time from South Uist, saw what he and his companions were equally convinced was a mermaid when they were becalmed in the Sound of Mull while returning from the Clyde: ‘Its head, neck, breast, and shoulders resembled those of a woman, though its hair was more coarse, and its eyes more glassy. All below the breast was in the water. The creature gazed at them for a minute or more with its large wondering eyes, and then disappeared into the sea.’

Carmichael also recorded a sighting of a mermaid around 1830 by a group of islanders cutting seaweed on a beach on the west coast of Benbecula. Some boys threw stones at her, one of which struck her on the back. A few days later a ‘strange creature’ was found dead on the shore at nearby Culla Bay. Carmichael interviewed islanders who had seen and touched the body and retained a vivid memory of it: ‘The upper portion of the creature was about the size of a well-fed child of three or four years of age, with an abnormally developed breast. The hair was long, dark, and glossy, while the skin was white, soft, and tender. The lower part of the body was like a salmon, but without scales.’

Another story tells of a mermaid becoming entangled in nets being pulled by a fishing boat off the Shetland island of Yell in 1823. She was three feet long, with the upper body and face of a woman, bristles instead of hair, and a tail like a dog fish. The creature offered no resistance when hauled on board and, after a few hours, the fishermen returned her to the sea.

Turning from reported sightings of mermaids to stories and legends about them, we encounter a familiar and repeated formula which casts them as seductive temptresses who captivate mortal men
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