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The Gaelic Heritage Collection presents accessible, reader-friendly books exploring Scotland’s clans, history, language, culture, and traditions.

Each volume is designed to support general readers, family historians, and those with an interest in Scotland’s past, without requiring specialist knowledge.
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Scots is one of Scotland’s historic languages, shaped by centuries of everyday use in homes, farms, towns, and workplaces across the country. Long before standardised English became dominant in print and education, Scots was the natural written and spoken language of daily life for much of the population. It appears throughout Scottish history in letters, songs, poems, legal records, proverbs, sermons, and clan traditions, forming an essential part of Scotland’s cultural inheritance.

For modern readers, however, many Scots words and expressions can feel unfamiliar or opaque. Changes in education, publishing, and social life over the past two centuries have meant that much traditional Scots vocabulary is no longer commonly used, even though it continues to appear in older texts and historical sources. As a result, readers exploring Scottish history, genealogy, or literature often encounter words whose meaning is not immediately clear.

This dictionary has been created as a practical reference, drawn from traditional Scottish sources, to help readers understand the meaning of Scots words as they commonly appear in older texts and sayings. The aim is not to teach Scots as a spoken language, nor to provide an exhaustive linguistic survey, but to offer clear, plain-English explanations of words that readers are likely to encounter when reading Scottish historical or cultural material.

In recent years, Scots has received renewed formal recognition. In the mid-2020s, the Scottish Parliament affirmed Scots as a language of Scotland within national language policy, recognising its historical continuity and its ongoing presence in everyday life. This acknowledgement reflects the reality that many people in Scotland routinely move between Scots and Standard English, often without consciously identifying that shift as bilingualism.

The focus throughout this dictionary is on usability rather than theory. Many Scots words carried a range of meanings depending on region, context, or period, and this book reflects common historical usage rather than attempting strict standardisation. Where variant spellings exist, they are included to aid recognition rather than to impose uniformity.

This book is intended to support readers with an interest in Scotland’s past — whether through clan histories, family records, traditional writing, or collections of proverbs and sayings — by removing a practical barrier to understanding. It is offered as a companion to Scottish heritage rather than as a specialist academic work.

Language is one of the most enduring links between past and present. Preserving the meanings of traditional Scots words helps ensure that the voices recorded in Scotland’s historical sources remain accessible to modern readers, and that an important element of cultural continuity is not lost.
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How to Use this Dictionary
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Entries are arranged alphabetically. Each headword is given in its traditional Scots form, followed by a brief English explanation. Where variant spellings exist, they are included within the same entry where appropriate.

Definitions have been kept deliberately concise. Many Scots words carried a range of meanings depending on context, region, or period, and this dictionary reflects common historical usage rather than modern standardisation.

This book will be most useful to readers who are:


Reading Scottish clan histories or genealogical records

Exploring older Scottish literature or correspondence

Encountering Scots vocabulary in proverbs, songs, or traditional writing

Interested in Scotland’s linguistic heritage without academic study
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Scope and Limitations
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This dictionary is a heritage reference, not a comprehensive or authoritative linguistic work. It does not attempt to catalogue every regional dialect, pronunciation, or grammatical form of Scots, nor does it address modern standardised Scots usage.

The definitions reflect traditional meanings as recorded in historical sources and should be read in that context. Language evolves, and usage may vary across time and place.

Spellings reflect common historical forms rather than later standardisation.

Readers seeking formal instruction in Scots linguistics or contemporary language usage should consult specialist academic works.
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A Note on Heritage
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Language is one of the most enduring links between past and present. Many Scots words survived for generations because they described daily life with precision, humour, and economy. Preserving their meanings helps keep that cultural inheritance accessible to modern readers.

This dictionary is offered in that spirit.
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A Scots Dictionary: Traditional Words Explained

Gaelic Heritage Collection

By Lauren McInnes

Copyright © Lauren McInnes

All rights reserved.

This book is an independent publication. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without prior written permission from the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews.

Sources and Public Domain Notice

The material in this book has been compiled and adapted from traditional Scottish sources that are in the public domain. The selection, arrangement, and presentation of the material reflect editorial judgement for modern readers, while preserving the original meanings and character of the language.

Disclaimer

This book is intended as a general heritage reference. While care has been taken to ensure accuracy, language varies by region, period, and usage. The definitions provided reflect common historical meanings and should be read in that context.
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A':  all.

A-be:  to let alone.

A'body:  every person.

Aboon:  abune:  above.

Aboot:  about.

Adreich:  askant.

Ae:  one.

Aff:  off.

Afore:  before.

Aft:  oft, frequently.

Aften:  often.

Agley:  aside, askant.

Ahint:  behind.

Aiblins:  perhaps.

Ail:  injury, hurt.

Ain:  own.

Air:  soon, early.

Airn:  iron.

Airt:  art, direction.

Aith:  an oath.

Aiver:  a cart-horse, an old horse.

Ajee:  to one side, askant.

Alane:  alone.

Amaist:  almost.

Amang:  among.

An:  if.

An':  and.

Ance:  once.

Aneath:  beneath.

Anither:  another

Aqual:  equal.

A'thing:  everything.

Atweel:  very well, just so.

Atween:  between.

Aucht:  to own, possession.

Auld:  old.

Auld-farrant:  sagacious, shrewd, old-fashioned.

Aumrie:  a cupboard.

Auncient:  ancient.

Ava:  at all.

Awa:  away, out of sight.

Awfu':  awful.

Awmous:  alms.

Ayont:  beyond.
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