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CINDY GRAY divides her time between London and Hampshire, where she lives on the coast. There she sails a dinghy and swims in the sea, often accompanied by her daughter and the family Sprocker Spaniel. She also skis, plays tennis, climbs mountains, sings in choirs, acts in plays and goes Scottish dancing wherever there are classes and dances taking place. She isn’t remotely Scottish but loves Scotland and its dancing. Her late husband, Charles, a high court judge, did not share her enthusiasm for Scottish dancing, deeming it to be ‘a loathsome activity’! Cindy, by contrast, finds it hugely entertaining. An extrovert by nature, she likes the convivial nature of dancing and employed her skills as a former reporter for BBC Radio to interview fellow dancers whose comments are captured in this book. After graduating in English at Oxford University, Cindy went on to write travel articles in tandem with her career in broadcasting (under her maiden name, Selby). Heel for Heel is her first foray as an author.
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Key Locations in the Story of Dance in Scotland

ABERDEEN: good location for ceilidhs and with an active RSCDS programme (Royal Scottish Country Dance Society)

ABOYNE: one of the Highland Ball venues along with Inverness (for Northern Meeting), Stirling, Skye, Donside, Angus, Oban, Lochaber and Perth

BLAIR CASTLE: at Blair Atholl and the venue for Aberfeldy and other Highland balls

BRAEMAR: Highland Dancing is an integral part of the Braemar Gathering held annually in September

CALANAIS: 5,000-year-old circle of standing stones overlooking Loch Roag on the Isle of Lewis, whose arrangement is possibly suggestive of ancient Celtic dance traditions

DALIBURGH: township in South Uist and home to Ceòlas, an annual summer school celebrating all things Gaelic, including Step Dance

DINGWALL: formerly the location for Mrs Grant’s dance school teaching traditional reels

DUNOON: small town on western shore of upper Firth of Clyde and home, in late August, to the Cowal Gathering incorporating the World Highland Dancing Championship

EDINBURGH: the base for the RSCDS and also Stockbridge Reelers

ELGIN: formerly the location for Miss Matthews’ dance school teaching traditional reels

FASNACLOICH: home to Ysobel Stewart, co-founder of the RSCDS, on marriage to Ian Charles Stewart of Fasnacloich in 1909

FORT GEORGE: large 18th century fortress near Ardersier and occasional venue for Northern Meeting balls

GLASGOW: home of Jean Milligan, co-founder of the RSCDS, and venue for Kelvingrove Step Dance classes

INVERNESS: former venue for Northern Meeting balls, now held in various locations in the countryside around Inverness

OBAN: venue for Argyllshire Gathering ball and also Highland Dancing

PERTH: base for reeling balls since 1820 with balls now being held further afield e.g. Blair Castle, Scone Palace, Fingask Castle

PORTREE: on Isle of Skye and the base for the Skye Ball, established in 1877, held on two consecutive nights in September

ST ANDREWS: base for the RSCDS Summer School and thriving university SCD and reeling societies
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Young reelers in Tulloch hold at a St Andrew’s Ball in 2023

Photo: Isobel McTear


Introduction

ON ANY SATURDAY in late August there’s a flurry of tartan. Highland Dancers gathered at Dunoon in Scotland polish their shoes and check their kilts for the final heats of the Cowal Gathering. Reelers heading to the Northern Meeting dust off tartan sashes and kilts or trews. Scottish Country Dancers from Fife to Sydney assemble their sporrans and finery and convene at summer parties. Brides and grooms celebrating with a ceilidh supervise the hanging of tartan banners and the bows in the bridesmaids’ hair. These festivities happen all over the world and at other key moments in the year: St Andrew’s Day in November, Burns Night in January, spring breaks…

It’s not just tartan – and whisky – that Scotland exports. It’s the dancing. I myself, aged seven, performed the Highland Fling with another child in Djakarta, Indonesia, to showcase British culture. Recently I’ve met teenagers in the Falkland Islands dancing ‘Strip the Willow’ and youths from America, Canada and Australia assembling worldwide for Highland Dance competitions. Apart from Antarctica, every continent has groups of Scottish dancers. There are the reelers who spin round the floor doing ten well-known dances like ‘Hamilton House’. Scottish Country Dancers, meanwhile, cover a wider range of reels as well as jigs and slower Strathspeys. Ceilidh dancers congregate at urban gyms and church or village halls where a caller introduces the simple moves of the ceilidh dances. Highland dancers are the younger ones leaping around on a stage, whilst other enthusiasts of fancy footwork opt for the recently revived Scottish Step Dance gaining momentum in pubs and at festivals.
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Young piper in the town hall at Daliburgh, South Uist, in July 2024

Ceòlas

Whichever the genre of Scottish dancing, it is, of course, a very tactile activity. It therefore slumped during Covid. But since we resumed getting up close and personal, this type of dancing is more popular than ever. Throughout the world millions of people do it – from children aged three to nonagenarians. What is its appeal?

Certainly, one of the main attractions of Scottish dancing is the music that goes with it. The steady beat and catchy tunes – played on fiddles, accordions, bagpipes – make one long to stand up and dance. Of course, other national dances have pulsating music. Spanish flamenco, Russian Cossack, Argentinian tango, Egyptian belly-dancing come to mind. But whilst those (and competitive Highland dancing) tend to be solo performances showing off highly complicated steps and gymnastic feats, most Scottish dancing is easy to learn and a sociable activity. Everyone dances with everyone else; grandparents swirl their grandchildren, men flirt with women, people of all orientations feel at ease, potential wallflowers and bystanders are swept onto the floor. The dances are progressive, so each pair has a turn at the top of a set, each man or woman has a go in the middle of a circle, nobody is more important than anyone else. Scottish dancing is truly all-embracing and democratic.

It also keeps you fit. In 2010, a team from the University of Strathclyde, Glasgow, carried out a fascinating study of 70 elderly women, all of whom were physically active. They were divided into two groups: Scottish dancers and non-dancers. That research – and other studies with participants of all ages and both sexes – show that the dancers walk faster, are more flexible and have greater muscle strength than active people who don’t dance. Moreover, dancing of all kinds is known to reduce anxiety, depression and the risk of dementia. Thinking on your feet could be better than medicine!

This book is not a manual – though I have listed instruction booklets and websites as well as places where you can learn and participate. It is a joyful celebration of Scottish dancing across all the genres: from the Highland Fling which started in the Scottish Highlands centuries ago to the evolving reels, Scottish Country Dancing, ceilidhs and Step Dance which later spread across the whole of Scotland, and thence worldwide. I focus on all the people involved in Scottish dancing: the bagpipers, bandleaders, kilt-makers and everyone, young or old, who likes a fling – of the Scottish variety!
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Reelers spinning at a ball at the Hurlingham Club in London

Photo: Isobel McTear

Step we gaily, on we go,

Heel for heel and toe for toe,

Arm in arm and row on row,

All for Mairi’s wedding.

Like the ‘Mairi’s Wedding’ song – and the dance that goes with it – Heel for Heel captures the fun of Scottish dancing. The book is not an instruction manual or a comprehensive history. Rather, it homes in on the people who enjoy all the genres of Scottish dancing, as outlined below.

Scottish Country Dancing (SCD): this covers the numerous traditional and more modern Scottish dances as spread worldwide by the Royal Scottish Country Dance Society (RSCDS). The dances include slow Strathspeys and faster jigs and reels, all performed neatly.

Reeling: the term given to the more energetic kind of social dancing, focusing on the ten most popular Scottish dances and incorporating vigorous spinning.

Ceilidh: a gathering with the simplest of all the dances – ideal for teenagers at parties, villagers at harvest suppers and guests at weddings.

Highland Dancing: the earliest form of Scottish dancing, including ‘The Sword Dance’ and ‘Highland Fling’. Originally danced by warriors, now by young people at festivals and competitions. Requires intricate footwork, agility and grace.

Step Dance: a hard-shoe, percussive dance similar to Irish Sean-Nós (as in Riverdance) but with a more relaxed upper body. Step Dance went from Scotland to Nova Scotia and is now resurfacing in its birthplace.


CHAPTER ONE

A Brief History


NOBODY KNOWS HOW Scottish dancing started. On the Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides are the Calanais Standing Stones erected 5,000 years ago. Some historians believe that Druids, the learned class amongst the ancient Celts, organised rituals associated with astronomy, worship and dance. Certainly, the arrangement of stones – in a circle around one prominent central pillar – foreshadows the Eightsome Reel which emerged centuries later as well as dancing round a Maypole which dates back to the 12th century and was a pagan celebration of fertility. The pole symbolises a phallus.
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Calanais standing stones with one central prominent pillar

VisitScotland. Photo: Kenny Lam
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Medieval dancers accompanied by musicians, including a piper

The British Library, Cotton MS Cleopatra C VIIIf 19v



The return of spring, midsummer and harvest were all good reasons to make merry in medieval times and there is evidence (for instance, in Anglo-Saxon manuscripts) that dancing was popular. In those hard times (from 1066 to 1485 in Britain) there wasn’t much else to do that was fun, like dancing, or so effective at warming you up – quite a consideration on the chilly moors and in the draughty castles of Scotland.

Many of the early dances would have been known in other parts of Europe. They were part of the folk tradition spread by travelling minstrels, gypsies and tinkers. In a different league was the battlefield Sword Dance, mentioned in documents going back to the 11th-century reign of King Malcolm III of Scotland. He allegedly was so pleased on defeating a
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