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Abstract

Highland Minstrel to Tourist Icon:
The Changing role of the Highland Piper in Nova Scotia Society, 1773-1973

Barry W. Shears
January 17, 2005

“Highland Musician to Tourist Icon: The Changing Role of the Highland Piper in
Nova Scotia Society, 1773-1973” is a study of the arrival and evolution of
Highland bagpiping in Nova Scotia over a two hundred year period. This thesis
examines the history and exodus of Gaelic-speaking pipers from Scotland to Nova
Scotia, beginning in 1773, and examines the cultural status and diminishing social
role of these musicians within their evolving communities. The study describes
Nova Scotia’s rich and authentic traditional Gaelic piping style which survived in
the Province much longer than in Scotland. It provides historical background and
analysis as to why this cultural reality endured in Nova Scotia and reviews the
many social, economic and cultural developments which, along with world
events, altered the status, role and perception of the community piper within Nova
Scotia society.
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Illlustration

The bagpipe and the spinning wheel ave still heard discoursing sweet music within their dwellings !

‘Big’ Farquhar and Margory MacKinnon, East Lake Ainslie, ¢. 1910.
(Photograph courtesy of the East Lake Ainslie Historical Society)

! A H.Spedan, Rambles Among the Bluenoses (Montreal: John Lovell, 1863), p. 197.
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Introduction

I believe in telling children the truth about the history of the world,
that it does not consist in the history of Kings, Lords and Cabinets,
but consists in the history of the mass of the workers, a thing that is
not taught in any school.

J.B. McLachlan, 1925 !

Echoing the sentiment expressed by Scottish labour leader James B. McLachlan,
that history does not consist solely of “Kings, Lords and Cabinets”, academics have
increasingly devoted their energies to a variety of subjects dealing with cultural history.
A topic which falls under the umbrella of cultural history, and one in which music plays
an important role, is the subject of leisure and entertainment. In particular, the Scottish
Highland bagpipe is now attracting the interest of several academics with an interest in
its evolution, music and traditions. But why is a study of pipers and pipe music
performance in Nova Scotia important and who benefits from such a study?

Bagpipe music was an integral component of Highland society in both Scotland
and Nova Scotia. More recently bagpiping in Nova Scotia has become a cultural icon
and as a result has been the subject of significant misrepresentation. The study of this
aspect of Gaelic culture has been largely overlooked by academics and subsequently
many inaccurate stereotypes have emerged surrounding the role of pipers in Highland
society. This is a first step in reversing the romantic ideal of the Highland piper. It is not
based on deconstructionist theory but rather on a re-evaluation of certain erroneous
cultural stereotypes of the Scottish Gael in Nova Scotia which were introduced in the
early twentieth century and which permeated much of its second half.

This thesis should be of interest to anyone with an interest in Gaelic language,

music and culture, not only in Nova Scotia, but wherever bagpipes are played. In a

! David Frank, J.B. McLachlan: A Biography- The Story of a Legendary Leader and the Cape
Breton Coal Miners (Toronto: James Lorimer & Company Ltd, 1999), p.v.



broader context this study could be augmented by research into the musical traditions of
other immigrant groups to Nova Scotia such as Natitves, African Nova Scotians,
Germans, Irish, and United Empire Loyalists. These ethnic groups retained and
developed their musical traditions within the Province and a comprehensive evaluation
of these traditions seems to be wanting.

This thesis is not a treatise on Gaelic instrumental music but rather offers an
overview of the development of Highland bagpipe music and traditions in Nova Scotia
over a two hundred-year period. The study covers the period from the first significant
arrival of Scottish immigrants to Nova Scotia in 1773 to the bi-centenary celebrations of
the landing of the ship Hector in 1973. This time frame is important since it covers the
arrival, decline and eventual dissolution of a Gaelic-flavoured bagpiping tradition. In an
effort to present a contextual interpretation on the subject of Highland bagpiping in
Nova Scotia, the study begins with a detailed chapter on the development of the bagpipe
and its traditions in Scotland.

Chapter Two, “The Highland Bagpipe in Scotland”, touches on several aspects
of the changing role of the Highland piper in Scotland. It describes the origins of the
bagpipe in Scotland, the structure and eventual collapse of the Clan system,
“Hereditary” pipers, piping colleges, types of bagpipe music, musical literacy and
standardization. This chapter is important in the cross-case analysis of the changes
which affected pipers in Nova Scotia, especially in regards to the development of the
Scottish tourist trade in the early nineteenth century. Nova Scotia’s piping traditions
remained unique since many of these musical developments in Scotland occurred after
widespread Highland immigration to Nova Scotia had ceased. Relative isolation for
much of the nineteenth century limited external influences and provided the ideal

environment for the continuity of tradition in Gaelic language, music and dance.
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The extended time frame of this study dealing with the expansion of piping in
Nova Scotia may seem unwieldy, but it is made more manageable by dividing the
stages of development into three sections. There is, however, some overlap between
these stages of musical development. For instance, cultural isolation in several rural
areas of Nova Scotia allowed an essentially nineteenth-century style of piping to survive
and co-exist for a time with the modern twentieth-century style. It is the existence of
this older piping tradition which has attracted the recent interest of a handful of
folklorists, historians, and amateur musicologists from both Canada and the United
States.

The first and longest stage covers the period 1773-1895 and includes Chapters
Two and Three. It examines the arrival of tens of thousands of Scottish Gaels, beginning
with arrival of the ship Hector to Pictou in 1773, and their second and third generation
descendants. The arrival of dozens of professional and semi-professional musicians
(Appendix A), who accompanied this large migration, assured the presence of
‘community’ pipers in Nova Scotia.

Chapter Two, “Immigration, Settlement, and Industrialization” details two distinct
periods of Highland immigration to Nova Scotia and explains early settlement patterns
among Scottish Gaels to the Province. It describes the establishment of Highland
communities in Nova Scotia and the development of a limited economic base dependant
on farming, fishing and lumbering and the fate of several of the middle-class piping
families who immigrated to Nova Scotia (Appendix A). The fecundity of many Highland
families resulted in increased numbers of Gaelic-speaking Nova Scotians and increased
demands on limited agricultural resources. Improvements in transportation and
communication made it easier for large segments of the population to relocate to the

United States. The industrialization of Nova Scotia in the late nineteenth century



encouraged relocation of many Scottish Gaels, as well as other ethnic groups, from rural
areas to newly established urban centres.

Chapter Three, “The Piping Tradition in Nova Scotia”, touches on the role of
female pipers in Nova Scotia and describes the multi-faceted role of the piper
nineteenth-century Nova Scotia. The substantial increase in the number of Gaelic-
speaking Nova Scotians during the nineteenth century was accompanied by a rather
dramatic increase in the number of pipers in the Province (Appendix B). Since bagpipes
were expensive and difficult to obtain from Scotland, a market for homemade
instruments emerged and several pipe-makers began supplying the increasing demand for
locally produced bagpipes (Appendix C). Chapter Three also describes early bagpipe
making in Scotland and compares it to the development of a musical instrument “cottage
industry” in Nova Scotia. The role of Highland piper in Nova Scotia during much of the
nineteenth century was still one of community musician. The responsibility of these
community pipers, whether female or male, was to provide music for social dancing,
concerts and weddings.

The second stage (1895-1930) coincides with large scale industrialization in Nova
Scotia, improvements in transportation, the First World War and a general decline in the
number of Gaelic-speakers in Nova Scotia. Chapter Four, “Tradition in Transition, 1895-
1930”, opens by drawing parallels to the oral transmission of instrumental music, songs
and storytelling. It describes the continued decline of Gaelic language use in the Province
aided in part by the demographic shift which accompanied further industrial development
and outward migration. The period 1895-1930 also witnessed the arrival of several
Scottish-trained immigrants to Nova Scotia (Appendix E) and the increased influence of
the army on piping. The modern “Scottish” pipers who came to Nova Scotia during this

period included Pipe Major MacKenzie Baillie, his wife Catherine, and George Dey.



These musicians and others like them, were well-versed in contemporary-piping styles
and their influence coincided with the development of the first civilian pipe bands in the
Province. The changing perception of a piper’s role in society, to one of a kilted pipe
band musician, was reinforced by the army’s involvement in recruiting and retraining
pipers during the First World War.

The third stage of development covers the period 1930-1973, and is discussed in
Chapter Five. “The Final Chapter, 1930-1973”, outlines the factors which contributed to
the elimination of traditional piping styles and function in Nova Scotia. These influences
included the founding of the Gaelic College in 1938, the Second World War, the opening
of the Canso Causeway in 1955, the increased use of kilted figures in tourist literature,
and the bi-centenary celebrations of the landing of the ship Hecfor in 1973.

The number of traditionally trained pipers was at an all-time low by 1960s and
entertainment preferences had changed to reflect modern forms of social dancing. It
would appear that the descendants of the first urban Gaels opted for a tenuous attachment
to their culture.? Often this manifested itself into a denial of their cultural heritage and an
increasing willingness to accept the cultural stereotypes propagated after the Second
World War by institutions such as the Gaelic College at St Ann’s, Cape Breton, and the
Nova Scotia Department of Tourism. The training of pipers by the army during the
Second World War continued to reinforce modern concepts of piping and the Scottish
instructors teaching at the Gaelic College in the late 1950s dismissed local piping
traditions as practically worthless. By the 1970s the number of pipe bands in Nova Scotia
had almost doubled and much of the colourful history of nineteenth-century Gaelic

musical tradition had been largely ignored or forgotten.

% This was particularly evident in my hometown of Glace Bay. My grandmother, Maggie
(MacLean) Shears was one of many Gaelic-speakers who migrated to industrial Cape Breton and
preferred not to teach their children Gaelic. She felt that Canada was an English country and two
languages would only hinder social acceptance and advancement.
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The purpose of Chapter Six, “Conclusion”, and the attached Appendices is to
provide an interpretation of the material presented in the previous chapters and to
illustrate how the playing of the bagpipe managed to survive and find a niche in twentieth
century society. The development of the Scottish tourist trade in nineteenth century
Scotland had distinctive similarities with the expansion of Nova Scotia’s modern Scottish
identity in mid-twentieth century. In both cases Highland culture was redefined and
misrepresented.

The story of the bagpipe in Scotland has been well documented by such
scholarly treatments as The Highland Bagpipe by Francis Collinson,” The Bagpipe and
its Music by Roderick Cannon,* The Highland Bagpipe and Scottish Society, 1750-1950
by William Donaldson’ and 4 Piper in Peace and War by C.A. Malcolm.® There is,
however, a deficiency in the amount of material dealing with the tradition of bagpiping
outside Scotland. This void is gradually being filled by some recent studies such as: The
Piobaireachd of Simon Fraser by Barrie Orme,” Traditional Gaelic Bagpiping, 1745-
1945 8and Old and New World Highland Bagpiping’ by John G. Gibson.

For pipers and those interested in Scottish history this recent academic interest
has been well-received since, as William Donaldson, a Scottish piper and social

historian points out, Highland piping has become a world-wide phenomenon.

3 Francis Collinson, The Bagpipe- A History of a Musical Instrument (London and Boston:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975).

4 Roderick Cannon, The Highland Bagpipe and its Music (Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers
Ltd., 1995).

’ William Donaldson, The Highland Bagpipe and Scottish Society, 1750-195 (East Lothian,
Scotland: Tuckwell Press Ltd, 2000).

¢ C.A. Malcolm, The Piper in Peace and War (London: Harwick Press, First Published, 1927,
John Murray, London, reprinted in 1975).

" Dr. B.J. MacLachlan Orme, The Piobaireachd of Simon Fraser With Canntaireachd (Published
by the author, Victoria, Australia, N.p., Second edition, 1985).

% John G. Gibson, Traditional Gaelic Bagpiping, 1745-1945 (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s
University Press, 2000).

? John G. Gibson, Old and New World Highland Bagpiping (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 2002).



Nowadays piping is a worldwide culture with many thousands of

performers, composers, teachers and learners, not only in Scotland but in

Canada and the U.S.A., Australia, New Zealand and Ireland; there are

devotees of the Highland pipe in continental Europe as well, particularly

in Brittany. It supports on extensive manufacturing and retail base,

involving bagpipe and reed makers, drum manufacturers, makers of kilts

and uniforms for bands; a complex web of teaching and regulatory

institutions such as the Piobaireachd Society, the Army School of Bagpipe

Music, and the Royal Scottish Pipe Band Association; systems of grading

and certification of performers, networks of local, national and

international competitions for solo players and for bands, and a specialist

media including magazines, radio broadcasts and commercial
recordings. '’

In Nova Scotia, piping is a cultural icon and its history, development and
traditions have had an economic, social and cultural impact on the Province.
Organizations such as the Atlantic Canada Pipe Band Association draw on over four
hundred members across the region.!' The Association sanctions competitions, grades
performers and judges, and organizes workshops. In addition, institutions such as the
Gaelic College at St. Ann’s, and the College of Piping, Summerside, Prince Edward
Island, conduct classes in Scottish performing arts which attract tens of thousands of
visitors each year to the region. The image of a kilted Highland piper has been
displayed prominently on various tourist brochures and maps, marketing Nova Scotia’s
‘Scottish-ness’ for the past several decades. Surprisingly, few people know much about
the history of the bagpipe in Nova Scotia-- its Gaelic origins, music and traditions, or
the hundreds of players who played an important role maintaining this musical heritage.
Identifying the names of pipers from the historical record is perhaps the easiest form of

research, but the study of musical performance in a social environment is not as well

defined.

' Donaldson, The Highland Bagpipe and Scottish Society, 1750-1950, p.3.

" Originally formed in 1969 as the Nova Scotia Pipers and Pipe Band Association, the
organization changed its name to reflect increased membership by bands in New Brunswick and
Prince Edward Island.



There are several problems associated with the study of music and musical
performance as a form of recreation. In the case of Gaelic instrumental music several
samples of immigrant bagpipes and fiddles survive in Nova Scotia, but less tangible
features of both musical traditions are the actual tunes or melodies associated with each
instrument. This is because most pipers and fiddlers in nineteenth-century Nova Scotia
were unable to read or write music, learning their tunes aurally from older musicians in
the community. By the beginning of the twentieth century an increasing number of
pipers were becoming musically literate and improved access to printed musical
collections from Scotland no doubt displaced many of the older tunes. Written records
on pipers in Nova Scotia are few. The New World Gaels were largely illiterate and
those who could read had limited access to journals written in their own language.'? In
order to fill the void several sources were examined. Local community histories and
provincial censuses offer tantalizing leads regarding pipers and piping families in Nova
Scotia. These references have been cross-referenced with personal interviews with
tradition-bearers conducted over the past twenty years to compile the lists of pipers and
pipe-makers with a Nova Scotia connection. It soon became evident from available
research that these musicians were not “random, backwoods skirlers” but rather well-
trained tradition-bearers who represented a very old and unique style of bagpipe
playing. Unfortunately, by the early twentieth century only a handful of pipers
continued to be trained to fulfill traditional roles in Gaelic society--roles which by the
mid-twentieth century were for the most part no longer required. Their playing did not

conform to the army or competition style and instead of being acknowledged and

2 A notable exception to this was the newspaper Mac-Talla which was published in Cape Breton
by Jonathon G. MacKinnon between 1892 and 1904. The newspaper was published entirely in
Gaelic and was the longest running publication of its type in the world.



appreciated as exponents of a folk culture; their style of playing was considered inferior
and viewed as an anomaly to be corrected.

Research indicates that in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, bagpipe
playing in Nova Scotia was closely aligned with the strength and vibrancy of the Gaelic
language and culture. In Nova Scotia the term ‘traditional piper’ refers to a person who
was raised in a Gaelic-speaking, or bi-lingual (Gaelic-English) environment who
originally learned by ‘ear’ and who, for the most part, was unacquainted with written
music. Judging from the following quotation from a source associated with the Nova
Scotia Highland Brigade serving in Europe during the First World War, the bagpipe

appears to have had a large following among the Gaels of Nova Scotia:

The pipers of the 85™ (Nova Scotia) Battalion belonged to a
province where pipe music was the favourite form of
entertainment, “the people preferring it to all other kinds of
music”. So spoke an officer of the battalion. '’

Despite the opinion expressed by this un-named officer, the music of the bagpipe
may not have been entirely appreciated by some members of Nova Scotia society, even
in areas of significant Scottish settlement. For example, on New Year’s night in 1884, a
new ice-rink was opened at Stellarton, Pictou County. Within a month of the official
opening the by-laws had been revised, singling out a local piper who under the amended
rules was prohibited from playing his bagpipe at the rink.'* This may mean nothing
more than the fact that in piping, as in all musical disciplines, there have always been

good and bad performers.

% Malcolm, The Piper in Peace and War, p. 225.
14 Stephen M. Kirincich, 4 Centennial History of Stellarton (Antigonish, NS: Scotia Design
Publications, 1990), p. 54.
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The relative contradiction of these two sources points to the question of how
widespread piping was in the areas of Gaelic settlement in Nova Scotia. Comparing
census information on population growth in the Nova Scotia Gaidhealtachd (Gaelic-
speaking area) with a list of second and third generation pipers (Appendix B) does
indicate a healthy musical tradition. Appendix B also alludes to the extent of the
transmission of musical skill within certain families and communities. Families like the
Maclntyres, Jamiesons, and Beatons, as well as several others, preserved and passed on
musical traditions within their families until well into the twentieth century. These
musical traditions included regional playing techniques and repertoire. Since many of
the pipers mentioned in this work were bards as well as fiddlers, some references to
poems in both English and Gaelic have been included to further illustrate the cultural

bond between language and instrument.

In addition, several of the musicians studied in this thesis shared a common
surname and Christian name and this can, at times, be confusing. A constant problem
with any research regarding people of Scottish descent in the New World is the
predominance of sobriquets or Nicknames’.'> Common nicknames in Gaelic or English
might denote a particular physical characteristic of an individual, i.e. ‘Little’ Hughie,
Donald Mor or Big Donald, Donald Barn or Fair-haired Donald. The trade or particular
skill associated with an individual family or family member can also be used. Piper and
pipe maker Duncan Gillis of Grand Mira was not known as such but was referred to as
Duncan ‘Tailor’, most likely a reference to his father’s profession. Equally confusing is
a family of MacNeils from Pipers Cove, descendants of the Laird of Barra's piper, Rory

MacNeil. They were known as the 'The Pipers' even though very few of them actually

'’ William Davey and Richard MacKinnon, “Nicknaming Patterns and Traditions Among Cape
Breton Coal Miners”, Acadiensis, XXX (Spring 2001), pp. 71-83.
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played the bagpipe. For others a place name or area would be sufficient to distinguish a
particular family, as was the case with the ‘Ridge’ MacDonalds of Mabou Ridge,
Inverness County, who later settled at South Lower South River, Antigonish County.
Geo-politics also presents a difficulty in a work of this nature. Cape Breton had
been a separate colony from 1784 until 1820 when it was re-joined to the Nova Scotia
mainland, '® and the province of New Brunswick was considered part of Nova Scotia
until 1784."7 For the purpose of simplicity, this thesis deals with Nova Scotia as it is

defined by its current geographical boundaries and includes a map of the province.

D, Campbell and R. A. MacLean, Beyond the Atlantic Roar: A Study of the Nova Scotia Scots
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Ltd, 1974), p. 285.

17W. S. MacNutt, The Atlantic Provinces (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Ltd, 1965, reprint,
1975), p.95.
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Chapter One

The Highland Bagpipe in Scotland

The music of the bagpipes, like every other kind of music, cannot be

understood or appreciated unless it is heard in its proper and natural

setting. It is not the music of the music hall, although it has been played

there, and when you confine it within walls and a ceiling it is like chaining

a lion to a tree or caging an eagle. The pibroch is the music of the glens

and lakes, of the woods and the mountains, of the campfire and the dark

night, of marching men and the battlefield. It is heroic music. It can also

be bright or sad, the music of the stirring dance and the dirge for the fallen

hero. It is a soulful music for a soulful people.’

One of the most recognizable icons of Scottish culture is the Great Highland
Bagpipe. It consists of a very limited, almost primitive, musical scale when compared
with modern musical instruments. Nevertheless, for those who play the instrument or
enjoy its music, it is capable of evoking a wide range of emotions. From the introduction
of the instrument to Scotland, sometime in the fifteenth century, to its current
international appeal, bagpipes and pipers have been called upon to fill a variety of roles in
Scottish society. The bagpipe provided courtly music and martial airs during the halcyon
days of the now defunct Highland clan system of the Gaels. In Scotland, the piper found a
use not only on the battlefield, where the sheer volume of the instrument rendered it a
perfect form of open-air communication clearly heard above the clatter of sixteenth-to -
eighteenth century warfare, but also as a purveyor of dance music. In addition, rowers
and harvesters were often accompanied by the music of the bagpipe.2

By the mid-nineteenth century pipers were well established in the Highland

regiments of the British army. The combination of pipers and drummers in the British

! Neil MacNeil, The Highland Heart in Nova Scotia (Reprint. Toronto: Saunders, 1969), p. 155.

% See Hugh Cheape, ‘The Piper to the Laird of Grant’ Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of
Scotland, 125 (1995), pp.4-10, for a more detailed description of the role of piper in eighteenth
century Scotland.
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army led to the first formally recognized pipe bands around 1854.> The chief (and usually
more experienced) player in the band was appointed Pipe Major. This basic organization
has been the template, with only minor changes, for every military and civilian pipe band
in existence today. From the mid-nineteenth to the early twentieth century, the music of
the bagpipe made a transition from a largely oral tradition to a written one. This change

was accompanied by changing roles for the piper in Scottish society.

Despite the importance of the bagpipe to the culture and social relationships of the
Scottish Gaels it has received little critical analysis in Scotland. Even less attention has
been paid to the areas settled by dispossessed Scottish emigrant pipers. Much of the
available literature devoted to the bagpipe has been restricted to a handful of books

published in and around the first and last decades of the twentieth century.’

While the three-droned or Great Highland Bagpipe is mostly associated with
Scotland many authorities agree the bagpipe started its life as a simple reed pipe in
ancient Egypt about 2500 B.C.” Later a bag (air reservoir) and blowpipe were added to
allow the pipe to produce a constant sound. This early form of the bagpipe was used in
Roman society in the first century A.D. and there are some claims that the Roman
Emperor, Nero, played a form of bagpipe.® Successive alterations to the instrument over

the next sixteen hundred years included the addition of one or more drones, offering a

3 There is no official date for the combination of pipers and drummers in a pipe band format.

* These include: W.L. Manson, The Highland Bagpipe its History, Literature and Music (Paisley,
Scotland: 1901); Wm. Gratton Flood, The Story of the Bagpipe (London: N.p.,1911); Roderick D.
Cannon, The Highland Bagpipe and its Music (Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers Ltd, 1995);
John G. Gibson, Traditional Gaelic Bagpiping, 1745-1945 (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 1998, and Old and New World Highland Bagpiping (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 2002); William Donaldson, The Highland Pipe and Scottish Society (East Lothian,
Scotland: Tuckwell Press, 2000).

> Hugh Cheape, The Book of the Bagpipe (Chicago:Contemporary Books, 2000), p. 18.

¢ Anthony Baines, Bagpipes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1960), p. 63.
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rudimentary harmony for the melody pipe or chanter, and in some areas the addition of a
bellows to replace the mouth-blown method of bag inflation.

A lack of historical records makes it impossible to ascertain with any accuracy
when the bagpipe reached Scotland. Some historians claim the bagpipe was introduced to
Scotland by the Roman legions, while others maintain it came from Ireland. Whatever the
origins, the bagpipe appears to have been further developed in Europe after the twelfth
century, reaching England about 1200 A.D. 7 By the fifteenth century it was adopted by
the Gaelic- speaking peoples of Scotland and Ireland. In both countries it was used as an
incitement to battle and for lamenting the dead.®

There are several forms of bagpipes played throughout Europe today whose
origins can be traced to the twelfth century. As Hugh Cheape explains in his book on the
origins of the bagpipe:

The 12" century has been characterized as a period of “renaissance” in
European history when the arts, science and literature flourished in a way
in which they had clearly not in the preceding centuries. Identifiable
phenomena such as the growth of towns, the Crusading movement and the
collision and exchange with Islam provided fertile ground for the spread
of music and song. The years from 1099 to about 1291 experienced a
complex of social, economic and cultural interaction between Muslims
and Crusaders, and new instruments of science and music were imported
into Europe from the richer cultures of the Middle East. In this period the
bagpipe seems to have traveled fast and far and to have developed into the
universal musical instrument of medieval Europe. Its presence in a
vigorous folk tradition in Eastern Europe is as likely to be attributed to the
same renaissance as breathed life into it in Western Europe. Poland,
Czechoslovakia, Ukraine, Yugoslavia, Romania, Bulgaria and Macedonia
all have remarkable bagpipes with their own histories.”

" Cannon, The Highland Bagpipe and Its Music, p. 8.

% Ibid. “The Highlanders employed pipers at the battle of Pinkie in 1549 and in 1544, pipers
accompanied Irish soldiers marching in London. ...with it they accompany their dead to the grave,
making such sorrowful sounds as to invite, nay compel, the bystanders to weep.”

® Cheape, The Book of the Bagpipe, p.35.
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However, it is the Scottish form of bagpipe which can be found in many parts of
the world. This is due, in large part, to the numerous emigrants who left Scotland for one
reason or another and eventually colonized parts of North America, Australia and New
Zealand and to the various Highland regiments (all of which retained numerous pipers
and pipe bands) recruited and dispatched around the globe to help secure and protect
Britain’s military and economic interests. Today, as a result, the Highland Bagpipe is

played in many countries around the world.

Bagpipe Construction

The Great Highland Bagpipe consists of fifteen separate sections and can be
accurately described as a collection of wooden tubes. Each section 1s mounted at its
weaker points with any one of a variety of materials, from horn and animal bone, silver
and ivory and currently plastic, depending on the cost of the instrument. The pieces are
assembled together and attached to a bag (air reservoir) to form three drones (one bass
and two tenor) which sound a continuous note, one octave apart, producing rudimentary
harmony; a chanter (melody pipe) capable of sounding nine notes, and a blowpipe and
mouthpiece with a one-way valve to allow air to enter the bag. The air reservoir, which is
made from animal hide, allows the performer to take a breath without interrupting the
continuous sound of the bagpipe. The instrument plays four reeds simultaneously in three
octaves. Single reeds are used for the drones and double reeds, consisting of two pieces
of cane lashed to a copper tube, are used for the pipe chanter.'’ Since the chanter only

produces nine melody notes the types of music which can be played on it is very limited.

' Over the past three decades the use of synthetic materials in bagpipe manufacture has increased
substantially. Some bagpipes are now made almost entirely of plastic. The pipe bag, once made of
tanned animal hide, is now being produced from synthetic materials like Gortex. The drone reeds
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Fig. 1 Exploded Diagram of a Scottish Highland Bagpipe

The Grest igbtand Bagpipe ,

are made from Spanish or French cane known as Arundo Donax, but these too are now being
made of molded plastics and carbon fibre.
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The Great Highland Bagpipe, when played, emits a continuous sound. It cannot
play a note louder or softer, and so does not possess the dynamics of other instruments
such as the violin or piano. To differentiate between notes of the same pitch, and to
“colour” or embellish the melody or tune, a very sophisticated system of grace noting
(quick notes on the chanter played with a single finger) was developed. With the advent
of printed music for the bagpipe in nineteenth century Scotland, embellishments have
become standardized and today they are accepted universally by the piping community.
Several of these nineteenth-century embellishments were discarded by Scottish players in
the early twentieth century. By the late twentieth century remnants of these ancient
fingering techniques survived only in the remote areas of the Scottish Gaelic Diaspora

such as Cape Breton Island and the west coast of Newfoundland. 1

The Clan System

From medieval times there existed in the Highlands of Scotland a social system
based on filial relationships. The clan system was divided into large tribal districts and
flourished until the middle of the eighteenth century. At its root lay kinship and a
common bond of blood relationship.'> Among the smaller clans, this socio-political
system was essentially self-government but in the larger clans or federation of clans, like
the Lordship of the Isles, it resembled a full and formal parliament. 13 A highly parochial
society, the clan system was abundant in regional warfare, cattle raiding, and a rich and

varied tradition of folklore.

"' See Margaret Bennett, The Last Stronghold (St. John’s: Breakwater Books, 1989); Barry Shears,
The Gathering of the Clans Collection Vol. One (Halifax: Published privately, 1991), and Vol.
Two (Halifax: Published privately, 2001); and Gibson, Old and New World Highland Bagpiping.
2 Frank Adam, Clans, Septs and Regiments of the Scottish Highlands (First Published London:
Johnston & Bacon, 1908; New York: Cassell & Collier Macmillan, Reprint, 1975), p.13.

3 1.F. Grant, The Clan Donald (Edinburgh: Johnston and Bacon Publishers, Reprint, 1979), p. 9.
The Lordship of the Isles (Dominus Insularum) lasted from 1354 until 1493.
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This system was patriarchal in structure and feudal in nature. The clan chief
maintained a paternal interest in his people and their welfare. Clan society was pyramidal
in shape. At its head was the clan chief, whose position was quasi-royal and who had the
power to wage war on enemies of the clan, mediate disputes among his people, and in
some cases decide on matters of life and death.” This position resembled a hereditary
monarchy of sorts. It was founded on custom and regulated by laws and family
tradition."® The power of the clan chief, however, was far from absolute. He ruled with
the assistance of a clan or tribal council consisting of the heads of various prominent
families within the group.'®

The clan chief kept a retinue of body-guards (known as henchmen), consisting
usually of close relatives; and poets and chroniclers, whose job it was to record in song
and verse the history of the clan. The clan chief patronized the arts and employed several
court musicians such as harpers, and later pipers and fiddlers. Many of these positions
were passed on in perpetuity from father to son, and some families became famous for
their musical and bardic skills.'” In exchange for their piping services, the chiefs were
responsible for outfitting the piper with clothes and accessories. In some cases this also
extended to purchasing instruments.'®

The layer of clan structure below the clan chief and his family was the tacksman

class. Usually more distant relatives of the clan chief, they sub-let farms to tenants and in

" Fitzroy MacLean, Highlanders (London: Penguin Books Ltd., Reprint, 1997), p. 175 According
to MacLean, MacDonald of Clanranald sentenced a woman, found guilty of stealing his money; to
have her long hair tied to the seaweed growing on the rocks. She was to be left there for the
incoming tide to drown her.
:Z Adam, Clans, Septs and Regiments of the Scottish Highlands, p.108.

Ibid.
'7 The practice of a clan chief retaining a piper enjoyed a dramatic increase during the Victorian

revision of popular Scottish culture in the mid-1800s.
'8 Cannon, The Highland Bagpipe and its Music, p. 52.
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turn paid a portion of the profits to the head of the clan.” The tacksman occupied the
position of middle class and they also acted as military lieutenants for the clan chief in
times of war.

The bottom and largest part of the social order consisted of tenants and sub-
tenants. The tenants controlled larger farms or a part of a larger farm. The sub-tenants
were essentially “land-less labourers” who lived on small parcels of land. Under the
existing rental terms they had little opportunity to collect wealth in the form of livestock
or land.*

In some cases members of the clan were exempt from rent in exchange for a
particular service or circumstance. The MacCrimmons of Skye, as hereditary pipers to
MacLeod of Dunvegan, held their farm at Boreraig rent-free until the late eighteenth
century.”! In addition, every able-bodied man was required to fulfill his military
obligations and, in doing so, provided the clan chief with a formidable standing army.

The social infrastructure of the clan system in Scotland received a major setback
shortly after the English-speaking James VI (later James I) became monarch over both
England and Scotland in 1603. The linguistic and cultural differences of the Gaels took
on a political dimension. The language was perceived by Lowland Scots and the English
court as the basis for everything wrong with Gaelic society, from uncivilized barbarism to
cattle rieving, and a proclivity for war. In an effort to persuade the Gaels to abandon their

own language and learn English language and customs, James VI signed the Statutes of

¥ J M. Bumsted, The People’s Clearance: Highland Emigration to British North America
(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 1982), p. 34.

2 Ibid., p. 36.

2! Cannon, The Highland Bagpipe and its Music, p.54.
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Iona in 1609. These laws sought to limit the power of the clan chiefs.”> Among other
things, it was now necessary for the clan chiefs to send their eldest sons to the Lowlands
to be educated in English and to expel the bards, whose Gaelic poetic verse preserved the
history and distinctiveness of each clan. The effects of the Statutes of Iona would have
long-term ramifications for the Scottish Highlander. By moving the heirs to the
Chieftainships out of the Highlands and educating them in English language and customs,
paternal attachment to their kinsmen was significantly diminished and a wedge was
driven between the Chief and his clansmen. The break with traditional values and
language made the transition from Highland chief to profit-driven landlord all the easier

in the late eighteenth and nineteenth century.

Piping in the Army

After the defeat of Bonnie Prince Charlie at Culloden in 1746 and his eventual
flight to France, England was left to ponder the consequences of another possible
Jacobite uprising in Scotland. William Pitt proposed a scheme to recruit regiments from
the Highlands of Scotland and to have them commanded by English or “Loyal” Scottish
officers. This idea had first been proposed by Lord Duncan Forbes of Culloden in a letter

sent to Lord Milton, the Lord Justice Clerk, in 1738.

I propose that the Government should raise four or five regiments of
Highlanders, appointing an English or Scottish officer of undoubted
loyalty to be Colonel of each regiment, and naming the licutenant-
colonels, majors, and captains and subalterns from this list in my hand,
which comprehends all the chiefs and chieftains of the disaffected clans,
who are the very persons whom France and Spain will call upon in case of
war to take up arms for the Pretender. If the Government pre-engage the
Highlanders in the manner I propose, they will not only serve well against

*2 Nancy Dorian, Language Death, The Life Cycle of a Scottish Gaelic Dialect (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1981), p. 17.
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the enemy abroad, but will be hostages for the good behavior of their
relatives at home, and I am persuaded it will be absolutely impossible to
raise a rebellion in the Highlands.”

The immediate benefits of such a plan would be twofold. Firstly, it would provide
England with additional soldiers to expand its ever increasing and diverse mercantile
interests abroad, especially its ongoing wars with France for control of North America.
Secondly, it would reduce the numbers of Highlanders available for any future attempt at
an armed rebellion and, with the proper incentives, might persuade them to settle in the
colonies. This scheme was accepted by Sir Robert Walpole, but later vetoed in cabinet.
Despite widespread opposition to the plan, one pro-government regiment, the Black

Watch, was successfully established in 1739 for home defense.”*

The recruitment scheme was later re-visited during Britain’s struggle for control
of North America in the mid-eighteenth century and several additional Highland
regiments were raised for military service. The Fraser Highlanders and Montgomery’s
Highlanders were raised in Scotland during the Seven Years War and were quickly
disbanded once hostilities had subsided. When peace came many of these soldiers and
their families were given land grants in North America. Several officers in these
regiments consisted of sons of many prominent clan chiefs and, keeping with long
established custom, they were accompanied abroad by their personal pipers.”” These
pipers were often close relatives of the clan chiefs and in return for pay and upkeep, they
sometimes acted as attendants or servants. The financial burden of paying for the

maintenance of these pipers was shouldered by the officers themselves and not from

¥ Adam, The Clans, Septs, and Regiments of the Scottish Highlands, p. 440.
24

Ibid.
» Gibson, Old and New World Highland Bagpiping, pp. 104-105.
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government coffers.”® Although plentiful, pipers did not form a part of the recognized

British military establishment until the mid-nineteenth century.”’

The necessity of pipe music to the well being of the Highland soldier in these
regiments was well known at the time.*® Whether on the field of battle as company piper
or providing social dance music by the camp fires, the piper was continuously in demand.
Unlike armies of today, the armies of the eighteenth and nineteenth century had
numerous camp followers and, when not billeted in local communities, their
encampments resembled small, transportable villages. The camp followers consisted of
soldier’s wives and children, cooks, butchers and laundresses. The composition of these
military encampments provided ample time for social interaction and, no doubt, afforded
the piper plenty of occasions to fulfill the role as a purveyor of dance music. By the
beginning of the nineteenth century there were only two ways of making a living as a
full-time piper in Scotland. One was as a piper to the aristocracy,” provided the estate
owner or laird had sufficient interest and funds to maintain such a position; and the other

was as a piper in the army.

Following the success of the three Highland regiments engaged in service in
North America during the Seven Years War, the British government continued to recruit
Highlanders into the army. Four Highland regiments participated in the Napoleonic Wars

and several Fencible Regiments, a form of militia used for training full-time soldiers,

?8 Cannon, The Highland Bagpipe and its Music, p. 119.

%" Diana Henderson, Highland Soldier, 1820-1920 (Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers Ltd,

1989), pp. 246-47.

% Ibid., p.44.

¥ Gibson, Old and New World Highland Bagpiping. Gibson has listed numerous family pipers and
their employers in the first two sections of this book.
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were raised in Scotland. Pipers were indispensable to these regiments and although not

officially recognized by the War Office their music was often used as a recruiting tool.>

Development of the Scottish Tourist Industry

Once the ban on wearing Highland dress, imposed by the Act of Proscription
(1747) after Culloden, was rescinded in 1782, and after Prince Charles Edward Stewart
had died (in 1788 and without an heir), there was a revival, albeit skewed, of all things
Scottish. The Highland Scots, who had been demonized during the last Jacobite
Rebellion of 1745, now represented a form of “Noble Barbarism”.*' This transformation
can be attributed to the writings of James MacPherson, Sir Walter Scott, and to a lesser

extent, James Logan.

James MacPherson was born in 1736. As a member of the tacksman or middle
class he was afforded a modest education, studying at both King’s and Marischal
Colleges in Aberdeen. He was capable of reading and writing in Gaelic and collected and
edited several ancient folk tales from various informants in the Highlands. In 1760 his
Fragments of Ancient Poetry was published, followed in 1765 by The Works of Ossian.
This later work was a collection of several epic poems dealing with the life of Fingal, the
ancient Caledonian warrior and leader of a race of giants. According to tradition these
poems were originally composed by Ossian, the blind son of Fingal and last
representative of the race. These works were an immediate success throughout Europe
and were eventually translated into several languages. Napoleon Bonaparte carried an

Italian translation of the work with him during his campaigns. It became the inspiration

3 Henderson, Highland Soldier, 1820-1920, p.33.
3! Donaldson, The Highland Pipe and Scottish Society, 1750-1950, p.10.
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for countless other poems, novels, plays and paintings and secured for MacPherson a

certain degree of fame and fortune.>

Sir Walter Scott was born in 1771 in Edinburgh, Scotland. He popularized
Scottish culture with such works as Rob Roy (1817), one of the first historical novels ever
written, and The Heart of Midlothian (1819), a tale of two early Jacobite insurrections.
These works affected how the Gaels were perceived by English and European readers.
Even the music was the focus of renewed interest and some of the first printed collections
of Highland pipe music were published at this time. “Many of the [musical] traditions
were connected to Jacobitism, which, with its political force safely spent, had become

respectable again under the influence of Sir Walter Scott.”*>

There is an ironic twist to the romantic antiquarian writings of MacPherson in the
late eighteenth century, and Scott in the early nineteenth century. These authors were
reaching an unprecedented European market and they accrued substantial notoriety and a
certain amount of financial reward. At the same time in history the Highlands and Islands
of Scotland were being depopulated and in later instances people were forced from the
region and replaced with sheep. Two decades after the appearance of MacPherson’s The
Works of Ossian, thousands of Highland Scots had already immigrated to places such as
North Carolina, Prince Edward Island and Nova Scotia. Sir Walter Scott’s romantic
depiction of the Scottish Gael coincided with large scale evictions throughout the
Highlands and Islands, the victims of which were finding new homes in the area now

known as Maritime Canada.

32 Ibid., pp. 5-19.
33 Cannon, The Highland Bagpipe and its Music, p.81.
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James MacPherson had succeeded in drawing European attention to the Scottish
Highlands and Sir Walter Scott, through his romantic depictions of Scottish life, is
credited with single-handedly creating the Scottish tourist trade.>® The work of these two
men would be augmented by another Scot, James Logan, whose written contributions to
Scottish culture in the nineteenth century influenced a generation of writers and

performers.

James Logan was born at Aberdeen in the early 1790s. The son of a merchant, he
was educated at the city’s Grammar School and although he was intended for a career in
Law or Medicine, he achieved neither.>* Logan lived for a time in London, spending long
hours at the British Museum and, at some point during his career, found time to learn to
play the bagpipe. In 1826 he traveled to the north of Scotland to gather material for his
book on the customs and habits of the Scottish Gaels.’® In 1831 James Logan’s The
Scottish Gael was published in London in two volumes. Logan’s observations on playing
the instrument and his historical notes on several of the ‘hereditary’ pipers meshed
perfectly with the emerging attitudes of ‘Victorian’ Britain towards Scottish culture.”’
Both Scott and Logan helped associate a primitive and noble instrument with a primitive

and noble people.

Logan also wrote the ‘Historical Accounts of Hereditary Pipers’ and ‘Historical
and Traditional Notes on the Plobaireachds’ which was included in Angus MacKay’s

Collection of Ancient Piobaireachd (1838)*® In addition, Logan wrote The Clans of the

3* Donaldson, The Highland Bagpipe and Scottish Society, 1750-1950, p. 101.
35
Ibid., p. 150.
% Ibid., p. 150.
7 Ibid., p. 152.
3 It is only recently that James Logan has been verified as the author of these sections of
MacKay’s book. MacKay’s collection was the piper’s “Bible” for much of the nineteenth century
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Scottish Highlands, complete with illustrations of various tartans and figures supplied by
a local artist, RR. Mclan. This was also published in London in 1845-47. To a large
extent both The Scottish Gael and The Clans of the Scottish Highlands misrepresented the

culture of the Gael to an expanding European market.

These works contained some wild exaggerations of fact, especially in matters of
Highland dress. As William Donaldson points out, ‘Logan’s enthusiasm for costume was
typical of his opportunistic approach to Highland culture. ‘The fact that the so-called
“clan” tartans often bore but slender resemblance to more traditional patterns and that
they had little traceable existence before the second decade of the nineteenth century did
not constitute a problem.”** With the political power of the Gaels diminished, the culture
and costume (particularly the kilt) associated with the Gael was being defined more and

more by Lowland and English perceptions and economic interests.

The great kilt, the versatile and common garb of the Highlander, was abolished
from use under the terms of the Act of Proscription. It was essentially a large tartan
blanket (approx. 6 feet in length), gathered together and secured with a belt around the
waist and a brooch at the shoulder. The top portion of the kilt could be drawn over the
head and shoulders in inclement weather. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
century it was modified to become a small kilt, shortened in length to extend from the
mid-knee to just above the waist, with the addition of permanent pleats sewn in the back.

The individual plaid or setts were also distorted, growing from a handful of district

and the information supplied by Logan was used extensively by early twentieth century writers of
Scottish history.

* Donaldson, The Highland Bagpipe and Scottish Society, 1750-1950, pp. 153-4.
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tartans, to a vast selection of family or clan tartans. These tartan offerings would
eventually include not only the major clan names, but a host of other small cadet
branches of the same family, subdivided even further into Hunting and Dress patterns.
The development of this vast array of family tartans from a handful of traditional patterns
developed towards the end of the eighteenth century and can be attributed to a large

extent to the Sobieski brothers of Europe.*’

John and Charles Edward Sobieski claimed to be relatives of Bonnie Prince
Charlie on his mother’s side (Bonnie Prince Charlie’s mother’s maiden name was
Sobieski). They were well connected in high society and made unsubstantiated claims
that every clan had one or more distinctive tartans associated with them. In 1829 they
produced Vestiarium Scoticum. This book consisted of 55 setts (patterns) of tartans and

was, apparently, more fantasy than fact.*!

The Highlands became Britain’s Alps, a stage for romanticism and healthy
sport. When Lord Brougham introduced the fashion of tartan trousers to
London, ordering bolts of every sett from Mr. MacDougall the draper at
Inverness, English Society went a” L’Ecosse in a fanatic way that lasted
until the death of Victoria seventy years later. Those picaresque
confidence tricksters, John and Charles Sobieski Stuart, charmed
everybody with their claims to be the grandsons of Bonnie Prince Charlie,
by a legitimate son no less. They handsomely refused to press their right to
the Throne, grew their black hair down to their shoulders, painted their
own portraits in Highland dress, lived with musical-comedy splendour on
an island given to them by Lord Lovat, and fed public credulity with their
Vestiarium Scoticum, a treatise on the tartan based on three ancient
mamgcn’pts which they said they possessed but which nobody else ever
saw.

“ John Prebble. The Highland Clearances (Reprint. 1974. Markham: Penguin Books Canada),
p.146.
! Ibid.
* Ibid.
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The dubious authenticity of many of these tartans did not matter and what
followed was an entrepreneur’s dream. As more areas of the Highlands were cleared of
its inhabitants and replaced with sheep runs there was an abundance of cheap mutton and
wool, especially after the end of the Napoleonic Wars. It would appear that the owners of
the woolen mills, many of which were located in the Lowlands, were more than eager to
participate in the manufacture of tartans supplying kilts and other articles of “Highland
costume” to meet the demands of a public fascinated with Scottish/Gaelic culture.” The
demand for tartan began with the kilted regiments of the British army and members of the
Scottish aristocracy but it would later spread to North America and beyond. The wool
produced by flocks of Cheviot sheep, which were introduced to the Highlands in the mid-
eighteenth century, was in turn manufactured into, among other things, tartan cloth and
sold to descendants of the very Highlanders who were evicted to make way for sheep

runs in the first place.

So effective was the revisionism of Gaelic culture in the nineteenth century that,
in 1822, the Hanoverian King George IV landed at Leith Walk in Edinburgh outfitted
from head to foot in “traditional” Highland attire.** This visit had been organized by The
Celtic Society of Scotland whose then president was Sir Walter Scott. Later Queen
Victoria established the position of Sovereign’s Piper, a position which required the
appointed musician to divide his time between the Royal family’s residences at both
Balmoral Castle and London. It is important to note that two of the pipers who fulfilled
the position of Sovereign’s Piper in the nineteenth century, were also at the forefront of

musical literacy. The appointment of a Sovereign’s Piper has continued to present day,

“ Donaldson, The Highland Pipe and Scottish Society, 1750-1950, p.153.
* Prebble, The Highland Clearances, p. 139.
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although with Scotland moving towards greater political independence, the position

might be in jeopardy.

Several members of the aristocracy mimicked the Royal household’s patronage of
court musicians in the early nineteenth century and, in turn, provided employment for
pipers on estates throughout Britain. These opportunities, coupled with positions in the
army, provided pipers with a welcomed alternative to permanent emigration from
Scotland to Britain’s overseas colonies. These factors helped inject a new vigor and
musical direction into the playing of the bagpipe in nineteenth century Scotland. If the
manufacture and wearing of tartan began to symbolize the Scottish identity to the world,
then bagpipe music would certainly herald these changes in Scottish society. After a
rather brief four hundred-year history in Scotland, the Highland bagpipe found a niche
which would guarantee its survival through the following decades of social and economic

upheaval.

Early Piping in Scotland
Oral tradition suggests that the Highland bagpipe usurped the harp as the favored
court instrument, largely due to the patronage of Alasdair “Crotach” MacLeod, 8th Chief
of Dunvegan in the late fifteenth cenmry.45 By the eighteenth century the harp was a
rarity in the Highlands of Scotland and the office of harper had almost disappeared.46
Although the bagpipe was a relative newcomer to Highland society, its increasing
prestige among clan chiefs did not go unnoticed by those who felt threatened by the

piper’s increasing importance as an exponent of Gaelic instrumental music.

* MacLean, Highlanders, p.135.
“ Cheape, ‘The Piper to the Laird of Grant’, Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of
Scotland, 125 (1995) pp. 4-10.

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































