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‘I feel the spirit of yesterday,

I touch the past, when the pipers play.’
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Foreword

by

Rt Hon. Lord Robertson of Port Ellen KT GCMG HonFRSE PC

Secretary of State for Defence 1997–99, 10th Secretary General of NATO 1999–2003

I lived for most of my young years within hearing distance of the mighty Cowal Highland Gathering. Once a year for three days, the sound of bagpipes resonated in our streets close to where the pipe bands were rehearsing and competing. The sound stays with me to this day. When I was asked a few years ago to be Chieftain of the Games, 1,000 bandsmen and women saluted me at its conclusion. It was a moment like no other in my life.

The sound of the bagpipes is a key characteristic of the Highland Regiments and you can see and hear its dramatic effect on friend and foe alike. At the annual Royal Edinburgh Military Tattoo, where I served as vice chairman, the sight and sound of the massed bands brings a tear to the eye of the thousands in the crowd, who cheer and stamp. It is not difficult, as the sound resonates round the esplanade of Edinburgh Castle, to see how potent and how moving it must be in battle.

This book brings to life the evolution of the military bagpipe and how, over the years, it has become not just the symbol of the Scottish soldier on parade, but an active method of promoting the lethality of that same soldier. The very sound of the bagpipes in a band encourages team spirit as it simultaneously intimidates the enemy.

Many will be intrigued by the origin and the history of the military bagpipe and the many ways in which it has been deployed. The book uncovers many stories and examples of how the pipers have a played a special role in conflicts and wars across the world. These stories bring to life the legends and the reality of a musical instrument which has come to be an iconic treasure in both military and social life in so many communities.

Patrick has captured an aspect of British military life which has, in many ways, defined the Scottish contribution to our country’s history. It will educate and inspire many who know and enjoy the sound, and the fury, of the Scottish bagpipe.

George Robertson, House of Lords




Foreword

by

Major R.T. McCrindle, Scots Guards

Director of Army Bagpipe Music and Highland Drumming

As a small child growing up in Girvan, Ayrshire, I remember being captivated by the sight and sound of the Royal British Legion Pipe Band leading the town gala day parade. The imposing sight of the military uniforms was the first influence that would lead me to a career in army piping.

Since joining the Scots Guards in 1997, my bagpipes have accom­panied me everywhere I’ve served. While military pipers don’t pipe their comrades ‘over the top’ anymore, pipers (and drummers) still play a peerless role on military operations. There have been many highlights in my thirty-year army career, some of which can be related to the historic events Patrick King references in this book. From state ceremonial duties on Horse Guards Parade, music tours of the United States and the Far East, to operations in Afghanistan, the bagpipes have been a constant part of my life in the British Army.

In 2012, 1st Battalion Scots Guards were serving in Afghanistan. We were the most northerly British Battle Group in Helmand Province with an area of responsibility renowned for its lawlessness and the ferocity of the local Taliban. In our northern checkpoint, the Welsh unit we replaced had sustained regular harassing, indirect fire during their tour and the same was happening to our soldiers. After enduring this considerable indirect fire over the following days, the Company Piper got his pipes out and started playing the Company March. Reflecting the ethos of the regiment and the unbreakable spirit of its soldiers, this seemingly simple act had a marked effect. The episodes of indirect fire ceased in that area for the remainder of the six-month tour.

The iconic national instrument of Scotland has a well-deserved place in the annals of history, but it is far from a quaint nod to the battles of yesteryear. The Scottish and Irish regiments of the British Army continue to take their instruments with them wherever they operate. They are vital in sustaining that most important component of fighting power, the morale one. As the eighth Director of Army Bagpipe Music, it gives me great pleasure to recommend When the Pipers Play.

Ross McCrindle, Edinburgh
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Introduction

The great Highland bagpipes have taken soldiers to the heights of bravery and driven their enemies to the depths of despair. The history of this martial instrument is full of stirring tales of pipers inspiring troops in battle, even continuing to play after being wounded. Now that we live in times of laser weaponry and sinister flying drones, it seems incredible, even absurd, to imagine a person going into battle armed with nothing more than a musical instrument. The stories of such deeds are amazing.

Whenever the piper assumed his traditional role in war, the inherited qualities of the fighting soldier were aroused. It appears that the great Highland bagpipe can evoke a mysterious power. As an old veteran once told me, ‘It is an inspiring instrument. It will raise a sick man from his bed. It’s not called the great war pipe for nothing.’

So, what makes this instrument so special? Its traditional martial purpose takes it beyond simple entertainment and into a more primal sphere where blood really can be stirred and the soul filled with fire. This is how David Murray, the Scottish music historian, describes the sound:


There is something special about the Highland bagpipe, beyond other instruments. Playing the music you’re in touch with the past. As you stand there with the wind blowing and your instrument going well, the sense of being at one with the generations of long ago is totally unique.



My aim is to tell the story of the great Highland bagpipe as an instrument of war and its place in the traditions of the Scottish regiments. In covering such a long period of history in one book, I have had to be selective in my material; therefore, not every incident or personality is included. The main body of the work is based on research acquired for my documentary films Instrument of War and When the Pipers Play, produced in the 1990s.

During the production, I was privileged to interview some of the war veterans and individuals who feature in this book or had known those who feature. Their testimonies are vivid first-hand accounts, some never heard before, including the remarkable and exclusive recollections of 98-year-old Harry Lunan, the last surviving piper to play in battle during the First World War.

The many hours of interviews have since been donated to the Imperial War Museum in London and are now part of the national archive. However, it seemed to me that so many wonderful stories that didn’t make the film could remain untold unless made more accessible. For that reason, I decided to write this account, told as simply as possible and without catalogues of facts and figures. My purpose is to weave together brief histories into entertaining stories of a unique musical instrument and the part it has played in military history. Therefore, for clarity, all quotes in this book were made to me during the researching and making of my films, unless otherwise stated.

The first part of the book is an overview of the bagpipe as a weapon of war from ancient times to the present day, including numerous anecdotes from the soldiers who fought in both world wars. The second part is a short history of pipers from each of the Scottish regiments, the Commonwealth and other units, as well as sections on the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force.

The success of the documentary films prompted many people to ask about the creative challenges faced during the production. So, I decided to add a third part to this book, focusing on my account of how a vision evolved into a bagpipe trilogy, which over time has reached cult status. There are some interesting and often amusing details about the search for individual veterans and other behind-the-scenes stories.

The world has known the bagpipe, in one form or another, for nearly 5,000 years. Most have long disappeared but the great Highland bagpipe has endured and remains the one primal element in the sophisticated gadgetry of modern warfare. In the twenty-first century, when the Scottish regiments went to war in Iraq and Afghanistan, they took their pipers with them, and whenever there was a chance to play, they got the pipes out and it had the same effect in 2015 as in 1915 or 1815.

There are people who can still remember when the British Army had two regular battalions of Scots Guards and twenty Scottish infantry battalions, each one with its own pipe band. At the time of writing that number has dwindled down to one Scots Guards battalion and one infantry regiment of three battalions. They have now become the sole custodians of centuries of tradition where the deeds of their ancestors are commemorated in the ‘Tunes of Glory’.

This is their story.

Patrick King, 2026




PART ONE

AN INSTRUMENT OF WAR




1

The Great War Pipes

It seems almost perverse to think that music should be so closely associated with the business of killing, but music and war are inseparable. Musicians have been part of the battlefield since ancient times, where they were used to communicate orders and to inspire troops in the field. The Ancient Greeks and Romans marched to reed pipes and when Napoleon’s army went into battle, he massed his drummers in the centre to beat a rapid advance with the pas de charge. As late as 1950, the Chinese People’s Army, fighting in North Korea, unnerved Allied soldiers by playing bugles to sound the offensive.

The human voice is another important musical instrument. Through­out history warriors have used the power of song to boost morale and to intimidate their foes. In the movie Zulu, thousands of Zulu warriors chant their battle song before charging the small detachment of Welsh redcoats opposing them, who, in turn, defiantly sing ‘Men of Harlech’. What the scene illustrates is the power of music from two different cultures.

The Scots, however, had another weapon in their musical arsenal. It was said to be worth a hundred guns and its ammunition was a music so potent that it stirred men’s souls. Its power and influence in battle was unique; the ancients called it ‘The Great War Pipe of the North’.

Ireland developed the use of pipes in war before Scotland; in fact, the English King Edward I, the ‘Hammer of the Scots’, used Irish pipes against the Scottish armies that had been sent against him. His grandson, Edward III, had 6,000 Irish mercenaries in his army and their pipers could be heard at his famous victory over the French at the Battle of Crecy. He continued to use the pipers, who always led the Irish kern, or foot soldiers, in capturing a considerable portion of France. The Irish war pipes were again evident during the Hundred Years War at the Sieges of Harfleur and Rouen.

When King Henry VIII of England despatched an army to besiege the city of Boulogne in 1544, it included 800 Irish kern and ten war-pipers. The chronicler Raphael Holinshed, who witnessed the event, wrote, ‘The Irish passed through the city of London in a warlike manner, with bagpipes before them and in Westminster mustered before the king’.1

The effect of the Irish instrument was best described, in 1566, by the great Italian music theorist Vincenzo Galilee, ‘The bagpipe is much used by the Irish. To its sound this unconquered, fierce and warlike people march their armies and encourage each other to deeds of valour. It accompanies their dead to the grave, making such mournful sounds as to force the bystanders to weep.’2

The war pipes continued to be heard whenever the Irish were in battle. Pipers were present at the Siege of Derry in 1689. A year later, the pipes were used by both sides at the Battle of the Boyne, when the forces of William III defeated those of James II. It was during William’s reign that the Irish war pipes were banned. Many of the persecuted Irish pipers joined their fellow countrymen as mercenaries, the Wild Geese, fighting in the service of France.

During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, several European armies adopted their own national bagpipes. Prussian pipers wore Turkish fezzes and the Bulgarians and Hungarians marched to war to the sound of pipes. The army of Romanian warlord Vlad III, or Vlad the Impaler, played the Cimpoi, a traditional bagpipe, when resisting the invading Ottoman forces. The cruel and powerful ruler is said to have executed 20,000 victims to its sound.

The Polish army mounted their pipers on horseback to play columns of cavalry across the vast western steppes. The tradition was maintained even as late as the Second World War, when the 10th Polish Dragoons, part of the 1st Polish Armoured Division fighting with the British, adopted the Highland bagpipe. Polish Chasseurs, or light infantry, also used their own national bagpipe, the Koza, during the war.

The myths and legends that surround the Highland bagpipe’s use in war, so beloved by the Scots, have meant that fact and fiction are often rolled into one. It is known, however, that in medieval times the bagpipe began to take over from the harp. Before battle, the harpist would stand up in front of the clansmen, loudly proclaiming the great feats of their ancestors and then he would play his harp. But only the first couple of ranks could hear him and so the piper took over.


[image: ]

Mounted Polish pipers, sixteenth century. (Westminster King Productions)
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Vlad the Impaler with a Romanian piper, fifteenth century. (Westminster King Productions)



The great Highland bagpipe had been developed purely as an instrument of war right from the earliest days, when the piper’s duty was to gather the clan ready to march with their chief. The very tone of the instrument could be heard above the sound of battle, announcing the clan’s arrival. Although there is no documentary proof, it is believed there were pipers at the Battle of Harlaw in 1411, once described as the bloodiest battle ever fought in Scotland. There are references to pipers at the Battle of Inverlochy in 1427 and the Battle of Pinkie in 1547.

The clan piper himself was a man of war. He played before battle, then handed the pipes to his gillie, drew his broadsword and joined the fight with the rest. Sir Walter Scott highlights the role of pipers in his description of a battle on the North Inch of Perth in 1396, ‘At a certain stage of the fight the pipers, who had been stimulating the clans to feats of desperate valour, threw aside their instruments and rushed at one another with their daggers drawn’.3

Scotland had been a mercenary recruiting ground for centuries and the warlike clansmen were much in demand by foreign rulers. During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when Scotland’s population was less than a million, up to 20,000 men would be fighting overseas. Mercenary was not a dirty word in those days; in fact, being a man-at-arms for hire was considered to be an honourable profession. Certain foreign governments were even allowed to recruit soldiers directly in Scotland. This was done by giving a royal warrant to a Scottish gentleman of influence to raise a regiment for service overseas, paid and maintained entirely by the foreign government. There were several of these foreign service regiments at any given time. In Holland, for example, there is mention of pipers in the three regiments serving in the ‘Scot’s Brigade of the Dutch Service’.

There was a long tradition, dating back to the fourteenth century, of the Kings of France employing mercenaries as soldiers in their armies. Scotland referred to their relationship with France as the ‘Auld Alliance’, a natural friendship derived from having England as their common enemy. Not only were Scots employed in the main French army, but there was also an elite body of men known as the Garde Écossaise, the king’s own bodyguard, complete with pipers.

The religious turmoil in Europe during the early part of the seven­teenth century was known as the Thirty Years War. The champion of the Protestant cause was King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden, who employed 20,000 Scots in his army. The leading representative of the opposing Catholic side was the King of France, who at the time had 10,000 Scots. In battle, the Scots mercenaries on both sides had pipers playing as they hacked their fellow countrymen to pieces. Of the thirty-six pipers who served under one Scots commander, Sir Donald Duaghal MacKay, whose soldiers were particularly known for their ferocity in battle, only one remained at the end of his service. When the war finally ended, the remnants of the famous Scots Brigade, which had fought valiantly under Gustavus was taken into the pay of France.

The Scots took their musical identity with them wherever they fought, even in more modern times. General Gregor MacGregor of the British Legion had his piper playing in full Highland dress as Simon Bolivar liberated South America. In the bloody reunification of Italy, Garibaldi’s British volunteers had a Scots Company dressed in tartan, who were encouraged by their pipers.
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Mercenary pipers: Irish, thirteenth century (left); Highland Scots, seventeenth century (right). (Westminster King Productions)



In the unruly highlands of Scotland, however, the clans continued to fight each other. The Campbells fought the MacDonalds, the MacKenzies fought for the highest bidder, and everyone fought the MacGregors. The great Highland bagpipe was in constant use as the clans plunged Scotland into a series of civil wars. Legend has it that Rob Roy MacGregor, the famous fighter and one-time outlaw, loved the bagpipes and on his deathbed summoned his personal piper to play a last lament and died before it ended.

A mystique grew around the war pipe. It wasn’t so much that it ensured victory, but it touched a nerve inside people who heard it – friend or foe. During England’s interregnum, Oliver Cromwell, while subduing the unruly Scots and Irish, was worried enough to issue the proclamation, ‘Anyone found playing the bagpipe will be banished to Barbados!’ It would probably be considered an easy sentence today, but in the seventeenth century, the Caribbean island was a disease-ridden penal colony.

The pipes were heard on both sides at the Battle of Killiecrankie in 1689, when the Jacobites, who wanted to restore the Catholic Stuarts to the British throne, fought the Royalist supporters of King William III. The Jacobite Uprising finally ended after their defeat at the Haughs of Cromdale in 1690. The Royalists had launched a surprise attack driving the Highlanders clear across Cromdale Hill in Inverness-shire. A wounded Jacobite piper succeeded in climbing a large boulder and, in defiance, continued to play until his last breath. To this day, the boulder is still known as the Piper’s Stone.

The quote by Sir Walter Scott that ‘twelve Highlanders and a bagpipe make a rebellion’4 wasn’t so far-fetched. Whenever Highland chiefs decided to go to war, it was the pipers who rallied the clansmen to the standards. In 1745, the last effort by the Stuarts to regain the throne of Britain took place, led by the romantically named Bonnie Prince Charlie, grandson of the exiled King James II. From the raising of his standard at Glenfinnan to his final defeat, the bagpipe seemed to dominate the rebellion. Prince Charlie loved the bagpipes, and it is said he had thirty-two pipers playing before his tent at mealtimes.

Another popular story from the 1745 rebellion was about Donald Ban MacCrimmon, hereditary piper to the Clan MacLeod and considered the finest piper of his day. Donald Ban had a premonition of his own death. So vivid was the feeling that he would never see his home or sweetheart again that he composed the sad lament ‘MacCrimmon Will Never Return’, also known as ‘MacCrimmon’s Lament’. Soon afterwards, the MacLeods, who had sided with the Hanoverians, were involved in a skirmish with Bonnie Prince Charlie’s men, known as the Rout of Moy and Donald Ban’s premonition was realised. He was shot dead standing close to his chief.

It was recorded that Charlie’s Jacobite army marched to the sound of ‘one hundred pipers’. They marched as far south as the English city of Derby, but the Scottish lords who were advising the prince argued among themselves over the future strategy of the campaign. The momentum was lost and the army retreated to Scotland.

The Jacobites were finally defeated at the Battle of Culloden in April 1746 by a well-equipped government force commanded by the Duke of Cumberland. The prince had ordered that the ‘pipes will play when the cannons begin’. Although Scottish regiments fought on the government side, they did not have pipers. However, the Argyll Militia, who fought with the government, did use pipers.

The Jacobites fought valiantly but could make no headway against disciplined regiments and over 1,000 were killed. Many pipers were captured in the battle, including Alan MacDougall, a blind man, who had marched straight into the government ranks.

The fact that more Scots fought for the government than Prince Charlie was a deciding factor in why the Highlanders were treated as rebels and not prisoners of war. So closely were the bagpipes associated with Charlie’s cause that one rebel piper was put on trial, and his fate would immortalise the role of the war pipe on the battlefield forever. Piper James Reid pleaded not guilty to armed rebellion, arguing that he carried no weapons, only his bagpipe, and was merely a musician. His reasoning was not accepted by the trial judge, who concluded:


The plea of not carrying arms and of being merely a musician is spurious and the case of armed rebellion against the crown is proven. For it is in the experience of this court that a Highland regiment has neither marched nor fought without a piper and therefore a bagpipe in the eye of the law is an instrument of war.5



So, for the first time in history, a musical instrument was officially declared a weapon of war. As for the unfortunate James Reid, a plea of mercy was ignored and he was hanged, drawn and quartered at the gates of York.

For many Scots the golden age for piping ended with the defeat of the clans at Culloden. Parliament passed a law, the Act of Proscription, which ended the old Highland way of life, making it illegal to speak Gaelic and wear tartan or the kilt. Although the law didn’t ban the bagpipe, the playing of the instrument was seriously discouraged and as a result, piping rapidly declined.

But the Great Highland bagpipe did survive. Ironically, it was the British Army, the very establishment that wanted to destroy the war pipe, which would now save it. It wanted to harness its power for its own use and with the raising of the Highland regiments, piping received a new stimulus. It was in this way that the great Highland bagpipe made its first real impact on the rest of the world.




2

Holy Land to Highland

The bagpipe is so firmly associated with Scotland that people naturally assume the instrument was invented there, but this notion is certainly wrong. To better understand how the bagpipe evolved into an instrument of war, we need to explore its origins.

Since humans first discovered we can make sounds by blowing down a hollow reed there has been a devotion to the pipe and its simple scale. Reed pipes are mentioned in the scriptures and can be traced to pharaohs’ Egypt and the Holy Land. Greek historians from ancient Sparta tell us, ‘When the Spartan army advance in battle they use not only horns but the music of their pipes. This sound keeps the soldiers in check, so their ranks may not be broken.’1

Eventually, the idea came of harnessing an animal skin bag as a reservoir of air to the simple reed pipe and, thus, the bagpipe was born. Shepherds have long been associated with bagpipes and no doubt the long spells of solitude spent looking after grazing animals helped with the development and skill in how to play the instrument. But, whatever its origins, it can safely be assumed that no one person invented the bagpipe.

The bagpipes of antiquity can be seen in sculptures or the bas-relief on many ancient monuments, including the Arch of Kermanshah in Iran and Nineveh in Iraq. It was during the reign of the Roman Emperor Nero that the bagpipe was first mentioned by name. The Roman histor­ian Suetonius claimed that the emperor had promised the gods that if his health improved he would play the organ with the bag under his arm at the games. So, it is possible that Nero was a piper. Maybe he played the bagpipe and not the fiddle while Rome burned!

Procopius of Caesarea, a prominent sixth-century Greek historian who accompanied the Roman General Belisarius on his campaigns, called the bagpipe ‘the instrument of war of the Roman infantry’.2 It seems likely the Romans would have encountered native forms of the bagpipe through many of the countries they invaded. Eventually, they developed an instrument they liked, and the legions marched across Europe to its sound.

We know the Romans introduced the bagpipe to Britain from the evidence of a bronze figure playing the bagpipe found in Richborough, in Kent. The piper is depicted as a Roman legionary in marching order, suggesting that if any one group had been the originator of the bagpipe in the British Isles, it was probably the Romans.

The bagpipe is not one instrument but the name for a variety of instruments. During the Middle Ages, the bagpipe could be found in every country from western Europe to central Asia. The Celts of Brittany in France had the small binioù pipes and those of Galicia and northern Portugal, the gaita. In Spain, the instrument was also popular and in the classic novel Don Quixote, allusion is made to ‘the bagpipes of Zamora’. In Germany, the Netherlands and Flanders, the sound of the Dudelsack was heard at festivals and fairs. You will see pipers in the village scenes in the paintings by Flemish artist Pieter Brueghel the Elder. In Italy, the bagpipe, called a zampona, has a religious connotation and is linked to the Nativity. Giovanni Boccaccio tells us in the Decameron that in 1348, a piper led the inhabitants out of plague-ridden Florence.

For centuries, the sound of reed pipes has had an almost demonic effect on the people of Europe. Those who condemned the bagpipe as the Devil’s music must have had that reaction to it themselves, such as the hairs rising on the back of their necks – feelings not of this world. The Germans, in particular, associated the bagpipe with the Devil. Albrecht Dürer, the fifteenth-century artist, painted the Devil playing the instrument.

It seems that the Devil had a hand in creating the famous German legend of the Pied Piper of Hamelin. In the thirteenth century, the mysterious bagpiper, dressed in a fantastic costume, agreed to rid the town of a plague of rats, which he did by playing a hypnotic tune on his instrument. The town’s inhabitants, fearing sorcery, refused to pay for his service. The Pied Piper, seeking revenge, played the hypnotic tune once more and this time it was Hamelin’s children who followed him, never to be seen again.

The English bagpipes were also popular and Geoffrey Chaucer mentions them in The Canterbury Tales and Shakespeare in his plays. In Westminster Abbey, there’s an early engraving of a chained bear playing the bagpipe. King Henry VIII was a patron of the instrument and there is an account showing that James III of Scotland paid English pipers to play at his court.
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The legend of the Pied Piper of Hamelin. (Westminster King Productions)



After the Middle Ages, instruments of the orchestra began to appear. People now wanted to have music in their homes, so quieter instruments were needed and not the big, warlike sound of the great Highland bagpipe of Scotland which was best suited to the outdoors. Gentler forms of the bagpipe began to appear, such as the uilleann pipes from Ireland, the Northumbrian pipes from England and the musette from France. These instruments are all blown by bellows rather than the mouth.

By the end of the Elizabethan age, strings and brass instruments had overtaken the bagpipe in popularity throughout Europe. But in the isolated Gaelic pockets of Scotland, Ireland and France, where the bagpipes were still considered part of their way of life, such change was resisted. As a result, the bagpipe survived. The probable reason why the Highland bagpipe is predominant in the world is simply that the Scots kept on playing them years after others had given up.

When the bagpipe first appeared in the Highlands of Scotland is still debated by historians. It is accepted, however, that by the sixteenth century the instrument was a powerful force and firmly rooted in the Highland way of life. Through time, the music itself evolved into something quite special and important. It was used by the clans to gather for war, to lift the spirits, to mark an occasion or even to bury the dead.

The great Highland bagpipe of today differs little from its medieval ancestor. The special sound it produces comes from its construction consisting of a bag, blow pipe and chanter. Its three drones, one bass and two tenors, mean the chords are quite different from other bagpipes. It is also different from most other instruments as it has a continuous sound; there is no stopping the tune once it starts.

In the Scottish Gaelic language coel mor means ‘big or great music’, which is the classical music of the Highland bagpipe, usually referred to as piobaireachd, or pibroch in its English form. Pibroch is not necessarily a lament, although the music is played slowly and may, to the uninitiated, sound sorrowful. It is a variation on a ground, or theme. The piper plays this theme, then he plays it again with different embellishments. When the piper finishes doing all the embellishments he can, he returns to the ground again. It is like Celtic art, the serpent with the tail in its mouth, the never-ending line or the symbol of infinity. Pibroch is music of a high standard that has attracted the attention of many international non-piping musicians and composers.

It was at Dunvegan Castle on the Isle of Skye that the MacLeods of MacLeod appointed a family called MacCrimmon as their pipers. They appeared in Skye sometime during the early sixteenth century and it was they who were predominantly responsible for the development of pibroch. Where the MacCrimmons came from is inconclusive: some say it was from Ireland, others say from Cremona in Italy, a city famous for its violins, but it doesn’t really matter as they left a legacy that is second to none.

The name of the first hereditary piper appointed by the MacLeods sometime around 1500 is disputed. However, it is known that Donald Mor MacCrimmon succeeded as hereditary piper in 1620. He was a genius, a composer of many tunes and, possibly, the originator of pibroch as it is known today. The reputation of the MacCrimmons was so significant that a piper was considered unworthy unless he had been instructed by them or had attended their famous College of Piping in Boreraig on the Isle of Skye.

It is said that to understand and appreciate the refinements of classical pibroch you must know the canntaireachd (pronounced approximately ‘can-ter-ach’), a vocalised form of writing music before the present-day staff notation. The piper voices sounds that should correspond to the actual notes of the tune and, done correctly, the canntaireachd will convey the tune as if it was played on the bagpipe. No one is sure when the canntaireachd was created but tradition suggests it was probably by the MacCrimmons.

A pibroch was often composed to commemorate a special occasion such as battle or wedding, or maybe to honour the visit of an important person. Legend has it that when King Charles II visited a town in the Highlands he noticed one man in the crowd had not removed his hat or bowed. The fine-looking man was, in fact, the famous piper Patrick Mor MacCrimmon. The king was intrigued with the musician and asked, ‘Why did you not remove your hat, for I am King?’

‘Yes, and I am King of Pipers,’ replied MacCrimmon.

The king was amused and allowed the piper to kiss his hand. MacCrimmon was so elated that he wrote the tune ‘I Had a Kiss of the King’s Hand’.

Hereditary pipers are such because they are born with the talent passed on by previous generations – or so tradition dictates. To be a true holder of the office, they had to come from seven generations of pipers followed by seven years of learning. The writer Neil Munro implied this in his famous short story, ‘The Lost Pibroch’, in 1896:


To the make of a piper go seven years of his own learning and seven generations before. At the end of his seven years one born to it will stand at the start of knowledge, and leaning a fond ear to the drone, he may have parley with old folks of old affairs.



For centuries, the art of playing pibroch had been kept alive by the Highland Society of London, formed in 1778 for the special purpose of preserving the culture of the Highlands of Scotland. The society has done more than most to promote pibroch and inaugurated a system of competitions, the first of which was held in Falkirk in 1781. The winning of the Highland Society of London’s Gold Medal is still one of the most highly prized honours that can be achieved by a piper. The Piobaireachd Society is another major organisation that has stimulated interest in the classical music. They set the tunes for the major competitions and make every effort to save old tunes from obscurity.

The opposite of Coel Mor is Coel Beag, which means ‘light’ or ‘small music’ and refers to song, dance and marching music, in other words, the more popular tunes we are familiar with. From the earliest times, light or dance music was very popular throughout Scotland, but the sound had an almost hypnotic effect on some people. Maybe it was this indefinable effect that linked the bagpipe to the forces of darkness, and as a result, censure by ministers of the Kirk (Church).

There was a time when bagpipes and fiddles were burnt in the Highlands of Scotland, especially after the Reformation in 1560, because the Kirk thought they were instruments of the Devil. In 1679, some women were burnt for sorcery after being found guilty of ‘meeting Satan and other witches at the cross of Murestane, where they all danced and the devil acted as piper’.3

The demon pipes could provoke dreadful acts. Ross, an old Breadalbane piper, had a younger brother who was proving to be a better piper than himself. In a mad fit of jealousy, he thrust the boy’s talented hand into an open fire, holding it there until it was a charred mess.

By the sixteenth century, most burghs (boroughs) and large towns in the Scottish Lowlands also employed pipers. The instrument usually played by the burgh or town piper was known as the Lowland or Border bagpipe and didn’t possess the loud, carrying sound of its Highland counterpart. The other difference was the supply of air to the bag, which was most often through bellows strapped under the arm.

The burgh piper, a position that was often hereditary, was an integral part of the community and performed important civic duties. He would wake the town every morning, announce the curfew at night and play at all the main events and functions in the area.

In the Highlands, the piper steadily rose up the clan social strata. His dress and his proud swing expressed the grandeur attached to Scotland’s music and he became an important man in the chief’s retinue. A chief’s house would be surrounded by small cottages containing his bard, his henchman and there would always be one for the piper. The piper was a gentleman, he even had a gillie, or servant, to carry his pipes for him.

Despite occasional censures by the Kirk, the bagpipe had rooted itself deep into Scottish culture and had become part of national life. It was therefore inevitable that piping would eventually become a recognised military institution, inseparable from Scottish troops, wherever they fought.
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