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Introduction

JOHN GLENDAY

Poetry has always been serious business in Scotland. During the Middle Ages, bards, known as ‘makars’– the word simply means ‘makers’– would regularly take part in ‘flytings’ – a form of verbal combat where they would hurl insults at each other in verse. Poetry was also an integral part of a rounded royal education. James I, James V and his grandson James VI all wrote poetry. The latter’s mother, Mary, Queen of Scots, penned many fine poems, some written while imprisoned, anticipating her fate – she was beheaded for treason at the age of forty-four:


With feigned good will my friends change toward me,

All the good they do me is to wish me dead,

As if, while I lay helplessly,

They cast lots for my garments round my bed.



Scotland has never been slow to honour its poets. The tallest monument dedicated to a poet anywhere in the world was erected in Edinburgh in memory of Sir Walter Scott (in fact, Waverley Station, right next to it, is the only railway station ever to be named after a novel).

Few nations remember their national poet with such energy as Scots celebrate the birth of Robert Burns on January 25th. And it’s not just the birth of the bard they celebrate; the Burns Supper is very much a celebration of Scottish identity and nationhood. It’s also the day (for many Scots the only day) when that legendary delicacy, haggis, is consumed. Haggis is seen as an essential component of the Burns Supper – so much so that a vegetarian haggis recipe was specially devised for the inauguration of the Scottish Poetry Library in Edinburgh in 1984. Burns’ mock-heroic praise for this national dish is recited to the haggis as it is presented and served:


Fair fa’ your honest, sonsie face,

Great Chieftain o’ the Puddin-race!

Aboon them a’ ye tak your place,

   Painch, tripe, or thairm:



The words here may seem strangely foreign. Burns wrote mainly in Scots; much more than a dialect, it was once the official language of the Scottish court. Scotland boasts three indigenous tongues. English is now the predominant language of speech and literature. Scots, known as ‘Lallans’ or Lowland Scots, possesses an especially rich and distinctive vocabulary as the above extract from ‘Address to a Haggis’ demonstrates. Our third language is Scots Gaelic. Gaelic is a lilting, musical language. It may look clumsy and consonant-rich on the page, but Gaelic is a language of the air – in my opinion, the most naturally lyrical tongue for poetry and song. Now spoken less and less, unfortunately, and mainly in the northwest of the country, Scots Gaelic is a Celtic language, closer to Irish Gaelic, Welsh and even Breton than English. Glance at the ‘Gaelic Blessing’ here and you’ll see just how unlike English Gaelic is:


Beannachd Dhè a bhith agaibh

’S guma math a dh’èireas dhuibh;




God’s blessing be yours,

and well may it befall you;



Poetry, it seems, has always made the Scottish world go round, and its richness mirrors the richness of the nation’s history and culture.

So, what better way to introduce a reader to the variety and abundance of Scotland’s past than through her poetry? The works collected here highlight many of the features that make Scotland the utterly unique country she is – her landscape and nature, her peoples and their histories, her loves and passions. Scotland’s sense of national character and identity are inevitably linked to her literature, and all the elements that make Scots proud to be Scots can be discovered in her poetry.

You won’t be surprised to learn that there’s a hefty dose of reminiscence and retrospect too. Scotland has for centuries been a land of migration and exile, a country to be looked back on fondly from overseas. Visitors from all over the world, proud of their Scottish heritage, regularly return to Scotland to explore the country. Some even wear tartan, paying homage to a clan system which, though it all but died out over two centuries ago, is still a very real and important part of Scottish life. Even today, more Scots are likely to leave their homeland and settle abroad than any other English-speaking nation and thousands return each year to the ‘Old Country’ to rediscover their ancestry. This nostalgia for the Scots heritage and landscape is perfectly reflected in John MacDougall Hay’s ‘Celtic Melancholy’:


Thine is the heritage of wandering men

Whose deeds are fragments passing like the stream;

They build the tower; they forge the shield; and then

Their labours vanish like a fragrant dream.



But it’s not surprising that Scots abroad should be nostalgic for their homeland. Given the right weather (and an absence of midges), there is no place better than Scotland for spectacular scenery. It is a fascinating, gem-like country where opposites sit comfortably side by side. The east coast and central belt boast vast acreages of rolling hills and rich farmlands, while the north and west offer a wild, rugged, mountainous aspect where stone lies thinly clothed in soil – in many ways more closely linked to Scandinavia and the east coast of Canada than the UK mainland. Even to Scots, Scotland can seem a foreign land.

Few have described that passionate longing for Scotland and its beauty as movingly as Violet Jacob does in ‘The Wild Geese’. Written during the dark days of the Great War, it is a moving, nostalgic reminiscence of the North Sea coast and hills of Angus, where Jacob was raised:


‘Oh, tell me what was on yer road, ye roarin’ norlan’ wind,

As ye cam’ blawin’ frae the land that’s niver frae my mind?

My feet they trayvel England, but I’m deein for the north –’

‘My man, I heard the siller tides rin up the Firth o’ Forth.’



Sixty per cent of Scotland is made up of mountains and in Robert Burns’ ‘My Heart’s in the Highlands’ he sings their praises, along with the fertile glens and rivers that characterize the Highlands:


Farewell to the mountains high-cover’d with snow;

Farewell to the straths and green vallies below;

Farewell to the forests and wild-hanging woods;

Farewell to the torrents and loud-pouring floods.



Yes, the sentiment might seem a bit overblown today, but it was heartfelt and real when it was penned in 1789 at the height of the Highland Clearances, which saw some 70,000 crofting families forcibly removed from the land where they had lived for centuries and shipped overseas. Ironically, Burns himself only made two brief trips to the Highlands, but he was clearly moved by the majestic landscape and history, and many of his greatest poems arose from those visits.

Scots are often portrayed as a dour, undemonstrative people, but they are a passionate lot too. It’s no surprise that the name Robert Burns appears so frequently when love is the theme. ‘A Red, Red Rose’, ‘Corn Rigs’, ‘O, Wert Thou in the Cauld Blast’ and many others detail romantic exploits, and his own amorous adventures, many of which would be deeply contentious now and even in his own day raised a few eyebrows. He wrote ten songs for the beautiful Agnes ‘Nancy’ Maclehose, a Glasgow surgeon’s daughter with whom Burns engaged in a passionate exchange of letters. ‘Ae Fond Kiss’, written as a farewell to their unconsummated love, has been described as his greatest love song, but for me, Burns’ finest has always been the beautifully understated ‘Mary Morison’:


Though this was fair, and that was braw,

And yon the toast of a’ the town,

I sigh’d, and said, amang them a’,

‘Ye are na Mary Morison.’



No anthology can adequately represent Scotland without addressing her history. Many of the poems here lament the failure of the Jacobite cause in 1746 and the flight of Bonnie Prince Charlie. Others celebrate great victories and tragic defeats, the bloodiest of which was the Battle of Flodden Field in 1513 where James IV was killed along with over 10,000 Scottish troops:


I’ve heard them lilting at our ewe-milking,

  Lasses a’ lilting before dawn o’ day;

But now they are moaning on ilka green loaning –

  The Flowers of the Forest are a’ wede away.



Robert Louis Stevenson’s ‘Sing me a Song of a Lad that is Gone’ is one of many poems mourning the departure for France of Bonnie Prince Charlie after the defeat at Culloden, but it leaped to international fame recently, when the lyrics were used as the theme for the television adaptation of Diana Gabaldon’s Outlander. Indeed, the Jacobite Rebellion is a firm favourite in Scottish song and poetry. ‘Loch Lomond’, with its haunting lyrics, is of uncertain origin, but is said to be the final farewell of a Jacobite clansman to his sweetheart while imprisoned at Carlisle, awaiting execution. The ‘low road’ referred to in the poem is, of course, death. It amused me when a cigarette company once advertised their lower-tar brand with the slogan ‘Take the Low Road’. They clearly hadn’t grasped the full significance of the phrase!

Perhaps the most famous of all Scottish ballads is ‘Sir Patrick Spens’, which tells the tale of the ‘Maid of Norway’, the seven-year-old granddaughter of King Alexander III of Scotland, who was drowned on her way to take up the crown on his death in 1286. In real life, she fell ill and died on Orkney, but had she survived to marry Edward II of England, as arranged, who knows how different Scotland would have been?

One of the best-loved characters in this anthology is entirely fictitious, however. Robert Burns’ epic poem ‘Tam o’ Shanter: A Tale’ tells the story of the Ayrshire farmer’s close encounter with a coven of witches on his way home from the pub and his frantic ride to escape them. It’s a tale of darkness and superstition, but humorously done, with wonderful sketches of local characters, including Tam’s long-suffering wife, Kate:


We think na on the lang Scots miles

The mosses, waters, slaps and styles,

That lie between us and our hame,

Whare sits our sulky sullen dame,

Gathering her brows like gathering storm,

Nursing her wrath to keep it warm.



The work of Dundee poet William McGonagall has been the subject of mockery and ridicule since he began writing verse in the late nineteenth century. Yes, his poetry is remarkable for its naivety, glaring rhymes and lack of craft, but, like much naive art, it is heartfelt and honestly written. His poems often reflected historical events and characters from contemporary news. ‘The Tay Bridge Disaster’ details the collapse of that bridge in 1879 as a train crossed during a storm, plunging an estimated seventy-five travellers to their deaths. The train was eventually raised from the river and returned to service, with the nickname ‘The Diver’.


Beautiful Railway Bridge of the Silv’ry Tay!

Alas! I am very sorry to say

That ninety lives have been taken away

On the last Sabbath day of 1879,



McGonagall was mocked in his lifetime – a group of young students once managed to persuade him that Queen Victoria wanted to bestow an honour on him at Balmoral Castle. Being a poor weaver, he walked there from Dundee, sleeping in barns along the way, taking three days to arrive, only to be turned away by police at the gates. A Dundonian myself, I’ve always had a soft spot for McGonagall. And he’s certainly had the last laugh – his poetry has been selling strongly ever since his death, which is more than can be said for many a reputable Scots poet!

It’s heartening to see so many of the great Scottish women writers who, as elsewhere through the centuries, were never quite granted their proper place in the ranks of Scottish literature. I’ve already mentioned Mary, Queen of Scots, who wrote proficiently in French and English. Her tragic life is well recorded, her poetry much less so, but her sonnet to her cousin Elizabeth I is moving and eloquent:


A single thought which benefits and harms me

Bitter and sweet alternate endlessly in my heart.

Between hope and fear this thought weighs down on me

So much that peace and rest flee from me.



Carolina Oliphant, Lady Nairne, took pains to hide her identity as a writer, as many women did in those days. She was a contemporary of Robert Burns and wrote songs that rivalled his in popularity – ‘Charlie is my Darling’ and ‘The Laird o’ Cockpen’ are both represented here. She was outraged when some of her lyrics were attributed to Burns, but still insisted on her anonymity, titling herself ‘Mrs Bogan of Bogan’.

Though she ceased formal education after school, and didn’t begin writing verse seriously until later in life, Marion Angus’s poems in both English and Scots are remarkable for their focus on the woman’s perspective and her deep love of the old ballads:


My beloved sall ha’e this he’rt tae break,

Reid, reid wine and the barley cake;

A he’rt tae break, an’ a mou’ tae kiss,

Tho’ he be nae mine, as I am his.



Skilled writers such as Katharine de Mattos (daughter of the renowned lighthouse engineer Alan Stevenson – he was also the uncle of Robert Louis Stevenson), the Gaelic hymnist Mary Macdonald, and Margaret Armour, a renowned translator and remarkably accomplished poet, are all featured here, but the full contribution of women to Scottish literature has still to be fully appreciated.

This book takes us on a fascinating journey through classic Scottish songs and poems. Some will be little known to readers, others much more so. But it’s no coincidence that we begin and end with Robert Burns. His poetry perfectly defines what it means to be Scottish, but much more importantly it also describes what it means to be human. His poems passionately celebrate the common folk and the poor, and the most famous of them all is the final piece in this anthology, which has been described as the most recited song in the world. It is remarkable that these lyrics, written in a language few can fully understand, have crossed borders and been sung in all the corners of the world, traditionally on New Year’s Eve – that time of endings and beginnings. ‘Auld Lang Syne’ (which simply means ‘long, long ago’) sung with arms linked, perfectly defines a people and their nation, but also announces that nation as seamlessly joined to the wider world.


MY HEART’S IN THE HIGHLANDS


My Heart’s in the Highlands


Farewell to the Highlands, farewell to the north,

The birth-place of Valour, the country of Worth;

Wherever I wander, wherever I rove,

The hills of the Highlands for ever I love.




Chorus

 My heart’s in the Highlands, my heart is not here;

 My heart’s in the Highlands, a-chasing the deer;

 A-chasing the wild-deer and following the roe,

 My heart’s in the Highlands, wherever I go.




Farewell to the mountains high-cover’d with snow;

Farewell to the straths and green vallies below;

Farewell to the forests and wild-hanging woods;

Farewell to the torrents and loud-pouring floods.



Robert Burns (1759–1796)


Scotland My Lover


There are mountains that are more to me than men,

There are rivers that are more to me than love,

There’s a rock where my soul takes cover.

Wild winds on a maddened world have driven,

Lifted me up to the bare hills above,

  Scotland, my Lover.




Here is a lover who will never change.

In storm and stillness, every lightning mood,

New ways of loving I’ll discover,

A living sureness nothing can estrange.

Your grief and joy will be my daily food,

  Scotland, my Lover.




Ours is the love of lovers born to belong,

Our hearts sing the same music, beat as one.

Our glass of ‘the water of life’ brims over,

Our thrice-rich, flowering native song,

Prodigal and gay. And, when my song is done,

  I’ll lie with you, my Lover.




Clear northern skies lit childhood’s innocence.

The day’s darg over, dew under my feet, bare

on the cool grass, stars blaze and hover.

O still make love with me, far from the decadence

of this dire century, of love’s despair,

  Scotland, my Jewel, my Lover.



Nannie Katharin Wells (c. 1875)


I shall leave tonight from Euston


I shall leave tonight from Euston

By the seven-thirty train,

And from Perth in the early morning

I shall see the hills again.

From the top of Ben Macdhui

I shall watch the gathering storm,

And see the crisp snow lying

At the back of Cairngorm.

I shall feel the mist from Bhrotain

And pass by Lairig Ghru

To look on dark Loch Einich

From the heights of Sgoran Dubh.

From the broken Barns of Bynack

I shall see the sunrise gleam

On the forehead of Ben Rinnes

And Strathspey awake from dream.

And again in the dusk of evening

I shall find once more alone

The dark water of the Green Loch

And the pass beyond Ryvoan.

For tonight I leave from Euston

And leave the world behind;

Who has the hills for a lover

Will find them wondrous kind.



Anon.


The Lion an the Unicorn


The lion an the unicorn

Fechtin for the croon;

Up jumped the wee dog,

An knocked them baith doon.




Some gat white breid,

An some gat broon;

But the lion beat the unicorn,

Roon aboot the toun.



Anon.


Sing me a Song of a Lad that is Gone


Mull was astern, Rum on the port,

Eigg on the starboard bow;

Glory of youth glowed in his soul:

Where is that glory now?




Chorus

 Sing me a song of a lad that is gone,

 Say, could that lad be I?

 Merry of soul he sailed on a day

 Over the sea to Skye.




Give me again all that was there,

Give me the sun that shone!

Give me the eyes, give me the soul,

Give me that lad that’s gone!




Chorus




Billow and breeze, islands and seas,

Mountains of rain and sun,

All that was good, all that was fair,

All that was me is gone.




Chorus



Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–1894)


Songs of my Native Land


Songs of my native land,

To me how dear!

Songs of my infancy,

Sweet to mine ear!

Entwined with my youthful days,

Wi’ the bonny banks and braes,

Where the winding burnie strays

Murmuring near.




Strains of thy native land,

That thrill the soul,

Pouring the magic of

Your soft control!

Often has your minstrelsy

Soothed the pangs of misery,

Winging rapid thoughts away

To realms on high.




Weary pilgrims there have rest,

Their wand’rings o’er;

There the slave, no more oppress’d,

Hails Freedom’s shore.

Sin shall then no more deface,

Sickness, pain, and sorrow cease,

Ending in eternal peace,

And songs of joy!




There, when the seraphs sing,

In cloudless day;

There, where the higher praise

The ransom’d pay.

Soft strains of the happy land,

Chanted by the heavenly band,

Who can fully understand

How sweet ye be!



Carolina Oliphant, Lady Nairne (1766–1845)
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