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In the 1760s, the decade before the birth of Walter Scott in 1771, a certain James 
Macpherson, a native of Kingussie and a classics graduate of Aberdeen University, 
had had published translations of ancient poetry gleaned principally from oral 
sources in the Highlands of Scotland. These poems, allegedly the poems of a Celtic 
bard Ossian, were claimed by Macpherson to have been written as early as the 3rd  
century AD, thus preceding the emergence of the Scottish clans and the arrival of 
Christianity in the islands and mountains of the Highlands. Macpherson declared that 
the poems were a faithful literal translation from Scottish Gaelic, a claim that was to 
lead to an intensive and at times acrimonious debate in cultural circles in Britain and 
Ireland over the authenticity of the poems. Were they really genuine or did they 
represent literary fragments of dubious origin embellished and re-shaped by 
Macpherson himself? Although the work was labelled by the famous lexicographer 
and man of letters, Dr Samuel Johnston, as an impostor, the poems were well 
received in certain literary circles and with great enthusiasm by the French, who 
were perhaps tired of the moralising and rationality of such writers as Voltaire and 
Diderot and were looking for something more imaginative and heroic at the 
beginning of what was to become the Romantic literary movement on the Continent. 
Napoleon himself, possibly influenced by the heroic exploits of Fingal and his brother 
warriors, was reputed to have carried a copy of the poems of Ossian in his greatcoat. 
Although the young Scott was to join the ranks of the doubters, the mystique and 
‘otherness’ of the poems appealed to him. It would have certainly brought home to 
him the startling fact that only forty miles from Edinburgh there was a vast area of 
mountainous country where people spoke a different language, lived within a 
different social structure and observed social customs that differed from those 
practised in the Lowlands and England. They had also in large part resisted the 
Reformation, clinging tenaciously to what Scott so often described as the Old Faith. 
Scott was fascinated by the differences, a fascination fuelled by the often turbulent 
nature of the contacts the Lowlands had had with their northern neighbours. 
Although these had never been harmonious, trade between the two parts had 
ensured continual contact. The principal trading link was through the cattle trade in 
which the lean black store cattle from all over the Highlands were moved by drovers 
to the cattle trysts of Crieff and Falkirk. There they were bought by Lowland or 
English cattle fatteners, and driven southwards to lush pastures. This interested Scott 
enough to write his famous short story, the Two Drovers, published  as late as 1827 
in his Chronicles of the Cannongate. 



As is often the case in any country where, lawlessness and political insurrection are 
prevalent, the antidote is found in a better system of communications. In the case of 
the Highlands the British government had not forgotten the early defeat of Lowland 
troops by John Graham of Claverhouse, commonly known as Bonnie Dundee, at 
Killiecrankie in 1689. The victory could have taken the insurgents to the gates of 
Edinburgh itself had it not been for the death in battle of their famous leader. Road 
improvement and the building of bridges and forts, which was urgently called for, 
received a stimulus as a result of the Jacobite uprising in 1715.  General Wade’s well 
conceived system of roads and forts ensured an element of military control over the 
Highlands. In this campaign of Hanoverian domination, control of culture too was 
deemed necessary. In 1709 the Scottish Society for the Propagation of Christian 
Knowledge equated the progress of civilisation in the Highlands to the adoption of 
the reformed Protestant faith and the elimination of Gaelic in favour of English. This 
cultural assault received a significant boost in the aftermath of the Jacobite defeat at 
Culloden in 1746.The measures taken by the British government to ensure that the 
HIghlands would never again act as a springboard for rebellion were draconian. The 
Disarming Act of 1746 forbade the wearing of tartan, the carrying of arms, and the 
playing of the bagpipes. The speaking of Gaelic was actively discouraged and the 
campaign to stamp out Catholicism intensified. 
By a strange irony it was the British Army that saved Highland dress from virtual 
extinction. The fighting qualities of Highlanders had greatly impressed some of the 
more far-sighted Government officers during the 1745 uprising. Among these was no 
other than General Wolf who was to win the great battle for Quebec in 1759, a battle 
in which a Highland regiment showed outstanding bravery. During the Seven Years 
War (1756-63) over 50 battalions of Highland troops had been raised to serve in the 
British Army. They served with distinction and became popular with the British public 
through their valour and loyalty. Pride and loyalty were derivatives of the clan system 
for although the tartan worn for regular troops was dark Government tartan of 
green, blue and black, distinguishing lines of red, white and yellow were used for 
different regiments named after clans and often officered by members of chiefly 
families. Many of the men under arms belonged to fencible regiments which were 
mustered for short term service in defence of the realm in the wars against France in 
the late 18th and early 19th centuries. In 1803 at the time of the truce between Britain 
and France forged by the Treaty of Amiens over 50,000 Highlanders were serving in 
such forces. It was only a matter of time before the Disarming Act of 1746 came to be 
repealed, and from 1782 tartan could be worn again by Highlanders.. 
 
The young Scott was fully aware of the changing attitudes towards the Highlands and 
also of his own lack of a deep knowledge of that fascinating area of Scotland. His own 
growing absorption of the folklore, ballads and legends of his beloved Borders 
through his forays into the more isolated parts of that fascinating region had 
developed within him a passion for becoming better acquainted with the mores and 



way of life of another culture.  Could what he had done for the Borders be done for 
the Highlands? The impressions of his forays into the dales and valleys of the Borders 
had led to his creation of the Minstrelsy of the Scottish Borders in 1802/1803 and 
The Lay of the Last Minstrel in 1805. Although the last mentioned concerns itself with 
a 16th century English-Scottish Border feud, there are lines in its 6th canto that call up 
a picture of the Highlands.  
 
O Caledonia stern and wild, 
Meet nurse for a poetic child! 
Land of brown heath and shaggy wood, 
Land of the mountains and the flood. 
 
After all by 1805 Scott had more than a superficial acquaintance with the Highlands. 
Strangely enough it was through his apprenticeship at his father’s legal practice that 
he was given the chance to visit the Highlands and get to know some of its more 
intriguing characters. His father’s client list included former Jacobites; Scott himself 
had a distinguished Jacobite in his family tree, a great gramdfather, a man better 
known as ‘Old Beardie’ who vowed he would not shave off his beard until the Stuart 
line of kings had been restored.  One of the most distinguished gentlemen on his 
father’s client list was an Alexander Stewart of Invernahyle in the district of Appin. 
The young Scott greatly admired this man and was delighted to accept an invitation 
to visit him in his northern fastness. There he heard his Jacobite host describe his 
broadsword duel with the famous freebooter, Rob Roy Macgregor, his campaigns 
with the Earl of Marr and Prince Charles Edward Stuart, and his forced confinement 
in a cave near his home after the Jacobite defeat at Culloden moor. The sixteen year 
old Scott was a willing listener and eagerly imbibed the stories. 
 A vignette of Highland life at that time derived from an account by Scott is contained 
in the famous biography, Life of Sir Walter Scott, by James Lockhart, Scott’s son-in-
law.  
‘On reaching a bleak eminence overhanging the primitive tower and its tiny patch of 
cultivated ground he found his host and three sons and about half a dozen gillies all 
half asleep on their tartans on the heath, with guns and dogs, and a profusion of 
game about them; while in the courtyard far below, appeared a company of women, 
actively engaged in loading a cart with manure. The stranger – Scott himself – was 
not a little astonished when he discovered, on descending from the height, that 
among these industrious ladies were the lord’s own lady, and two or three of her 
daughters; but they seemed quite unconscious of having been detected in an 
occupation unsuitable to their rank – they retired presently to their bowers, and  re-
appeared in other dresses, retained no traces of their morning’s work, except for 
complexions glowing with a radiant freshness,  for one evening of which many a high-
bred beauty would have bartered half her diamonds. He found the ladies not ill 
informed, and exceedingly agreeable; and the song and the dance seemed to form 



the invariable termination of their busy days. I must not forget his admiration of the 
principal article of the laird’s first course at a feast, namely a gigantic haggis, born 
into the hall in a wicker basket by two half-naked Celts, while the piper strutted 
fiercely behind them, blowing a tempest of dissonance.’ 
 
This visit made a profound impression on the young Scott and whetted his appetite 
for further forays into the Highlands. His most comprehensive and rewarding visit 
came in 1792. With his friend Adam Ferguson he followed an itinerary that included 
sojourns in or calls on some of the more important residences in Stirlingshire and 
Perthshire. At Tullibody he listened avidly to the reminiscences of an old member of 
the Abercromby family that dwelt on a journey made by him to the wild retreat of 
Rob Roy to strike a bargain over the protection of his cattle. Whilst being entertained 
in a cavern by the cattle rustler he noted that the collops or slices of meat that were 
being offered as a gesture of hospitality had been cut from his own cattle. 
Less dramatic, although equally informative, were the visits to Doune, Cambusmore, 
Meigle and Glamis. 
Another source of inspiration for Scott’s creative powers was the countryside 
through which he passed in the course of his visits and sojourns. The mountains, the 
lochs and the fast flowing rivers of a land with which he was becoming acquainted 
had an immediate appeal for him. Perhaps his favourite landscape was that of the 
upper reaches of the River Teith and its hinterland. He was to return there on several 
occasions and notably in 1809 when he was accompanied by his wife and eldest 
child, Sophia. 
Although Scott seemed to have all the ingredients for creative work against the 
background of an inspiring and romantic landscape, it must be noted that his 
knowledge of the people of the Highlands was more or less confined to the upper 
echelons of society. These were English-speaking Highlanders or Gaelic speakers who 
could speak English. Scott was fully aware of this and saw his own inability to speak 
Gaelic as an impediment to his understanding of Highlanders. This awareness was 
made all the more acute because of the comparison he drew between his intimate 
knowledge of all strata of society in the Borders and his more restricted knowledge of 
those living in the Highlands. He was to write to Lady Abercorn, the dedicatee of The 
Lady of the Lake, the great poem written in 1810 and set essentially in the Trossachs. 
’My great deficiency is that I do not understand the Gaelic language and therefore 
much at a loss to find authentic materials for my undertaking.’ In this undertaking, 
the principal protagonists are Ellen Douglas (the Lady of the Lake), James Fitz-James 
(James V in disguise) and Roderick Dhu, a Macgregor chieftain. The poem successfully 
represents a clash of cultures or loyalties in the first half of the 16th century when the 
Highlands were indeed an enigma for their southern neighbours. 
Scott was writing at a time when Ossian still enjoyed popularity, at least on the 
Continent, and when the new approach to the appreciation of nature by British poets 
and painters reflected a change in the perception of landscape among people in 



cultured circles. The poetry of Wordsworth and other Lakeland poets, and the 
paintings of Constable and Turner were nurturing this change. The new appreciation 
of landscape was in sharp contrast to that which had prevailed at the beginning of 
the 18th century. In 1730 an English army officer writing about the mountains near 
Inverness saw in them ‘a dismal gloomy brown – most of all disagreeable when the 
heath was in bloom’. For him, they were simply sinister. The officer, of course, had 
viewed them as forbidding and hostile territory. 
The enthusiastic reception of The Lady of the Lake led to the invasion of the 
Trossachs by hordes of wealthy visitors from the South intent in seeing for 
themselves the setting of a poem that had enchanted them. Scott had used 
landscape with remarkable success to delight his readers and provide cultured circles 
at home and abroad with a new vision of the Highlands of Scotland. A tourist industry 
was being born. For those fortunate enough to visit the Trossachs and Loch Katrine, 
The Lady of the Lake acted as a guide book for the area as places mentioned could be 
easily identified. A stag hunt, so wonderfully described in the poem, brings this out 
most clearly and at the same time seemed to breathe life into the landscape and 
make it a participant in the poet’s story. 
 
The noble stag was pausing now 
Upon the mountain’s southern brow, 
Where broad extended far beneath, 
The varied realms of fair Menteith.  
With anxious eye he wandered o’er 
Mountain and meadow , moss and moor, 
And pondered refuge from his toil,  
By far Lochard or Aberfoyle. 
But nearer was the copse-wood grey, 
That waved and wept on Loch Achray, 
And mingled with pine trees blue 
On the bold cliffs of Benvenue. 
 
What a guide book! How well Scott used proper names that were melodious in 
themselves – Lochard,  Aberfoyle,  Loch Achray and Benvenue. The verse too   shows 
the author’s deep love of the area he knew so well. Indeed landscape described by 
Scott has a power of its own and outshines in many ways the actual characters. 
Roderick Dhu comes over a stereotyped warrior of a martial race.  If the lady, her 
father and the king make the cultured reader feel more at ease, Roderick Dhu 
represents the ‘other’, a man from a different world, a barbaric world, but one not 
without its appeal – its mystery. 
 
A quote from the Gospel according to St Mark would appear appropriate with regard 
to the adverse reception of the poem in some circles. ‘A prophet is not without 



honour, but in his own country.’ Although the idol of the cultured world in Englnad 
and abroad, Scott came in for some severe criticism from his own city of Edinburgh. 
One of these critics, Francis Jeffrey, of the highly regarded Whig Edinburgh Review 
whilst praising the poem felt that it would have had even more appeal if Scott had 
written a true Celtic story. As he put it, ‘there are few persons, we believe, of any 
poetical susceptibility who have wandered among the secluded villages of the 
Highlands, and contemplated that singular people by whom they are still tenanted – 
with that love of music and song – their hardy and irregular life, so unlike the varying 
toils of the Anglo-Saxon mechanic – their devotion to their chiefs –their wild and 
happy traditions – their national enthusiasm –the melancholy grandeur of the scene 
they inhabit – the multiple superstitions that still linger among them – without 
feeling that there is no  existing people so well adapted for the purpose of poetry. 
We are persuaded that if Mr Scott’s powerful and creative energies were to be 
turned in good earnest to such a subject, something might still be produced still more 
impressive and original than even this age has yet witnessed.’ 
The criticism is constructive and remarkably discerning. The poem is exciting and 
evocative in its own right but relies largely for its appeal as a Highland story on the 
landscape in which it is set. 
Jeffrey’s criticism does not detract from the enjoyment of a reader who is not 
concerned with historical accuracy but rather with the excitement of good story. The 
dramatic and romantic elements of the plot certainly did not go unnoticed in a part 
of Europe where opera was becoming a popular form of entertainment –  Italy. Such 
lines as these fired the southern imagination. They concern the confrontation 
between the disguised king and a Highland chief. 
The chief speaks, 
‘Have then thy wish!’ He whistled shrill 
And he was answered from the hill; 
Wild as the scream of the curlew,  
From crag to crag the signal flew,  
Instant through copse and heath arose 
Bonnet and spears and bended bows; 
On right, on left, above, below, 
Sprung up at once the lurking foe. 
The mountaineer cast glance of pride 
Along Benledi’s living side, 
Then fixed his eye and sable brow 
Full on Fitz-James-‘How say’s thou now? 
These are Clan Alpine’s warriors true; 
And Saxon, - I am Roderick Dhu!’  
It is little wonder that in 1819 the composer Gioachino Rossini of the Papal States 
was able to captivate his audiences with his music for the opera La Donna del Lago. 
 



In 1814 the year in which Scott set off in his voyage round the lighthouses of Scotland 
as the guest of the Commissioners of Northern Lighthouses he had embarked on a 
new form of literature – the novel. His first novel, Waverley, which had just been 
written and published anonymously, was awaiting the reaction of the reading public. 
Waverley was to be one of three so-called Jacobite novels –the others being Rob Roy 
and Redgauntlet.  Waverley is a novel of the ’45 whereas Rob Roy is set at the time of 
the 1715 uprising. Both books use young Englishmen to be the recipients of 
impressions gained from a first acquaintance of the Highlands and its people -   a 
clever structure as both men could have been Scott himself in his early encounters 
with the Highlands. Waverley had been started and put away as early as 1805 – 
hence its secondary title of’ ‘Tis 60 Years Since’– since that is of the uprising of 1745. 
Its central character, Edward Waverley, a dreamy and naive young English officer 
finds himself accidentally ensnared in a difficult situation where his fate is in the 
hands of a Highland Jacobite family, of whom the prominent members are a young 
chieftain Fergus MacIvor and his sister Flora. The aristocratic couple impress 
Waverley by their abundant hospitality, loyalty to the Stuart cause and their 
undoubted courage. Edward Waverley is indeed to remark with all sincerity that 
there were few nations who could boast of so much natural politeness. Fergus and 
Flora MacIvor although united in their belief in the Jacobite cause, are different in 
their approach to matters concerning it. Fergus, despite many good qualities, is a 
natural schemer. His sister is unwavering, almost to the point of insanity, in her 
support for the Stuart cause. Her fervour for this cause leads to a cruel indifference 
to the amatory advances made by Edward Waverley. He was madly in love with her 
or at least seriously infatuated by her. His impressions of the brother and sister are 
fascinating and revealing. ‘They had the same antique and regular correctness of 
profile, the same dark eyes, eyelashes and eyebrows, the same clearness of 
complexion, excepting that Fergus’s was embrowned by exercise, and Flora’s 
possessed the utmost feminine delicacy.’  Scott through his proxy, Waverley, 
captures most impressively the Highland colouring of dark hair and fair skin. But he 
had a penchant for portraying brunettes as figures of allure and mystique, and 
tragedy. Rebecca in Ivanhoe and Minna in the Pirate come to mind. But in describing 
Flora in that way he is again emphasising the ‘otherness’ of the Highlands. The dark 
and mysterious Flora is juxtaposed with the girl that Edward Waverley had left 
behind at the beginning of the story, the lively golden – haired, vivacious and sensible 
Rose Bradwardine, the young lady whom he eventually marries.  But the attraction of 
Flora remains in his thoughts even after her leaving England after the execution of 
her brother in Carlisle, a brother who showed much courage and nobility during his 
last days.  Edward leaves Carlisle for his marriage and Flora departs for a Benedictine 
convent in France, maintaining to the end her belief in the Old Faith and the 
rightness of a cause that had been lost. 
 



Throughout Waverley the theme of the 1745 uprising dominates; it is interpreted 
differently by its Jacobite and Hanoverian protagonists such as Flora MacIvor on the 
one hand and Colonel Talbot, whom Waverley had saved at the battle of 
Prestonpans, on the other, but it remains centred throughout on the 1745 uprising. 
The same cannot be said of Rob Roy, a novel set in the time of the 1715 uprising; it is 
a novel without a noticeable focus on the event itself. The plot and sub plots intrigue 
and fascinate the reader. Although the eponymous hero Rob Roy occupies an 
important position in the novel, he is challenged in terms interest by a distant 
relation of his a Baillie Nicol Jarvie of the City of Glasgow. The central protagonist in 
the novel is, as in Waverley, young Englishman, a Frank Osbaldistone, who sets off for 
the Highlands on a familial commercial quest that necessitates meeting the elusive 
Rob Roy on his own territory. 
To understand more about Rob Roy the reader is drawn to the long and informative 
introduction to the book. It presents a clear and penetrating survey of the southern 
Highlands in terms of economy, politics, clan feuds and law breaking and the position 
of Rob Roy within it all. His name Macgregor had been proscribed by the powers in 
Edinburgh as early as 1603 – the year of the Union of the Crowns – as a punishment 
for lawless activities affecting the inhabitants of both sides of the so-called Highland 
Line, the accepted line of demarcation between the Lowlands and the Highlands. As 
that century wore on the Clan Macgregor under other names suffered economically 
from decisions made by the Scottish Parliament and legal system. For these august 
bodies and later the Parliament at Westminster the maintenance of law and order 
along the Highland line was a priority; the raising of the Highland regiment, the Black 
Watch, in 1739 for this purpose bears testimony of this. Rob Roy a former drover 
turned cattle thief was no stranger to the unlawful device of black-mail, which took 
the form of the protection of cattle against thieving at a price. He had Jacobite 
sympathies although attempting at all times to maintain good relations with the 
neighbouring Duke of Argyll – a Campbell and a Hanoverian. Circumstance had forced 
him to be an opportunist.  
 
The unravelling of his character in the novel itself owes much to the presence of 
Baillie Nicol Jarvie, a distant cousin of Rob Roy’s, and a worthy and highly respected 
citizen of Glasgow, a confident and growing commercial city that had received a 
boost after the Union of Parliaments in 1707 through its access to the English 
colonies, particularly those of North America and the West Indies. Imports of 
tobacco, sugar and cotton had assured its importance s a trading city. This self 
assured, bluff and portly citizen of Glasgow accompanies the young Frank 
Osbaldistone on his trip to the Highlands to meet Rob Roy and discuss financial 
matters common to all three. Scott skilfully uses Nicol Jarvie as an interpreter of 
Highland ways and customs, a knowledge gained by the Glaswegian in the course of 
his dealings with the inhabitants. . He is not complimentary about the Highlanders 
and expresses views commonly held by Lowlanders of their Highland counterparts. 



 
‘Ye was shudder mair, if ye were living near-hand them. For admitting that the tae 
half of them may make some little thing for themsells honestly in the Lowlands by 
shearing in harst, droving, hay-making and the like, ye hae still mony hundreds and 
thousands o’ lang-legged Hieland gillies that will neither work nor want, and maun 
gang thigging and sorning about on their acquaintance, or live by doing the laird’s 
bidding, be’t right or be’t wrang. And mair especially, mony hundreds o’ them come 
down to the borders of the low country, where there’ gear to grip, and live by 
stealing, reiving lifting cows, and the like depredations ! - a thing deplorable in any 
Christian country; the mare especially that they take pride in it.’ 
But such a description did not affect the warmth and latent kindness towards his 
distant cousin, Rob Roy. In an emotional parting between the Glaswegian and the 
Highlander late in the novel Osbaldistone observes, ‘Betwixt him (Rob Roy) and Mr 
Jarvie there. seemed to be a degree of mutual regard, which formed a strong 
contrast to their different occupations and habits. After kissing each other very 
lovingly, and when they were in the act of parting, the Bailie with the fullness of his 
heart and with a faltering voice, assured his kinsman, ‘if ever a hundred pound or 
even twa hundred, put him and his family in a settled way, he need but send a line to 
the Saut-Market; and Rob grasping his basket hilt with one hand, and shaking Mr 
Jarvie’s with the other protested,’ that if ever anybody should affront his kinsman, an 
would but let him ken, he would stow his lugs out of his head, were he the best man 
in Glasgoe.’ Loyalty and kinship to the fore.  
After the immensely moving parting between Jarvis and Rob Roy Osbaldistone gave 
himself over to thinking about what his days in the Highlands had meant to him. ‘My 
own thoughts were sad enough; yet I felt something soothing in the magnificent 
scenery with which I was surrounded, and thought , in my enthusiasm of the 
moment, that had my faith been that of Rome, I could have consented to live and die 
a lonely hermit in one of the most romantic islands among which our boat glided.’ A 
curious reflexion.’ His remarks about the old Faith and the attraction of mountain 
and loch reveal a romantic vision of the Highlands and their otherness. There is no 
mention of contact, however slight, with the more humble inhabitants. In Rob Roy 
itself there is no Highland equivalent in terms of characterisation to the Lowland 
Andrew Fairsevice.  Although Fairservice is a gloomy pessimist and a rogue, this 
opinionated gardener from Osbaldiston Hall and subsequent companion and servant 
for Frank Osbaldiston’s venture into the Highlands brings colour and, occasionally 
common sense, to the adventures. In the introduction to the Border edition of Rob 
Roy Andrew Lang makes this pertinent observation on Andrew Fairservice. ‘Only 
Shakespeare and Scott could have given us medicines to make us like this cowardly, 
conceited ‘jimp honest’ fellow, Andrew Fairservice, who just escapes being a 
hypocrite by dint of some sincere old Covenanting leaven in his veins.’ Scott was 
certainly at ease with all sorts of people in his own part of Scotland in a way that he 
was not with regard to the natives of the Highlands. 



But let us leave Andrew Fairservice and Rob Roy and return to Scott in 1814 at the 
beginning of his voyage up to the Northern Isles and down the west coast of 
Scotland. Waverley had been written anonymously and Scott had but to await the 
reaction of the public. He had in his mind thoughts of writing of a poem on the 
lordship of the Isles and was looking forward to acquainting himself with the customs 
and mores of the Orkneys and Shetlands. His observations and thoughts were to be 
incorporated in Lockhart’s biography. One entry is of immense relevance with regard 
to Scott’s understanding of the Highlands and the problems facing the inhabitants 
after the 1745 uprising. The ship, the Pharos, a 60 foot yacht In which he was a 
passenger, was off the coast of Sutherland and a landing had been made there to 
survey the ground for the building of a lighthouse on Cape Wrath. This gave Scott 
time to meditate on the surrounding estate. There is this observation.. ‘Lord Reay’s 
estate, containing 150,000 acres, and measuring 80 miles by 60 was before the 
commencement of the last leases, rented at £1200 per year. It is now worth £5000 
and may be let in the ensuing year for about £15,000. But then he must resort to part 
with his people, for those rents can only be given on the supposition that sheep are 
generally to be introduced. From an economic, and perhaps a political point of view, 
it might be best that every part of the county were dedicated to that sort of 
occupation for which nature has fitted for it. But to effect this reform in the present 
instance, Lord Reay must turn out several hundred families who have lived under him 
and his father for many generations and from the swords of whose fathers probably 
won the lands from which he is now expelling them.....he is hesitating whether he 
shall not take a more moderate rise (£7000 or £8000), and keep his Highland 
tenantry. This last war (before the short peace) he levied a fine fencible corps (the 
Reay Fencibles), and might have doubled their number. Wealth is no doubt strength 
in a country while all is quiet and governed by law, but on any altercation or internal 
commotion, it ceases to be strength, and is only the means of tempting the strong to 
plunder the possessors. Much may be said on both sides.’ Scott sits on the fence on 
this issue but he does show sympathy for the dispossessed. For Scott it was a conflict 
between head and heart. 
The removal of small farmers from the land to make way for sheep farmers remains 
an emotive subject in the Highlands of Scotland. Better known  as the Highland 
clearances they became the subject of books, articles and essays in the 19th century 
and especially during the Scottish literary renaissance in the 1920s and 30s;  there 
were, of course, other clearances in other parts of  Britain. Olive Goldsmith’s famous 
poem, the Deserted Village is a reminder of the depopulation of rural lands as a 
result of enclosure laws, the creation of landscape gardens and the need for workers 
in the fast growing industrial towns in the north of England and their hinterland. Yet 
there was one big difference between the clearances in the Highlands and those 
elsewhere – apart from the appalling way in which some of the clearances had been 
carried out. The sacrifice of small landholders in the Highlands in the interests of 
agriculture improvement marked the end of an element of Celtic culture, the bond 



between the chief and his clansfolk. The chiefs had truly become proprietors and 
were ceasing to be the leaders in whom a clan could put its trust. The economic 
arguments for using the land of sheep farming were incontestable but the cost in 
social terms was appalling. The clan system was dying, and Scott knew it. 
Clan loyalties were preserved to a certain extent and for a limited period by the 
regimental system in the British army, in which Highland regiments were a vital 
element. The wearing of tartan had been a way in which Highlanders had preserved 
some form of identity. But tartan was becoming a fashionable addition to dress 
throughout Scotland. Research into tartans was initiated by the Highland Society in 
London. This society founded in 1778 had objectives that were philanthropic and 
cultural. It was concerned at the decay in Highland social and economic life and 
aimed to protect and encourage the wearing of Highland dress and the preservation 
of Highland music through the bag pipes and clarsach, the Gaelic language and 
literature. The work of this society had made considerable progress by 1822, the year 
of the visit of George IV to his northern kingdom. The year before, the year of his 
coronation, the newly crowned king had visited Hanover and Ireland; that year had 
also seen the bestowal of a baronetcy on Walter Scott – the first bestowal of the 
reign. The visit was a momentous occasion for George IV as he was the first monarch 
to set foot in Scotland since Charles II in 1651; no prince of the ruling house of 
Hanover had crossed the Border except the Duke of Cumberland in 1746 – whose 
visit was certainly not ceremonial. For the King Scott epitomised all that was 
romantic and reliable in Scotland. When Scott boarded the royal yacht at Leith on a 
wet day in August 1822 to welcome the king, the latter was to exclaim, ‘the man in 
Scotland I most wish to see.’ Scott presented the king with a St Andrew’s cross in 
silver with the welcome ‘ King of Scotland for Ever’ inscribed on it - not in English but 
in Gaelic. This was the first gesture for the visit with a Celtic and Highland flavour 
attached to it. There were to be many more. 
Scott had supervised the ceremonial for the visit with skill and imagination. He had 
determined that Highlanders in traditional dress were what King George wanted to 
see and had urged clan chiefs to bring followers to Edinburgh suitably dressed in 
tartan for the occasion They came in droves, and Edinburgh became a sea of colour. 
There was something not quite right about this emphasis on the wearing of tartan in 
Scotland’s capital. After all the Highlands had not played a significant part in the 
Scotland’s long and turbulent history in terms of its relationship with England and the 
continent of Europe.  Henry Cockburn was characteristically unimpressed, describing 
the ceremonies as ‘giving the people a spectacle at which they gazed exactly as they 
would have done at a Chinese Emperor with his gongs, elephants and mandarins.’ 
Thomas Carlyle was more explicit in his displeasure regarding the programme of 
ceremonies; he decided to quit the city for the occasion. There was indeed much 
criticism but Scott was unperturbed by the reaction of some of his critics, and the 
King was probably unaware of any adverse comments and actions. 
 



 As early as 1818, four years before the Royal visit, Scott had participated in the work 
of a commission that had re-discovered in Edinburgh Castle the ancient Scottish 
regalia of sword of state, sceptre and crown, forgotten since 1707, the year of the 
Union of parliaments. These were paraded before the king. The regalia, a symbol of 
royalty in Scotland, had little historical connection with the Highlands and 
Highlanders but the escort accompanying them had a distinctly Highland flavour 
about it. Forming part of it was a corps of gentleman called the Celtic Society, of 
which Scott was a member. It had been founded in 1820 and had as its objects the 
promotion of the general use of Highland dress in the Highlands. It was part heritage 
association, part dining club and part quasi military body in keeping with tradition of 
volunteer militias. It had colours and had undergone a short period of ‘part one’ 
military training. 
But the wearing of tartan was not confined to the clans and such a society as the 
Celtic club. The King himself donned the garb for one occasion, that of the levée held 
at Holyrood on the third day of his visit, when he adopted the Royal Stuart tartan for 
the occasion. The symbolism of this act of reconciliation was colossal; a Hanoverian 
king was wearing the dress similar to that worn by Prince Charles Edward Stuart who 
had been at Holyrood on the eve of his venture into England in 1745. It was an 
immense achievement on the part of Scott. 
The city itself was not prepared for the sudden flow of tartan, and make-shift 
accommodation had to be erected in the form of tents on the Calton Hill, the 
Salisbury Crags and even the Castle slopes. Gaelic was heard in the streets in a way 
that had been unheard of for decades. Scott’s house in North Castle Street became a 
sort of operations centre for the many facets of the ceremonial activities. Apart from 
having to deal with the questions from civic dignitaries and make decisions for them, 
Scott had to reconcile conflicting claims of precedence on the part of clan chiefs. Life 
at 39 Castle Street was far from peaceful. A guest of Scott’s found the movement of 
visitors and the babble of voices quite confusing. George Crabbe, English clergyman 
and poet, and a guest of Scott’s, dressed in suitably dark clothes complete with shoes 
with buckles, entered a room in Scott’s house where it seemed to him a foreign 
language was being spoken. Assuming the language was badly pronounced French, 
the international language of continental Europe, the clergyman addressed a group 
of tartan clad Highlanders in that tongue. There was silence as the bewildered Gaelic 
speaking Highlanders thought they were in the presence of a French curé. All was 
soon resolved in a relaxed and good humoured fashion by the arrival of Scott himself. 
Crabbe was impressed by the difference in atmosphere between the quiet vicarage 
he had left in England and that of the noisy atmosphere of an Edinburgh town 
dwelling in an equally clamorous city. He quickly formed the impression that it was 
different in Scotland, and how right he was. 
Had Scott, however, in his turn, over-emphasised the difference between England 
and Scotland by encouraging the influx of Highlanders and the wearing of tartan 
among all and sundry? He certainly used that difference to convince the king that 



many of the former enemies of the House of Hanover were now his loyal subjects. It 
was certainly a laudable act of reconciliation and one that was executed with style 
and imagination. 
 But was that the only aim of Scott’s emphasis on tartan? Since the Union of 
Parliaments Scottish society was in a contradictory position with regard to its larger 
neighbour. On the one hand, the nation’s rise to prosperity depended to large extent 
on the new connection with England, but on the other, the material superiority of 
England threatened the full scale assimilation of Scotland by that country. At the 
same time within Europe, romantic nationalism was spreading and it was unlikely 
that Scotland could not but be infected by this cultural and political movement. The 
post Union tendency of supplanting the adjective Scottish by that of North British 
was common. Even the name of that famous regiment The Royal Scots Grays was 
changed in 1707 to that of the Royal North British Dragoons. Scott was fully aware of 
this as his Malgrowther letters were to show. In a more amusing vein he was to 
express disapproval of take-over bids in one of his letters in which the usage of North 
British was mentioned, ‘If you unscotch us, you will find us damned mischievous 
Englishmen.’  
But any strong assertion of nationalism could have adversely affected a relationship 
on which Scotland’s material progress was seen to depend. The espousal of a form of 
Highlandism – if I may use such a noun – seemed to answer the deep emotional need 
for the maintenance of a Scottish identity without compromising the Union. Indeed, 
the strong link between the Highland regiments, tartan, patriotism and imperial 
service bestowed a new cultural and emotional cohesion on the Union relationship. 
Tartan had become a national symbol of Scotland and had come to stay. The same 
could not be said of the Gaelic language, which went into steep decline. 
Scott’s perceptions of the Highlands and Highlanders through his creative work had 
led to a change of attitude to the Highlands, the creation of an identity for Scotland 
using Highland garb and music and a world-wide appreciation of the magnificent 
Highland scenery. That he occasionally used the adjective barbaric to describe his 
Highlanders, was undoubtedly due to the mood of the times and his inability to speak 
or read Gaelic. As a Highlander myself I like to think that the ancient Greeks got it 
right when one of the meanings of barbarians was those people of another culture. I 
am sure that the fascination of the ‘otherness’ of Highlanders and their homeland 
was a stimulus for Scott’s achievement of fusing together the cultures within 
Scotland to preserve the country’s proud and long established  identity. 
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