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			With its battle-scarred past, a long and romantic history, and the incomparable majesty of its wild peaks and mysterious lochs, Scotland has as great a claim on the traveller’s imagination as anywhere in the world.

			The Scots know it, too, and beyond its natural glories will proudly tell of their countrymen who invented Tarmac, the telephone and television. They’ll tell visitors how it was a Scot who discovered penicillin, a Scot who came up with the idea for the Bank of England, and a Scot who established the BBC as the institution it is today.

			But even they know only half the story. How many remember the Scottish factory where cars used to be built ‘by ladies for ladies’, for example, or knew that punters enjoying the show at Glasgow’s Britannia Panopticon – Britain’s oldest surviving music hall – used to keep warm by filling their pockets with horse dung, which, once cold, would be hurled at performers who failed to please?

			Do they know about the Edinburgh car dealer’s son who first drove a car to the top of Ben Nevis back in 1911? Why a Clydeside shipbuilder built a yacht shaped like a fish for a Russian Tsarina who didn’t like boats? Or why once a year the queen likes to pull on a pair of rubber gloves during her stay at Balmoral, and why the Scottish football team used to dress in pink and primrose?

			The truth is, it’s not just the lochs that are mysterious in Scotland. If you’ve ever wondered what the 17th-century Scottish linguist meant when he spoke about ‘anfractuosities’ and ‘cathetobasall’, or how much the newly crowned Edward VII enjoyed smashing to pieces his mother’s collection of china statues of John Brown, or why the Duke of Hamilton had his feet cut off, then this book is for you. 

			In it you’ll find the answers to questions even the Scots themselves don’t ask. Which Scottish city council has a stated policy to extend a ‘warm and peaceful’ welcome to visitors from outer space. The location of the world’s oldest indoor loo. Or how much it costs to strangle and burn a witch. It’s all here, from the country’s ugliest building to its oddest jobs, from the most unsavoury-sounding wig to the most famous village that never existed. Bizarre Scotland celebrates the great country like never before – and it’s all true.

			 

			David Long, October 2014
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			Royal Scotland
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			‘I feel a sort of reverence in going over these scenes in this most beautiful country, which I am proud to call my own, where there was such devoted loyalty to the family of my ancestors – for Stuart blood is in my veins . . .’

			Queen Victoria’s journal entry in 1873

			For years the royal family’s most vociferous opponent was a Scot, the staunch republican and MP for Fife Willie Hamilton (1917–2000). But in spite of this, thanks to Balmoral, Gordonstoun and a love of reeling, Britain’s first family has long had strong links north of the border, and the Scots seem on the whole to love having them come to stay.

			When in Scotland

			Travelling in Scotland, as heir to the throne, the Prince of Wales is correctly referred to as the Duke of Rothesay or, in Gaelic, Diùc Baile Bhòid. The title refers to a Scottish Act of Parliament that was passed in 1469 but refers quite specifically to ‘the first-born Prince of the King of Scots for ever’. In theory this means that if a Prince of Wales were to die before succeeding to the throne his heir would not be entitled to the same courtesy.

			The sovereign has also resorted to a number of aliases when moving through her realm. For a while Queen Victoria called herself the Countess of Balmoral in the mistaken belief that in this way she could travel incognito (the Countess of Lancaster was another favourite disguise) while Edward VII occasionally made a similarly unsuccessful bid to hide behind the moniker ‘Charles Renfrew’.

			As a pupil at Gordonstoun, Prince Philip once signed his name as the Earl of Baldwin when asked by a tourist for his autograph. His youngest son was also known as Earl during his time at the school – from his initials Edward Anthony Richard Louis – but then nicknamed ‘Jaws’ when he was fitted with braces for his teeth. Prince Andrew’s nickname at the school was ‘The Sniggerer’, and Prince Charles’s ‘School Guardian’ as he was headboy. (Quite a naughty one, though: in 1963 the newspapers revealed he had been caught in a pub in Stornoway ordering a glass of cherry brandy.)

			Maintaining the nicety of treating Scotland as a genuinely separate country, the last of the Hanoverians, King William IV (1765–1837), technically succeeded to four distinct thrones. On the death of his brother, and as the oldest person ever to succeed as a British sovereign, he became William I of Hanover, William II of Ireland, William III of Scotland and William IV of England. 

			Welcomed into the world at her grandparents’ Glamis Castle in 1930, HRH Princess Margaret was the first royal in direct line to the throne to have been born in Scotland for 300 years. She also owes her marriage to a Scot because it was at the 1956 wedding of her friend Colin Tennant, 3rd Baron Glenconner (see Aristocratic Scotland), that she first spotted the official photographer, Anthony Armstrong-Jones, whom subsequently she married.

			Dressing the Part

			In 1822, on the first royal visit north of the border since the ’45 Rebellion, George IV lifted the longstanding ban on the playing of bagpipes and truly entered into the spirit by dressing head to foot in tartan. Unfortunately no one pointed out that he had his kilt on back-to-front. (At the start of the same visit Sir Walter Scott had seized a goblet from which the king had been drinking and vowed it would forever remain in his family, an heirloom to mark this historic occasion. Unfortunately, according to Thackeray, he had ‘clapped the precious glass in his pocket [then] sat down on it and broke it when he got home’.)

			On a visit to Balmoral some thirty years later Queen Victoria was reportedly not amused to witness the young Lord Claud Hamilton (then aged ten) turning somersaults in his own kilt and in the process demonstrating the traditional Highland habit of wearing nothing underneath.

			Funnily enough her ancestor George III had had a similar shock, once shouting when at a levee, ‘Keep the ladies at the back, keep them at the back,’ when a respectful Scottish colonel’s deep bow caused his kilt to ride up. And when William IV wore one on his first visit to Scotland, and expressed concern that it was perhaps a little short, a tactful lady courtier assured him that ‘As your Majesty stays so short a time in Scotland the more we see of you the better.’ 

			He might have been fooled, but the queen wouldn’t have been: in the 1960s when Princess Anne suggested she try a mini­skirt she dismissed the suggestion, saying she was ‘not a film star’. Then again, and I know this is hard to imagine, in 1969 she did agree to dress up as a beatnik (for a Come-as-a-Beatnik Ball at Balmoral) and around the same time her brother-in-law Lord Snowdon was spotted in the village of Ballater wearing tweed knickerbockers and a ‘brown velvet anorak’. 

			George VI also went through a tartan phase, ordering not one but two tartan dinner jackets in February 1950. Pictures of him wearing them very rarely come to light, suggesting His Majesty had been stung by the words of the po-faced Tatler editor Mr John Taylor, who decided ‘not to make any comment. Presumably it is intended for wear in private only.’

			Life at Balmoral

			
					•	Describing it as her ‘pretty castle in the old Scotch style’, Queen Victoria purchased the Balmoral estate for her beloved Prince Albert after unexpectedly inheriting around half a million pounds in 1852 from someone she had never met and of whom she had never previously heard.

					•	The money came from John Camden Neild, an eccentric and slightly reclusive figure who lived on the Thames at Chelsea. Despite being worth perhaps £40 million at current values Neild would routinely hitch rides on carters’ wagons rather than pay a coach fare into London, and never cleaned his clothes for fear this would wear them out. He made occasional bequests during his lifetime but frugality was very much his watchword, and on his death he left his entire fortune to his sovereign, ‘begging for Her Majesty’s most gracious acceptance of the same, for her sole use and benefit, and her heirs, &c’.

					•	Since then most of those heirs and their families have loved the place as much as she did, but Edward VII was a notable exception and memorably described it as ‘the Highland Barn of 1,000 draughts’. He wasn’t mad about Sandringham either (calling it ‘Dickens in a Cartier setting’) but the Queen is very happy at Balmoral, although curiously she is reported to have said that at Sandringham she feels ‘a great deal more remote from London than at Balmoral’.

					•	The 42,000-acre estate is very much a holiday home, and so high jinks are only to be expected. Practical jokes played on visitors to Scotland have included apple pie beds (organised by Diana, Princess of Wales) and everything between guests’ sheets from dried peas to dead birds and even a live lobster, which Edward VII was wont to slip in.

					•	Years later his son George V banned alcohol from Balmoral for the duration of the Great War, although it was well known at the time that when he left the table saying he needed to ‘attend to a small matter of business’ he was actually sneaking off to his study for a glass of port. The traditional shooting was also largely curtailed during the war years, the only game shot being for the benefit of local farmers, servants and the sick.

					•	Ordinarily if unusually, His Majesty drank a single malt with his dinner. Princess Margaret did this too, probably because she liked neither white wine nor champagne. Albeit diluted, whisky also forms part of the traditional shooting lunch at Balmoral, where each ‘piece’ comprises a fairly modest bill of fare of a stuffed roll, an apple and a slice of plum pudding.

					•	Today when the queen or her family is en route to Balmoral special arrangements are made with National Air Traffic Services (NATS). These ensure that a strip of sky ten miles wide is cleared of all other aircraft on the route from London to Aberdeen. A similar arrangement was made between London and Caithness when the queen mother visited her Castle of Mey. (Arriving by helicopter she once observed that ‘the chopper has transformed my life – even more than it transformed Anne Boleyn’s’.) Designated Purple Air Ways, these strips must be avoided by all civil and military aircraft for a period of half an hour before members of the royal family are scheduled to travel. 

					•	Grey with red and black overchecks, the sett of the Balmoral tartan was invented by Prince Albert in 1853 and is said to echo the appearance of the rough-hewn granite of Royal Deeside. It is worn by HM Queen and members of the royal family can wear it only with her express permission. Her personal piper is also permitted to wear it but estate workers and ghillies are not, and instead sport the Balmoral tweed. 

			

			What They Like Doing at Balmoral . . .

			There’s a nine-hole golf course on the estate and a cricket pitch, but for a while the Duke of Edinburgh liked nothing more than to dig. The lake at Balmoral was excavated by him personally using a bulldozer on loan from the Army. 

			Briefly the royal household also used to enjoy American-style toasted triple-decker sandwiches. These had been introduced to Balmoral by Mrs Wallis Simpson during a visit to the castle in 1936.

			Favourite television viewing at Balmoral has traditionally included Dad’s Army and Brideshead Revisited (for the queen and the late queen mum); Fawlty Towers (Prince Andrew); and Edward and Mrs Simpson and David Attenborough’s Life on Earth (Prince Charles). 

			The queen is also a big fan of the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine, and is known to have watched it many times. Performances of the national anthem on television are said to have irritated the queen mother greatly, however. She would always insist the set be switched off immediately, telling those assembled, ‘Unless one is there it is embarrassing, like hearing the Lord’s Prayer while playing canasta.’

			Apparently the queen also likes to wash the dishes at Balmoral, but only once a year, in private, after a family barbecue, with no one else drying or putting away.

			. . . And What They Don’t Like Doing at Balmoral

			At one point during her long reign Queen Victoria ordered ‘No Smoking’ notices to be posted around the place, to the irritation of several of her guests. In the event only one of these chose to ignore the decree. King Albert of Saxony decided after two days of painful abstinence to light a cigar on the grounds that, as a monarch himself, he was entitled to make up his own rules.

			Queen Victoria couldn’t bear coal fires and insisted on wood ones, although as often as not she would refuse to have these lit – or even have them put out – when she felt that a particular room was ‘quite warm enough’. The music of Handel was also banned, and once the ladies had retired after dinner the gentlemen were rarely allowed more than a few minutes to enjoy their port and manly chatter before rejoining their wives.

			George V refused to allow his son, the future Edward VIII, to enter into the spirit of the place, and on hearing him practising with a set of bagpipes advised him not to do it again. ‘Leave this art to the Highlanders,’ he said. ‘They know what they’re doing.’ 

			While it is unlikely that many people get away with telling the queen what to do, Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother once asked her daughter (who had just requested another glass of wine), ‘Is that wise? You know you have to reign all afternoon.’

			The queen mother also preferred lady guests at Balmoral not to wear trousers and, never wearing them herself, would pull waders on over a skirt when out fly-fishing. Meanwhile her daughter, while happy to be seen out on the grouse moor – of which the royal family owns many thousands of acres around Balmoral, Birkhall and Glen Doll – never eats the birds themselves, nor snails or oysters.

			Bad Manners in the Borders

			In a rare public gaffe, Queen Mary praised the appearance of a new park she had been asked to open in Glasgow but then complained to a local councillor, ‘What a shame about all the houses around it.’

			Stalking near Balmoral George V, though a keen shot, missed a relatively easy stag. Clearly irritated, he ordered the stalker to ‘take this damned rifle away and never let me see it again’. To his surprise the Scotsman replied, telling the king, ‘Your Majesty, don’t waste your breath damning the rifle. It was a very bad shot.’

			The Scottish politician the 5th Earl of Rosebery was similarly ticked off by Edward VII. After he presented himself at court in a suit rather than dress uniform, the king affected to believe the former prime minister was an American. (George V inherited the same stickiness for correct form and used to insist his children wore white tie and their Garter stars even when the family was dining alone.)

			Well known not to suffer fools at all, let alone gladly, as a young showjumper in Ayrshire in 1972 Princess Anne snapped at a television cameraman, ‘Don’t you think I’ve got enough problems without you?’

			Prince Philip has also put his foot in it occasionally. In the 1960s, whilst speaking to members of the Scottish Women’s Institute, he surprised them by declaring, ‘You know, British women can’t cook. They are very good at decorating food and making it attractive. But they have a complete inability to cook.’

			In the 1930s when George V met the novelist John Buchan (aka the 1st Lord Tweedsmuir) he admitted he didn’t read a great deal but had very much enjoyed Buchan’s popular classic The Thirty-Nine Steps. Unfortunately Queen Mary followed this up by telling him that the king didn’t have much time for reading at all ‘and when he does I’m afraid he reads the most awful rubbish’.

			It wasn’t unknown for King George to attempt to put guests at their ease, however. When one of them broke wind at dinner one evening he was quick to kick a nearby dog whilst growling at it, ‘Filthy brute’. Unfortunately the dog was made of porcelain, and shattered into tiny fragments.

			The Affair of John Brown

			Queen Victoria showed rather more grace when out walking with her faithful manservant, John Brown. After a few too many Brown stumbled and tripped over. Rather than telling him off for being drunk, Her Majesty ignored the obvious and instead said that she too had felt the ground shake from a presumed earth tremor.

			One feels her son might have been rather more censorious. No fan of Brown’s, on the death of his mother the new King Edward VII lost no time in smashing all the commemorative statuettes of Brown he could lay his hands on. (He was also presumably instrumental in persuading his mother not to publish a small book she had written, although he was unable to prevent her from printing a number of copies of The Biography of John Brown at her own expense.)

			More Retail than Regal

			Woolworths was never awarded the Royal Warrant for rendering goods or services, but in 1939 the future Queen Elizabeth II, then a teenager, bought all her Christmas presents from a branch of the store in Aberdeen.

			Another royal retail connection: in the 1980s Princess Diana’s mother, the Hon. Frances Shand Kydd, owned a small news­agent and tobacconist’s in the coastal town of Oban. (In fact there are a few of these: Princess Michael’s mother had a dress shop in Sydney, Australia, and both Angus Ogilvy and Anthony Armstrong-Jones worked as waiters before marrying their princesses.)

			Even more surprisingly, perhaps, in the 1950s the queen mother organised a fête in the grounds of Crathie Church near Balmoral and insisted that various family members – including her daughter – run one of the stalls during the afternoon. 

			In Closing: What Scotland Means to Them

			Queen Victoria called it her ‘loved and blessed land’ and, as a nod to ancient Scottish superstitions, forbade any of her children from marrying in May for fear it would bring them bad luck.

			Queen Alexandra once made the mistake of comparing Scotland unfavourably with Ireland, which she thought ‘far more beautiful’. Queen Mary was more sensitive, and seeking a way to describe the stunning scenery of Norway eventually settled on a description of ‘a mixture of Scotland and Switzerland’.

			One of the Queen’s particular favourites is reportedly Scottish country dancing, although in her youth she was also very good at tap and learned to do the Twist. Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother was also a great fan of the fishing here, and something of an expert. Well into her old age she was still landing twenty-pounders each season at Balmoral.

			Of course, she was a Scot herself, and as a girl the young Lady Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon had enjoyed dressing up in the nursery at Glamis Castle. Insisting family members call her ‘Princess Elizabeth’ even then, and with a dressing-up chest that included genuine Tudor clothes, she soon became known for her sharp wit and shrewdness. Neither was ever better displayed than in a brief cable from London to her father when she ran out of funds: ‘SOS,’ it read: ‘LSD RSVP.’

			(Glamis Castle is also the only place where our present sovereign has been known to say anything even remotely controversial about religion. As a young girl staying at with her grandparents Princess Elizabeth was told by a visiting cleric that he would send her a book as a present. To this the future Defender of the Faith told him, ‘Not about God. I know all about him already.’)

			And Finally: A Corner of a Field which is Forever Scotland

			Despite their love for the country only two members of the British royal family have been buried in Scotland. Edward VII’s granddaughter, HRH Princess Arthur of Connaught, was cremated in 1959 and had her ashes interred at the chapel of Mar Lodge in Braemar together with those of her son, the 2nd Duke of Connaught, who had predeceased her.
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