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Kieran Manchip 

Conference Proceedings Paper 

 

Follow the Old Military Road: 

routeways, the state, conflict and 

tourism. 

 

 

Abstract: 

The military roads constructed by General 

George Wade, and then by General William 

Caulfield, represent a deliberate attempt to 

exert control over the rebellious and 

mountainous Highlands of Scotland. These 

800 miles of road carry great social, 

economic and military consequences and 

can be argued to have a profound impact on 

the history of the region, as well as Scotland 

and Britain. Although constructed by the 

British state it was ironically the Jacobite 

army under the command of ‘Bonnie Prince 

Charlie’ that used these roads to the greatest 

effect in 1745 on route to Edinburgh. The 

purpose of this presentation is to introduce 

and explore the archaeology of the road and 

the impact it had on the civilian population, 

as well as its capacity as a piece of military 

infrastructure. It is through understanding 

the nature of the relationship between the 

road, landscape, civilians and soldiers that 

the implications of road construction can be 

understood. 

 

Within commentaries on Jacobitism and the 

intermittent warfare of 18th century 

Scotland, one particular military network is 

mentioned and accredited with ‘opening up 

the Highlands’ – the military roads 

constructed at the instruction of Lieutenant 

General George Wade. These roads not only 

herald change in martial affairs but also deep 

social, cultural and political processes of 

change. In military terms, these roads were 

to be of major use to Prince Charles Edward 

Stuart’s Jacobite army in their march to 

Edinburgh at the beginning of the 1745 

rebellion and by both armies throughout 

1746 (Reid, 1996, 12-25). Contemporary 

commentators such as David Stewart of 

Garth (1825) describe the irrevocable 

changes in Highland life that occurred in the 

years after the final military defeat of 

Charles Edward Stuart and his Jacobite 

followers at Culloden on the 16th April 

1746. Haldane (1968, 3) credits the military 

roads as being the “most important (factor) 

of all in … the start of a great revolution in 

farming practice comparable to the industrial 

revolution.” The road network offers an 

opportunity to engage with the physical 

realties of Jacobite-era landscapes and to 

explore the civilian and military interface. 

The London Magazine asks in August 1828 

(28), “What first changed the brave 

population of the Highlands of Scotland 

from breechless banditti to peaceable 

cottagers?” The author gives the answer of 

the military roads, the roads were the 

“foundation of a better system” (Ibid). With 

a somewhat differing point of view Duncan 

of Sketraw (2009) is rather unequivocal in 

his statement that “They (the roads) were 

after all the creation of an alien government 

imposing its rule upon them.” This reflects a 

sentiment which really brings us to the crux 

of the connection between past and present 

and the meanings attached to the military 

roads. As Dalglish (2003, 176) comments 

contact with the Lowlands was key in social 

and economic change in the southern 

Highlands and such areas were to become 

well furnished with military roads. However, 

the lasting, non-military, consequences of 

road building as part of the legacy of the 
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Jacobite risings on the people of Scotland, 

and of Britain, is vital to understanding its 

full biography and impact on both micro and 

macro issues.  

 

This article will set out to outline and 

discuss some of the central themes that are 

focussed within the construction and 

development of the military rad network. 

Such themes include; the economic 

relationships between the military and 

civilian spheres, the domination and control 

of landscape, the agency of the road and 

landscape during the Forty-Five and the post 

Culloden developments and legacies of road 

building. What is also evident is the prospect 

of archaeological investigation to confront 

Jacobite-era landscapes and engage with the 

material culture of men who fought and died 

with the Atholl Brigade at Culloden. Legacy 

of road building is something which can 

reveal direct insights into the agency the 

network held in shaping perceptions the 

Jacobite conflicts and of the drastically 

changing Highland way of life. As seen in 

Johan van Diest’s (c1731) portrait of Wade 

the road network is showing traversing up a 

steep mountain pass, into the mist, 

seemingly conquering the landscape and 

enduring time (see Fig.1). It is hoped that 

this paper will reflect the opportunity for 

further archaeological investigations into the 

road networks impact on local people and 

the material realities of Jacobite-era 

landscapes.   

 

 

Figure : Portrait of Wade attributed to Johan van Diest 
(c1731)- note the troops at work in the background, and a 
double arched bridge with the road traversing up a steep 
slope as far as the eye can see. 

 

 

The instigation for the reinforcement 

and expansion of British military 

infrastructure in the Scottish Highlands 

comes in 1724 with a letter from Simon 

Fraser, Lord Lovat to King George I (Taylor, 

1976, 17-18). Lovat sets out his concerns 

over the political, social and economic 

situation in the Highlands. Lovat declared 

the Highlands “barely accessible” and 

“much less civilised than other parts of 

Scotland” - here the social and political 

distinction between the Highlands and 

Lowlands is laid bare (Ibid). The remoteness 

of the Highlands is credited with the 

maintenance of its specific way of life (Ibid). 

With regards to military matters, Lovat 

outlines that the 1716 Disarming Act had 

failed and that the disbanding of some of the 

Highland Companies had left the 

effectiveness of the garrisons severely 
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harmed (Ibid). It is vital to be aware of the 

role that landscape has within this strand of 

Lovat’s argument, without the local 

knowledge and ways of transporting their 

“arms and accoutrements”, the Government 

forces faced problems of controlling this 

landscape (Ibid). Mathieson (1924, 194), in 

his assessment of Lovat’s letter, states that it 

“in fact showed that the country was in a 

state of civil war” owning to the “robberies, 

violences, and illegal exactions.” The 

“fastness of the glens and mountains” was a 

crucial weapon in the Jacobite armoury that 

allowed them to keep their cause alive as 

commanders and fighting men alike were 

able to escape final punishment after the 

1715 and 1719 risings (Ibid, 193). These two 

previous rebellions were a key component in 

the context for Lovat’s letter. With two 

risings in the previous decade the Whig 

government were aware of the Jacobite 

threat, especially after the 1715, an uprising 

which saw mass destruction across the 

country (Szechi, 2006, 253). Wade is sent to 

Scotland in 1724 to investigate the Lovat’s 

claims and to compile a report (Taylor, 

1976,18). Wade’s report is completed by 

10th December 1724 and puts forward 

several key points of concern (Whyte and 

Whyte, 1990, 124). Wade is concerned by 

the lack of discipline within the Highland 

Companies and the poor condition of the 

barracks and garrisons (Taylor, 1976, 19). In 

the case of this paper, the most significant 

part of Wade’s report was his labelling of 

the Highlands as “more impracticable, from 

the want of roads and bridges.” (Ibid, 18). 

The drove roads carved through the 

landscape over centuries were no use to the 

modern British army, indeed Whyte and 

Whyte (1990, 130) label them as being 

“merely grassy trackways.” Edmund Burt 

(1754, 282) writing in the 1720’s writes 

“The old ways (for roads I shall not call 

them).”  

 

Construction begins on the first 

military road, the Great Glen Road from 

Inverness to Fort William, in 1725 (Taylor, 

1976, 7). By the time Wade leaves Scotland 

in 1740, he had overseen the construction of 

around 250 miles of road over three key 

routes: The Great Glen, Dunkeld-Inverness 

and Crieff-Dalnachardoch (Ibid). Wade was 

succeeded by Lieutenant-General Clayton on 

May 1st 1740 (Ibid, 64). Clayton was in turn 

replaced by Major William Caulfield, who, 

as Inspector of Roads, had overseen 

maintenance of roads constructed by Wade’s 

parties (Ibid, 112). Caulfield would go on to 

oversee the construction of over 1000 miles 

of road from 1740 to 1767, after which he 

dies and is replaced by Colonel Skene (Ibid, 

see Fig.2). After Culloden, these roads were 

part of a concerted strong handed attempt by 

the British State to quash Jacobitism and to 

completely, and irrevocably, change the 

fabric of the Scottish Highlands (Fry, 2014, 

205).  Devine (1999, 41) summarises the 

road network as being the “government’s 

eyes and ears” in areas in which the 

Jacobites enjoyed support and where 

disaffection with the Whig government was 

prevalent. The road network continued to be 

maintained until 1801 when Thomas Telford 

was commissioned to open a new program 

of road building (Taylor, 1976, 117). 

However, by the late 1760’s as the Jacobite 

threat evaporated, the state began to look at 

the road network as a burden rather than a 

military necessity (Ibid, 112). 
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Figure : Map by Taylor (1976) showing the road networks 
development across Scotland according to phase. 

 

Economic relationships and contacts 

with civilians, including merchants, 

tradespeople and landowners, are widely 

apparent in the historical records and are 

covered in the historiography (see Taylor, 

1976). One such example, which falls within 

the HARP survey area, is the bridge over the 

River Tummel, called Canagan (Kinachan) 

Bridge in the 18th century (Taylor, 1976, 

55). Lieut. Gen. Wade contracted the 

construction of the bridge to the local 

landowner, James Stewart of Kinachan 

(Ibid). Stewart was paid £50 upfront, with 

£150 following upon completion of the 

bridge by the “last day of October” 1730. 

The contract contains strict stipulations on 

the bridge’s military utility, demonstrating 

the clarity by which the military would 

communicate with their local contractors 

(Wade and Stewart, 1730). For instance, the 

bridge was to be “twelve foot in breadth” in 

order to provide suitable passage for artillery 

(Ibid). Furthermore, and a clear reflection of 

Wade’s ‘mission statement’, the contract 

ensures that the bridge should be constructed 

with “good materials” and that the design 

should include “sufficient buttments” to 

protect the bridge from damage in times of 

flooding (Ibid). The reliability of the road 

network was utterly crucial to 

communication and controlling the Highland 

landscape and its people. This particular 

contract stipulated that the bridge was to be 

kept in good condition for 20 years by James 

Stewart and his son (Ibid). Furthermore, it 

also reveals the divisions in loyalties that 

were apparent during the period of Jacobite 

rebellions. David Stewart, the son of James 

Stewart, is a signatory of a letter declaring to 

Wade that the bridge had been constructed 

on time. David Stewart of Kinachan is listed 

in the Jacobite muster rolls during the 1745 

rising as a major in the first battalion of the 

Atholl Brigade, incidentally he was killed at 

Culloden (Livingstone, Aikman and Hall, 

1984, 20). The bridge construction contract 

at Kinachan reflects the opportunities that 

were available to local tradespeople and 

landowners. However, in other cases it 

seems like interactions with civilians were 

more abrupt. As Taylor has commented in 

1752, Caulfield granted his officers scope to 

“impress” transportation vehicles (Taylor, 

1976, 36). This is followed in 1756 by an 

edict issued by General Bland that requires 

local officials to assist Caulfield’s road 

parties in acquiring materials and equipment 

required for road building (Ibid). However, 

this order also mentions that payment would 

be provided for “horses and 

carriages” (Ibid). 
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Figure 3: Wade's (1724-45?) sketch map showing the 
intended lines of the Crieff-Dalnachardoch road and the 
Dunkeld-Inverness road. 

 

Military surveying and cartography 
in Scotland was an increasing feature of 
military activity during the period of the 
Jacobite risings (Anderson, 2009, 4). Fleet, 
Wilkes and Withers (2012, 17) state that “an 
idea to emerge out from modern map history 
is that maps express and embody power and 
authority.” It is essential to bear this 
statement in mind when considering the 
production of military maps in Scotland at a 
time of unrest and intermittent warfare a 
seemingly ever present threat. Anderson 
(2009, 4) proposes that the production of 
military maps and surveys not only made up 
a key part of road planning and building, but 
was also instrumental in the British State’s 
plan to subdue the Highlands of Scotland. 
Maps remain a key resource for those 
wishing to investigate the impact of 
cartography and the role of landscape in the 
Jacobite period. From a theoretical analytical 
perspective, Ingold (2007, 84) puts forward 
that “lines, drawn across the surface of the 
cartographic map, signify occupation, not 
habitation.” Clement Lemprière, a 
draughtsman employed at the Board of 
Ordinance, created a detailed piece of 
military intelligence in the form of a map 
(Tabraham and Grove, 1995, 11). His 1731 
map depicts the new military roads and 

military installations alongside information 
on the local clan groups, their allegiances 
during The Fifteen and their fighting 
strength (see Fig.4). From a theoretical 
analytical perspective, Ingold (2007, 84) 
puts forward that “lines, drawn across the 
surface of the cartographic map, signify 
occupation, not habitation.” By taking 
Ingold’s (2007, 84) theory on the 
significance of the drawing of lines across 
the map sheet, the mechanisms and 
motivations for surveying and map making 
can be understood in a more anthropological 
manner. Wade’s sketch maps provide an 
ample case study to apply Ingold’s ideas 
(2007, 84). The landscape is not shown to 
have been populated with pre-existing 
routeways but is reduced to a canvas with 
which instruments of military control have 
been physically drawn (see Figs.3)  

 

Figure 4: An overview of Lempriere's 1731 map depicting 
the military routeways, an indication of the topography 
and fighting strength of local clans. 

 

A letter dated 26th June 1728 from 
Lord Advocate Duncan Forbes to the Duke 
of Newcastle, the Secretary of State for 
Scotland, is useful in revealing the thoughts 
of Forbes on the real-time impact of the 
British military’s activity in the Highlands. 
Forbes writes that Highlanders “who within 
these seven years last past were extremely 
violent and determined on the side of the 
Pretender had changed note and become 
exceedingly lukewarm” (Forbes, 1728). 
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Forbes connects the changing attitudes in the 
Highlands to the success of the “Highways 
and Bridges for communication”, however, 
at this point the network was still in its early 
stages, with the Great Glen road finished and 
work progressing on the Dunkeld to 
Inverness road (Taylor, 1976, 7). 
Furthermore, Forbes cites that “robberys and 
depredations in that wild country have 
ceased” - from this report it certainly seems 
that change was being effected in the 
Highlands.  In a following letter dated 5th 
September 1729, Forbes again reiterates the 
seeming tranquillity of the Highlands and 
the lack of Jacobite activity (Forbes, 1729). 
The key to such success, according to Forbes 
(Ibid) is the combination of an effective 
Disarming Act and the continued expansion 
of the road network. It is Forbes’ (Ibid) 
reasoning and explanation of the roads’ 
ability to open up hostile areas so that “No 
place in the Highlands is secure against a 
visit from his Majesty’s troops, when the 
folly of the Inhabitants shall make a visit 
necessary”. This point is key to 
understanding the proposed effectiveness of 
the road network, linked with garrisons and 
fortifications. The purpose is to dispense 
troops to trouble areas quickly and 
effectively. As such the visibility of the state 
would have increased and areas would have 
been opened up to proposed rapid 
enforcement of law and order by the British 
military. Nevertheless, however positive the 
roads are written about, they did not succeed 
in preventing or quickly halting the Jacobite 
Rising in 1745. 

 

The impact of road construction is 
summed up neatly by Edmund Burt, an 
engineer and officer who worked on the 
roads, who writes his thoughts and 
observations in letters to a friend in London 
during the 1720’s and 1730’s (Withers, 
1998, ix). In his introduction of the 1998 
edition of Burt’s letters, Withers (Ibid, xiv) 
writes that Burt’s “letters get closer than 
many commentators to documenting the real 
social fabric of the historical Highlands”. 

Burt writes about the objections that certain 
parts of Highland society had towards the 
expanding military road network (Burt, 
1754, 298). The first complaint from the 
Highland chiefs is that the “easy passage… 
into their country for strangers, who, in time 
by their suggestions of liberty” will harm the 
clan hierarchy (Ibid). What Burt touches on 
here is utterly crucial to the key 
consideration of this paper, namely 
landscape. The connection he makes 
between control of the landscape and 
cultural and political power is key to 
understanding the agency of the road 
network and its design. This will again be 
touched upon in chapter three, which will 
undertake the post-Culloden era of road 
building. Burt goes on to outline the fears of 
the “middling order” - one such fear being 
the fact that they were not used to showing 
their horses, which is necessary for travel on 
the road (Ibid). The main cause for concern 
seems to be financial, which is interesting 
given that freedom and safety of commerce 
was part of the discourse around road 
building, as illustrated by the inscription on 
the Tay Bridge (Wade, N.D). In September 
of 1725, Wade reports that the Highlanders 
have begun “to approve and applaud … the 
ease of transporting their 
merchandise” (Wade, 1726).  

 

The role of the road network in the 
opening stages of the ’45 reflects the ways in 
which landscape and the agency of the road 
network were connected and were to 
influence the events that unfollowed. Again, 
agency, and the influence of landscape in 
conflict and decision making, will be the key 
theme and question. By the start of the ’45, 
Wade had moved on to serve on the 
Continent, however, he had successfully 
overseen the construction of three main 
routes. These being The Great Glen Road, 
the Dunkeld to Inverness road and Crief to 
Dalnachardoch (Taylor, 1976, 7). This, 
along with other policies, may have made 
the British state officials, such as Duncan 
Forbes of Culloden, feel secure in the 1720’s 
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(Forbes, 1729a). Devine (1999, 41) in his 
assessment of the years previous to the ’45 
has stated that the fortifications, such as Fort 
William, were in poor condition and under-
garrisoned. However, prior to the 1745 
rebellion there is some evidence for the state 
reinforcing the Highland installations. In 
February of 1744, there was an alarm of an 
impending invasion and in letters exchanged 
between state officials and military officers 
such as General Cope, reveals that the state 
sanctioned and funded the repair and 
strengthening of Highland fortifications, 
such as Fort William (Hay, 1744). In 1743, 
Wade authors two memorials to the Board of 
Ordnance requesting a “master gunner” and 
two further experienced gunners to be posted 
to Fort Augustus in company with a number 
of new artillery pieces (Wade, 1743a). Wade 
(1743) makes specific request for six 
coehorn mortars and 2 one and a half 
pounders on “galloping carriages” that “may 
be ready to march with the partys that may 
be sent to the Highlands”. This is an obvious 
connection being made between the road 
network and military response to trouble, 
this illustrates that connection between, fort, 
road, material culture and landscape. Wade 
(1743a) repeats a similar request for 
reinforcements and mobile artillery pieces at 
Fort George, again clearly reflecting this 
combination of military issues in which 
mobility across the landscape is a 
paramount.  

 

However, correspondences between 
military and state officials point to a deeper 
role played by landscape, one that 
irrevocably connected the landscape, the 
conflict and the road network. 
Communications from Tweedale to 
Harrington dated the 17th August 1745 state 
that the “Rebels have started hostilities… I 
make no doubt that Sir John Cope  will very 
soon be able to put an end to thus rash and 
desperate attempt of a Popish 
Pretender” (Hay, 1745). Two letters, one 
from the 29th of August and one from the 3rd 
September, both reveal key assertions made 

regarding the role of the landscape in the 
opening stage of the conflict. The first from 
Tweedale to the Lord Justice Clark reveals 
the Government’s fear and awareness of the 
dangers posed, should the Jacobites take 
control of the “pass to prevent Sir john Cope 
from marching to London” (Hay, 1745a). 
The road itself is not mentioned, 
specifically, within this correspondence but 
we can infer that it is the Corrieyairick Pass 
which was the crucial passage though the 
Mondalaith Mountains (Duffy, 2009, 20). 
On the 3rd of September, a letter is written 
from Tweedale to General Guest stating that 
the “Rebels have taken post on the 
Corrieyairick”, thus controlling an utterly 
key command point and routeway within the 
Highlands. This letter reflects the truly 
integral part that passage through the 
landscape played in the 1745 rising.  

 

As Reid (1996, 18) has observed, the 
Jacobites were quick to solidify this position 
and Cope was in no suitable position to 
mount an advance up the roads steep 
traverses. In his assessment on the events 
that led to the Jacobites moving quickly to 
the south, Tweedale writes that Cope should 
have blocked off the Prince at Dalwhinnie 
(Hay, 1745b). However, as put forward by 
Reid (1996, 18), the Government troops 
under Cope did not have suitable provisions 
to wait to do battle. Furthermore, they could 
not guarantee that the Jacobites would 
confront them (Ibid). In Cope’s reassessment 
of his situation after he had been out-
manoeuvred by the Jacobite army, who were 
at that point advancing quickly through the 
Lowlands, the critical role of landscape and 
routeway control again shines through as 
being of critical importance. Cope (1745) 
writes from camp at Inverness on 31st 
August that “the passes which they 
(Jacobites) are present masters of” are a 
severe obstacle in marching southward to 
catch the Jacobite force. Cope goes on to 
request “two thousand tonnes of shipping” to 
transport his army south (Ibid).Furthermore, 
Cope is worried what may befall the military 
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road bridges, for if they were to be broken 
they would have created numerus logistical 
difficulties (Ibid). 

 

In the years after the Jacobites’s 
defeat at Culloden, the British Army was to 
play a key role in the changing ways of life 
and integrating the Highlands into the 
British state through a means other than 
aggression and violence (Mackillop, 2002). 
Recruitment is argued by Mackillop (2000) 
to be a crucial part of Highland, culture, 
politics and economy. However, more 
pertinent to this paper, Mackillop (2000, 77) 
has offered a re-appraisal of the Annexed 
Estates as showing the inherent 
complications that were manifested between 
“agrarian improvements, military 
recruitment and subsequent estate 
resettlement.” The maelstrom of political 
jostling and economic and social upheaval is 
a large issue to cover within the remits of 
this paper, however, the issue of military 
recruitment is another good example of how 
the British state was able to harness military 
need for political control (Ibid). 
Furthermore, road building was also to play 
a role within discussions of the annexation 
of estates and attempts by Jacobite 
landowners to re-gain favour with the British 
state. On December 2nd 1746, the Jacobite 
Lord Farquharson writes to Alexander 
Robertson of Strathloch from Southwark 
Goal in London (Farquharson, 1746). 
Farquharson declares that he is willing to 
assist in facilitating the building of a road 
from Ruthven Barracks to Aberdeen, “the 
principal town in the North of 
Scotland” (Ibid). He continues, “I know 
Marshal Wade intended to have that made 
had he remained longer in Scotland.” (Ibid). 
Farquharson specifically argues that he 
could secure “materials and carriages at a 
cheaper rate” and makes mention of the 
great work carried out by Wade (Ibid). 
Farquharson’s motivations are a chance of 
reprieve; road building in this sense becomes 
distinctly political as it blurs over lines 

between ex-rebel and rehabilitated 
landowner. 

 

In August of 1746, in the midst of a 
violent policy of destruction unleashed on 
the Highlands, Major General Bland writes 
to Earl Abermale pointing out that the 
network of forts and roads would be better 
used to starve out the rebels, as he was 
outraged by armed drovers passing Stirling 
Castle (Fry, 2014, 205). As has been 
discussed, there was a very apparent 
connection between landscape and culture in 
18th century Scotland, particularly in the 
highlands. As Taylor (1976, 127) writes, 
“the second phase of military road building 
opened up the Highlands as never before”, 
this would have a lasting impact on 
Highland culture and economy. A military 
memorandum dated 1746 explicitly displays 
the connection between road building, 
landscape and behaviour. This memorandum 
declares that: 

 

“The opening of a communication and rendering 
the access quick and easy through a country full 
of disaffection and Barbarity, is a principal step 
towards civilizing them. Some roads would be 
proper which might in case of a Rebellion 
establish an easy and quick communication to 
his Majesty’s troops thro several parts of this 
country “(Campbell, 1746) 

 

This directly refers to a suggestion of the 
construction of a road constructed between 
Stirling and Dumbarton that would hasten 
the travel of troops from Stirlingshire 
through to Argyllshire, thus connecting a 
major garrison and Campbell heartlands 
(Ibid). What is immediately apparent is the 
direct connection between the movement of 
troops through a landscape and the changing 
of behaviours of the local populace. The 
road network is revealed to be ‘under 
review’ as new routes are proposed to tame 
new parts of the country. A road is suggested 
from the Bridge at Kinnachan (now 
Tummel) to Rannoch to provide 
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“communication” through Rannoch (Ibid). 
Rannoch is cited as being the “the most 
Barbarous country in the Highlands being 
the refuge of all murderers, thieves and 
deserters, and a road immediately 
wanted” (Ibid). In a comment made on a 
routeway from Blair Castle to Ruthven, 
across the Minigaig Mountains, the taming 
of landscape and nefarious activities through 
a “chain” of connection between garrison is 
proposed (Ibid). There is a distinct and 
logical thought being made on road routes 
that brings together the nature of terrain and 
nature of the local population. What one 
would like to put forward here is that 
landscape has a distinct degree of agency in 
this post-Culloden era of road building. 
Practicalities of possible rebellion are 
consulted, along with the goal of “civilising” 
the locals. However, the wholesale 
expansion that is being suggested directly 
points to further emphasis being placed on 
movement and communication through 
difficult landscapes.  

 

The recommendation to construct “a 
number of small redoubts garrisoned by 30 
or 40 men” at key “bridges and fords” again 
reinforces this idea of a chain or installations 
to tame a landscape and local populations 
(Ibid). The document also reflects the 
discussion that Given (2004) puts forward, 
on the use of military installations to control 
movement of goods as well as people. 
Specifically, to “prevent any provisions 
going into those countrys without the 
government permission” (Ibid). The author 
has not found any mention of many these 
redoubts being constructed, however, as this 
is a discussion on the agency of landscape 
and the attitudes toward pacification, it 
certainly seems worthwhile to have them 
included. The castle at Corgarff, 
Aberdeenshire, is put forward as a location 
for such a garrison and is mentioned by 
Taylor (1976, 52) as one that is used as a 
garrison after 1746. A chronological 
comparison with the first period military 
road building seems useful in order to 

indicate a shifting understanding of the 
landscape and its people. It seems to be well 
understood that the British Government were 
determined to learn from mistakes or 
oversights made in the 1720’s and 1730’s, 
stamping authority over the Highlands for 
good (see Campbell, 1746). For example, 
troop numbers increased, and as has been 
shown, extensive military road systems and 
garrison networks were put forward (Ibid). 
However, the expansion of networks through 
the lands of ardent Jacobite clans who rallied 
to Charles Edward Stuart in 1745 seems like 
a more calculated and direct tactic to pacify 
Highlanders and their landscape. For 
example, a document relating to where to 
place companies specifically notes: the 
Camerons, McPhersons, MacDonalds of 
Keppoch, Glengary, Clanrannald and 
Glencoe, along with the Stewarts of Appin 
and the Macgregors (Ibid).  

 

Neil Munro’s (1914) The New Road 

provides an eloquent and mesmerising 

picture of the landscapes of 18th century 

Scotland and is credited by Carruthers 

(2003, 166) with dealing “with the clash of 

history and modernity”. Although written 

almost two centuries after the period he 

bases his historical fiction The New Road on, 

the comment by Francis Russel Hart that 

Munro “deromantiscises history” is critical 

(Lendrum, 2003, 1). It provides an angle 

with which to conclude a discussion on the 

long term impact of the road network within 

the scope of Jacobite and 18th century 

Scottish studies. It is difficult to gauge the 

amount of research that Munro put into The 

New Road. However, an article entitled The 

Old Road published in ‘The Looker-On’ in 

1923 illustrates his keen interest in the 

history of the road (Munro, 1923). He 

reflects on the “discovery of a series of 

manuscripts” and displays a keen 

understanding on the impact and context of 

the roads being thought of as “rail heads of 

civilisation” (Ibid). Furthermore, he displays 
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an intimate local knowledge of the 

landscapes of the Western Highlands that 

were affected by the road network (Ibid). In 

a review of The New Road, John Buchan 

(1914) praises Munro for the accuracy of his 

description of two key historical characters 

within the book, Duncan Forbes of Culloden 

and Simon Fraser, Lord Lovat. These two 

central characters play key parts in the 

journey of Aeneas Macmaster and Ninnian 

Campbell as they pursue a mission of 

intrigue across the Highlands in the 1730’s, 

with the construction of the road network 

being a key issue and theme within the novel 

(see Munro, 1914). The New Road’s value, 

in the context of this paper, is that it 

summarises the impact of the road on the 

landscape. The comparison of a stretch of 

drove road “bright green with here and there, 

on it the bleached stones worn by the feet of 

passers-by of past-generations” and the 

military road which scarred the landscape 

“like a raw wound on heather” (Munro, 

1914, 280). Not only is there the description 

of the visual pleasance of the drove road and 

the unpleasantness of the military road, 

there’s an idea of temporal quality given too. 

The drove road has been worn through the 

landscape after centuries of use as a 

traditional routeway, associated with cattle 

droving, an utterly crucial part of Highland 

culture, economy and way of life for a 

sustained period of time (Haldane, 1968). 

However, the military road is a fresh and 

open “wound” on the landscape, something 

seen as new and undesirable.  This 

contradiction between traditional routeways 

and state planned, constructed and enforced 

routeways is a crucial part in how the road 

network engaged with the landscape.   

 

Durie (2003, 23), cites Pennants as 

being one of the most important of the 18th 

century tourist accounts. However, it is very 

difficult to gauge the impact of these books - 

how widely read and circulated were they? 

This can raise questions of their agency as 

artefacts in circulating ideas on the 

Highlands (see Moreland, 2001). However, 

Durie (2003, 22) is certain “pennants was 

the most influential at the time”. Increasing 

awareness of the Highlands and their people 

could be argued to be an important impact of 

road building. Smethurst (2012) takes this 

further by connecting the circulation of 

information, fact or fiction, about the 

Highlands and the construction of a united 

British identity through knowledge of the 

nation’s landscapes and peoples. Colbert 

(2012) argues that Daniel Defoe, and latterly 

Pennant, placed the creation of their travel 

accounts firmly within their ideas on a 

United Kingdom. He proposes that the tours 

bring divergent identities together into a 

“common imaginative frame”, touring the 

landscapes of Post-Union Britain brings a 

broader and united “sense of country” (Ibid, 

18). The roads can be acknowledges to have 

agency in directing and facilitating tourists 

such as Pennant and, thusly, playing a 

significant part in shaping their experience 

and creation of written accounts. Wyld’s 

(2011) scholarship on the work of the artist 

and draughtsman Paul Sandby, reflects the 

road networks agency in shaping artistic 

depictions of the Highland landscape as well 

as the military and civilian relationships 

within it. Wyld (2011, 35) argues that 

Sandby’s work reflects both the military 

might of the British state and it’s civilizing 

power. Within this argument, there is a 

readily apparent parallel with Smethurst’s 

(2012) work on the motivations behind 

Pennant’s tour.  

 

From the perspective of importance 

of landscape and the constructions of 

relationships with landscape, Durie’s (2003, 

22) observation that these sources need to be 

read with an openness to what 

“preconceptions, prejudices, romantic 

notions and cultural baggage” is key. 
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Romantic notions of landscape and of the 

Highlander and Jacobitism, are all linked in 

the development of Scottish romanticism 

(Leneman, 1998). Indeed, Gold and Gold 

(2007, 15) have cited the success of the 

“pacification” of the Highlands in setting a 

suitable context for the romanticisation of 

the Jacobite. Furthermore, the military 

prowess of the Highland regiments would 

further endear them to the British public and 

inspire literature and art (see Irvine, 2012; 

Harrington, 2012). From the mid-eighteenth 

century to the opening decades of the 19th 

century, Scotland’s martial identity would 

become dominated by the image of the 

Highlander (Murdoch and Mackillop, 2002). 

Walter Scott is credited with redefining 

Jacobitism as a romantic and noble lost 

cause associated with a wild, mystic and 

unspoilt landscape and culture (Monod et al, 

2010, 18). These notions provide the 

backdrop for the tours of Pennent, Boswell 

and Johnson. Pennant (1772, 163), in his 

account of his 1769 tour, states that the 

Highland chiefs who had resisted military 

road building did do on the grounds that 

“their waters, their torrents and their bogs” 

provided them with the security with which 

to maintain their way of life. This chimes 

well with the directives authored by the Earl 

of Breadalbane in his military 

memorandums and illustrates the road 

networks place within wider government 

policy and the significance of landscape 

within it (Campbell, 1746). In terms of 

views disseminated on Jacobitism, Pennant 

(1769, 67) is harsh, labelling Alexander 

Robertson of Struan in Atholl a “most 

abandoned sot”, who after taking part in the 

Forty-Five had his estate “burnt.. and 

annexed to the crown”. These examples not 

only reflect the role of landscape and road 

building within the post Culloden years, but 

tie touring into the formation of a British 

identity and the role of Improvement within 

this (Smethurst, 2012, 28). Pennant (1772, 

424) pushes forwards a somewhat romantic 

and respectful image of the “gallant 

Viscount Dundee”, the ill-fated Jacobite 

commander at Killiecrankie, labelling him a 

“hero and a poet” whose “glory required no 

inscription to perpetuate it.” One can point 

to this as an indication of the creation of a 

romanticised image of a Jacobite, whose 

exploits and bravery inspired respect. 

However, Pennant (1772, 423) makes no 

mention of the term “rebel” but states that 

Dundee’s demise ended the “hopes of the 

abdicating monarch.” Indeed it is 

worthwhile to note that no mention is made 

of Dundee’s controversial and often viscous 

exploits against the Covenanters in the 

southwest of Scotland in the 1670’s (Scott, 

1989, 14-15). 

The military road networked 

pioneered by General Wade is a key feature 

of the landscape of the Highlands in the 18th 

century. It marked a direct will to control 

and dominate the landscape and its people. 

The road network serves as an agent of 

developing martial, political and economic 

processes of change making its mark on the 

Highland landscape and people. Wade’s 

road network would form a key part of the 

interface between the military and civilian 

spheres during the Jacobite-era. It would 

represent the increased presence and 

growing visibility of the British state, and 

through policing and patrolling the state 

would play an increasing part in the daily 

lives of civilians (Given, 2004, 51-51). The 

lasting legacy of road building in shaping the 

routes and experiences of later 18th century 

tourists reflects the networks role in a key 

feature of Jacobite studies, the evolving 

meanings and interpretations that have been 

attached to the conflicts throughout time. 

Importantly, archaeology has a significant 

part to play in expanding understanding our 

knowledge and understanding of the military 

road networks relationship with the people 

and landscape of Jacobite-era Scotland. 

Further investigations at the settlements 
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along the Cluns stretch of the Dunkeld-

Inverness road seem particularly worthwhile 

(Fig.5). By engaging with the material 

culture more closely we may be able to 

further understand the material realties of 

road-side settlement. This area is fairly 

dense in settlement and displays some 

interesting phasing and changing 

relationship with the military road, as 

reflected in the recording of Cluns, 

Tomnasallan and Allt Nan (Hill and Gamble, 

2016, 140-141). The Atholl Brigade muster 

rolls list a number of men from the survey 

area, including Bohespic, Cluns, Trinafour 

and the Straun estate, this provides an 

opportunity to directly engage with material 

culture and link names, places and 

battlefields (Livingstone et al, 1984, 19-31). 

 

Figure 5: Roy's (1747-55) map showing the settlements 
around the Cluns, Tomnassalan and Allt Nan Cuinneag, 
area.  
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Abstract  

There are many similarities between 

Scottish and Irish culture, traditions, and 

history. This is the result of not only their 

close proximity to one another, but is also 

the result of centuries of trading people, 

goods, and customs. With the general 

assumption that there are going to be 

similarities, how many of these have actually 

been quantified? This paper uses folklore 

and medieval texts to quantify the 

similarities and differences between Scottish 

and Irish Halloween traditions, delving into 

the origins of a holiday that has become 

world renowned, then outlines how these 

sources can eventually be used as part of a 

larger landscape study with the goal of 

gaining a better understanding of intangible 

aspects of human culture in both countries.  

 

Samhuinn and Halloween 

 Samhuinn (Samhain in modern Irish) 

is one of the four original festival days 

recognised in Scotland and Ireland that 

divided the year based on the changing 

seasons and  agricultural activities. The other 

three are Imbolc or Oimelg which marked 

spring and the beginning of the lambing 

season, Beltaine which was the beginning of 

summer when the herds and flocks were 

moved to summer pastures, and Lughnasa 

which was the beginning of the harvest 

(Gantz 1981, 13-14; Hicks and Elder 2003, 

311; MacNeill 1962, 1). Samhuinn marked 

the new year, the end of the legal year, the 

end of the harvest, and was when the herds 

should be moved to their winter pastures 

(Danaher 1972, 206 and 1981, 219; Hicks 

2009, 122; Johnson 1968, 136; Mac Cana 

1983, 117; Mooney 1889, 405).  

When Christianity was adopted in 

Ireland, the Church moved All Saints Day 

and All Souls Day to November 1st and 2nd, 

with Samhain having traditionally been 

observed around what would be the 31st of 

October according to the Gregorian 

calendar. This was seemingly a move on the 

part of the church to end Samhain practices 

(McNeill 1961, 12; Santino 1994, 154). The 

results of “Christianising” Samhuinn are not 

so clear-cut as it is implied, however. 

Christianisation did give us an English name 

(Halloween), and there does seem to be an 

amalgamation of death beliefs such as the 

dead coming back to hear the prayers of the 

living, but that may be the extent of it. 

Samhuinn practices did not end with the 

addition of Christianity. Instead, the festival 

melded with the Christian holidays and 

evolved into what we now recognise as 

Halloween. This is probably best 

exemplified by the plethora of 

prognostication techniques (discussed later 

in this paper) that are certainly not Christian 

in origin, a practice that could be done 

because of the thinning veil between the 

worlds.  

Samhuinn was the time when the 

division between our world and the 

Otherworld (sìth in modern Scots Gaelic and 

sídhe in modern Irish) was at its thinnest, 

allowing people and fairies to travel back 

and forth between each other’s worlds. This 

is observed as being why people could 

perform magic and see into the future at 

Halloween, and allowed the dead to come 

back for a night, creatures like the Púca to 

roam the land, and more traditional fairies to 

cause mischief. This connection to the old 
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religion provides us with a way to glimpse 

into the pre-Christian past, and a careful 

examination of traditions in both Scotland 

and Ireland can provide us with information 

on where the traditions actually originated, 

which is discussed in more detail later.  

In twentieth century Irish accounts, 

Halloween is mentioned as a time when the 

harvest needed to be brought in because the 

púca, a specific type of fairy, would cause 

the blackberries, sloes, and potentially other 

crops to rot in their fields by either spitting 

or urinating on them (12/137 Questionnaires 

responded yes to púca activity, MS 950-

952). While some informants discussed this 

as a reality, others mentioned the púca as 

something people used to believe in. 

According to at least one Irish informant 

from 1944, the bigger issue with not having 

the crops in was appearing lazy to the other 

farmers, saying, “’All-Holland’ showed-up 

the bad thriftless farmer. A wholesome 

rivalry prevailed all round as to who should 

be done in time for ‘All-Holland’” (NFC SC 

MS 949, 250).  

 With everything we know about 

Halloween and Samhuinn coming from 

folklore and medieval texts, what role can 

archaeology play?  

 

Folklore’s Role in Archaeology 

The study of folklore does not just 

examine stories. Folklorists also study 

rituals, material culture, medicine, food, 

dress, social customs and artistic 

performances found within a culture (Gazin-

Schwartz and Holtorf 1999, 6). Traditionally 

these practices are passed from generation to 

generation orally, resulting in a living 

tradition that adapts to changes the culture is 

experiencing from both internal and external 

forces (Opie and Opie 1980, 68). By looking 

at the changes (or the results if we do not 

know the original forms), we can understand 

what cultures were interacting with each 

other, how the environment was changing, 

and how people viewed the world around 

them at a certain period of time.  

Archaeology benefits from folklore 

through interpretations of sites, material 

culture, and information on intangible 

aspects of culture. Folklore gives us a 

culture’s perspective on these things, telling 

us how people viewed and interacted with 

the world we are interested in studying, in 

their own words. This provides 

archaeologists with possible interpretations 

for their findings. Amy Gazin-Schwartz, an 

archaeologist who utilises folklore in her 

research and encourages others to do the 

same, has discussed archaeologists’ 

tendency to see anything “anomalous” (a 

highly decorated vase for example) as 

ritualistic (Gazin-Schwartz 2001, 267), when 

it might not be that complicated. She 

encourages archaeologists to begin 

“Acknowledging that domestic activities 

may have ritual meanings, and ritual 

activities can employ everyday 

material” (Gazin-Schwartz 2001, 278). 

There are several examples of this in regard 

to Halloween. In Scotland and Ireland both 

for example, there was a practice of melting 

lead and pouring it through a key-hole as a 

prognostication activity. Finding lead in an 

archaeological context might not be 

impressive, but it could be indicative of 

larger ritual activity.   

This paper is part of a larger study 

utilising folklore and archaeology to study 

the origins of Halloween in Ireland. In this 

study, folklore and medieval texts are being 

used to identify locations, artefacts, beliefs, 

and practices associated with Samhain in 

Ireland. That information is then being 

examined under the lens of landscape 

archaeology. For this paper, we shall add 

Scottish traditions to the study.  
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Sources for Halloween Research in Scotland 

and Ireland 

Ireland has one of the largest folklore 

collections in Europe housed in the National 

Folklore Archives at University College 

Dublin. The folklore collected by the Irish 

Folklore Commission (IFC), which became 

the National Folklore Archives, gives us first

-hand accounts of the folk beliefs from 

Ireland between the 1930s and the 1970s, 

with some beliefs and practices reaching 

back into the 1800s. This collection covers 

all of Ireland, as well as parts of Scotland 

and the Isle of Man. This information was 

gathered in three main ways: questionnaires 

that sought specific information on a topic, 

The Schools’ Collection which encouraged 

children to collect folklore from the adults in 

their lives, and the fieldwork collection 

which was gathered by full and part-time 

collectors who interviewed willing 

informants about folk life in Ireland.  

 Along with the material housed in the 

NFC at UCD, Scotland also has a large 

folklore collection at The University of 

Edinburgh’s School of Literatures, 

Languages and Cultures’ department of 

Celtic and Scottish Studies, active since 

1951. The emphasis with the department of 

Celtic and Scottish Studies is on audio 

recordings along with print material. Some 

of these are also digitised and available 

online. There were also many active 

folklorists in Scotland throughout the 

centuries, resulting in a large number of well

-written books on Scottish folklore.  

 This paper was written using the 

materials found in the National Folklore 

Collection for information regarding 

Halloween in Ireland, particularly the 

Questionnaires and the Schools’ Collection, 

as well as the medieval tales in translation. 

The sources for Scotland focused on books 

written in the late 1800s up until the early 

2000s. This means there is still much 

research to be done on the topic of 

Samhuinn and Halloween in Scotland with 

the materials available.  

Halloween Traditions in Scotland and 

Ireland 

There were many traditions 

described in the folklore in both Scotland 

and Ireland regarding Halloween with a lot 

of variation between regions as well as 

countries. Below is a brief description of 

some of those traditions, both the ones 

shared between the countries and those 

unique to Scotland.  

 

Prognostication 

Prognostication was an important 

part of Halloween traditions in both Scotland 

and Ireland. The primary focus for these 

prognostication attempts was to determine 

who a future spouse would be, or at least 

their physical and/or behavioural 

characteristics. There were a few simple 

practices observed in both Scotland and 

Ireland. A short list of these with names that 

either the author has given them or they have 

been referred to periodically in the lore 

would include: 

• Stalk of Kale: Pull a stalk of kale 

while blindfolded. The shape of the 

stalk would tell you the shape of your 

future spouse (tall, stout, bent) 

(Macgregor 1937, 64; NFC Q MS 

952, 18-21; 34-37; 47-51; 52-54.  

• Wetted Sleeve: Wet the sleeve of a 

shift or shirt, then hang it in front of a 

fire at bedtime. The practitioner 

would then see their future husband 

or wife come and turn the shift or 

shirt over to finish drying 

(Macgregor 1937, 64; Marwick 1975, 

86; NFC Q MS 952, 18-21.  
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• Apple in front of the Mirror: Eat 

an apple in front of a mirror and the 

practitioner would see their future 

spouse would appear behind them, 

also eating an apple or eating half of 

their apple (Mackinlay 1993, 315; 

NFC Q MS 952, 34-37.  

• Nuts on the Hearth: Place two nuts 

on the hearth, named after a local 

couple or two young people 

interested in each other, then as they 

heated up they would “jump.” How 

they jumped predicted whether the 

couple would stay together or 

separate (Macgregor 1937, 63; 

Napier 1976, 180; 72/138 Irish 

Questionnaires responded yes, MS 

950-952.  

• Wool in the Kiln: A young woman 

could take a ball of wool to the local 

lime kiln or well and toss it in, 

keeping hold of the end. She would 

then start to rewind the ball. If there 

was a tug on the ball, she would say 

something along the lines of “who 

holds my wool?” (the exact wording 

varied across both countries) and the 

voice of her future husband would 

respond. It reportedly became 

common for the young men of the 

town to hide in the lime kilns, 

waiting to grab the ball and respond 

(Marwick, 1975, 86; 13/138 Irish 

Questionnaires responded yes, MS 

950-951. 

 

There were two reported prognostication 

traditions regarding marriage from Scotland 

that did not seem to appear in Ireland.  

• Winnowing: A young woman would 

winnow in a dark barn around 

midnight on Halloween. Her sieve 

would contain a pair of scissors and a 

knife instead of grain. She would 

expect to see the figure of her future 

husband pass by the open door 

(Grant 1961, 114; Marwick 1975, 85

–86.  

• Love Potions and Philtres: “Love 

philtres” or love potions seem to be 

unique to Shetland and Orkney. One 

variation on this was to collect 

nettles on Halloween night and place 

them between the sheets of the 

collector’s intended. This would 

supposedly “secure his (or her) 

affection” (Marwick, 1975, 86.   

 

Prognostication as Games 

Not all prognostication practices 

were for identifying one’s marriage 

prospects, or at least not entirely. In Ireland 

these were often referred to as games instead 

of serious prognostication attempts. These 

included: 

• Dishes: Three or four dishes were 

placed in front of a blindfolded 

person, one dish containing water, 

one dirt, one rosary beads, and one a 

ring. The blindfolded person then 

reached out and whichever dish they 

touched dictated their coming year, 

water meaning you would travel to 

America, dirt meaning you would 

die, the rosary meaning you would 

take up holy orders, and the ring 

meaning you would get married 

(Grant 1961, 359; 44/137 Irish 

Questionnaires responded yes, MS 

950-951. There was great variation in 

this game from place to place, but 

this is a basic and fairly common 

layout. 

• Food as Prognostication: In 

Scotland there was mention of 

making a potato or oatmeal dish that 
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would contain a ring and other items 

that would dictate what was to come 

in the year for the finder (Grant 

1961, 360; Shaw 1977, 14. Ireland 

still has a similar tradition with brec, 

a sweet bread that for Halloween has 

a ring baked into it and whoever 

finds the ring will get married that 

year (72/137 Irish Questionnaires 

responded yes, MS 950-951).  

 

There were a few of these general 

prognostication traditions that seem to have 

only been practiced in Scotland.  

• Egg Whites: A person would poke a 

hole in an egg and allow a few drops 

of the white fall into a glass of water. 

Someone would then read the shapes 

the whites made in the water to tell 

the person’s future (Macgregor 1937, 

64; Shaw 1977, 14. 

• Looking into the Harrow: In 

Shetland there was a tradition that 

allowed young men to look all the 

way to their deaths. A young man 

would remove his clothes, ask the 

last person to be buried locally to 

keep the clothes until he came back, 

then he would stick his head into a 

harrow which was leaned against a 

corn stack. The young man expected 

to see “a vision of his future life and 

the death he would die” (Macgregor 

1937, 63.  

• Ring of Rocks: There was another 

practice mentioned in the Scottish 

lore that specifically dealt with death. 

Each person present at the Halloween 

bonfire would take a stone and add it 

to a stone circle. The next day, the 

group would go back to the site and 

see whose stones had moved. 

Anyone whose stone moved would 

die in the next year (Napier 1976, 

175.  

 

Gatherings and Parties 

In both Scotland and Ireland a large 

part of the Halloween tradition was to have 

parties in peoples’ homes or large gatherings 

at bonfire sites. The bonfires seem to have 

been more popular in Scotland while the 

parties in homes were more common in 

Ireland (though bonfires are still commonly 

thought of as being associated with 

Halloween in Ireland). The prognostication 

activities described here were practiced at 

these parties, but some were done in private. 

In both countries apples and nuts were key 

foods consumed (Macgregor 1937, 63; 

60/137 Irish Questionnaires responded yes to 

apples, 51/137 said yes to nuts, 48/137 said 

yes to both, MS 950-951. Apples and nuts 

were not just present at the celebrations for 

consumption, however, they were also part 

of the games played and prognostication 

activities the young people participated in. 

Part of why these parties and gatherings 

were so important was to provide protection 

against the fairies and the dead. In theory 

people were staying out of the way of the 

fairies who were free to roam on Halloween 

night. The dead would also return, but in 

most cases they seem to be harmless, just 

looking for prayers to leave purgatory 

(Napier 1976, 175; 52/137 Irish 

Questionnaires said yes to the dead coming 

back, MS 950-951. Despite the seeming 

importance of staying inside and in groups, 

there were also many instances of pranks 

being pulled. These included things like 

taking the tires off of carts, tying doors shut, 

stealing gates, or tossing cabbage or turnips 

down chimneys (Macgregor 1937, 73; 

10/137 cabbage-based prank, 11/137 wheels, 

3/137 doors, 11/137 gates in the Irish 

Questionnaires, MS 950-951.  
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Scotland and Irish Medieval Tales 

 In both Scotland and Ireland there was 

a tradition of lighting fires on Halloween 

night. In Ireland this seems to be largely 

limited to bonfires while in Scotland the 

tradition went a bit further, though Loch Tay 

was specifically mentioned by both Napier 

and Mackinlay as having a rather large and 

long-lasting bonfire tradition (Napier 1976, 

179; Mackinlay 1993, 284. MacGregor 

(1937) and Ross and Feachem (1976) both 

described a tradition that was supposedly 

seen across Scotland where children would 

be given torches (called samhnag) and sent 

to run around the boundaries of their farms, 

creating a visible boundary of fire. The 

purpose of this was to protect the family’s 

property from the fairies who were travelling 

that night (Napier 1976, 179.  

While Ireland does not seem to have 

this exact tradition, it is reminiscent of one 

of the medieval tales, Echtrae Nera, which is 

translated as The Adventures of Nera, found 

in the Ulster Cycle of tales. In the beginning 

of this particular story, Nera accepts a 

challenge put forth by King Ailill of 

Rathcroghan to tie a branch around the ankle 

of a dead man. The dead man speaks to Nera 

- which fits with traditions found in both 

Scotland and Ireland that the dead returned 

on Halloween and Samhuinn night - giving 

him advice on how to accomplish the task. 

He then asks Nera to take him to find a drink 

of water. Nera takes the executed prisoner 

away from his place of execution and carries 

him from house to house looking for the 

requested drink. They cannot enter the first 

two houses they encounter because one is 

surrounded by a lake of water (the result of 

throwing out the footwater at the end of the 

day) and the other is surrounded by a lake of 

fire (the result of smooring the fire before 

bed) (Carey 2005a, 127-128).  

Seeing this Scottish tradition 

reflected in the Irish medieval texts is 

interesting for a couple of reasons. First, 

Echtrae Nera was first recorded in the tenth 

century, meaning this particular tradition 

may date from at least this period, if there is 

an actual connection between the Irish story 

and the Scottish tradition (Ó Duilearga 1995, 

522). The fact that there is a tradition in 

Scotland that so resembles an Irish tale may 

also suggest that a similar tradition was 

practiced in Ireland.  

Fire as a form of protection against 

supernatural beings is an international motif. 

Ross and Feachem explained that after the 

young men were done running around the 

fields, they would leap over the remains of 

the bonfire that they lit the torches from 

(Ross and Feachem 1976, 153. A similar 

tradition is held in Spain. The author 

witnessed the tradition in Segovia, Spain and 

participated in a small village outside 

Valladolid where the locals explained that 

leaping over the fire burned away the 

previous year’s sins, giving you another 

year’s protection from the devil. While this 

is an international folklore motif, given the 

connections between Scotland and Ireland, it 

seems more likely that the Irish tale and the 

Scottish tradition may be somehow related.  

 Alexander Macgregor reported that 

these bonfires in Scotland were referred to as 

“fires of peace”, presumably suggesting that 

this was a time for peace (Macgregor 1937, 

63. The Irish folklore does not make 

mention of peace, but the Irish medieval 

texts do. Tochmarc Étaín, translated as The 

Wooing of Etain, specifically refers to 

Samhain as a time for peace, meaning it is 

the perfect time for Oengus (the Mac Oc) to 

attack his step-father and gain control of the 

Brug (Carey 2005b, 147). This suggests that 

there may have been a larger practice in 

Samhuinn as a time of peace at one point in 

time in both Scotland and Ireland, but if 

there was, it has long since died out. This 

would make sense, given that a large part of 

the traditions in both countries involved 
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large gatherings. Those in charge would 

want to ban fighting to prevent catastrophe.  

  

Guizing for Halloween: Scottish, Irish, or 

Both?  

 Guizing, or the act of dressing in a 

costume and going door to door and 

performing some ritual act, whether it be 

asking for food, singing songs, or 

performing some skit, seems to have been a 

major aspect of the Scottish Halloween 

festivities. Shaw, Saxby, Grant, Westwood 

and Kingshill, and Marwick all report that 

guizing was part of the Halloween traditions 

in the areas they observed (Grant 1961, 359; 

Marwick 1975, 115–16; Saxby 1932, 77; 

Shaw 1977, 14–16; Westwood and Kingshill 

2009, 143.  

 Marwick provides a description 

written by “a visitor in the 1880s” who he 

does not identify.  

 Their outer garments were as white as 

snow and consisted of petticoats below and 

shirts on the outside, with sleeves and 

collars. They were veiled and their head 

dresses or caps were about eighteen inches 

in height, and made of straw twisted and 

plaited. Each cap terminated in three or four 

cones of a crescent shape, all pointing 

backwards and downwards, with bunches of 

ribbons of every colour raying from the 

points of the cones. (Marwick 1975, 116 

 

Marwick also describes an entire act 

that the guizers would perform which even 

included disguising their voices. This 

description, which is also described by 

Saxby and described and photographed by 

Shaw, is very similar to the Irish Wren Boys 

who make their appearance on the 26th of 

December, St. Stephen’s Day. Shaw also 

described a disguise made by a little boy 

who very carefully skinned a sheep, being 

particularly careful with the head, so he 

could wear the whole skin (Shaw 1977, 14). 

While guizing is fairly common in Ireland 

throughout the year (the Wren Boys being 

the most famous example), it does not seem 

to have been a major part of the Halloween 

tradition. Very few locations reported any 

sort of guizing tradition being associated 

with Halloween in the questionnaires (8/138 

questionnaire informants reported door to 

door activities and only 9/138 reported any 

sort of special dress being associated with 

the day). 

While most of the Halloween 

traditions seem to be evenly split between 

the two countries, this particular tradition 

seems to have originated in Scotland or 

perhaps even England and may have 

travelled to Ireland and then eventually the 

United States where it became Trick-or-

Treating.  

  

Archaeology 

The folklore listed above offers a 

good deal of insight for archaeologists, first 

by helping us understand an intangible 

aspect of Scottish and Irish culture, second 

through the “biography” of an artefact (not 

just how was it made and what its basic 

purpose was, but also the in-depth and 

possibly obscure uses), and third through 

landscape analysis of the festival.   

Archaeology is about understanding 

the human past. Unfortunately, not 

everything people do leaves behind artefacts 

or tangible/recognizable marks on the 

landscape. Sometimes there are tangible 

aspects to a cultural practice, but these 

practices become lost in the primary 

function of the artefact. Because of the 

intangible nature of Halloween and 

Samhuinn, if it was not for the folklore and 

Medieval texts we would not have any 

evidence of its past existence or information 
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on the surrounding practices and artefacts 

used, meaning we as archaeologists would 

be missing what was considered to be 

important aspects of these cultures. One 

example of this is the Scottish 

prognostication technique of winnowing at 

midnight. The tools, a winnowing pan and 

possibly scissors depending on the region, 

would be common tools on any farm. 

However, on one night a year they became 

pivotal in a young woman’s desire to see her 

future husband. Marriage was very 

important for young people because an 

individual was not considered an adult until 

they were married. This was true right up to 

a few decades ago. With this in mind, trying 

to look into the future to ensure you would 

get married, with the bonus of who to, is 

logical. We understand the importance of the 

practice and how the practices were 

conducted through the folklore collected in 

Scotland and Ireland and the medieval tales.  

This small folklore study can help us 

identify several artifacts - including 

winnowing trays, keys, lead, and kilns - that 

had both utilitarian and ritual uses, 

specifically in prognostication practices. 

This illustrates Gazin-Schwarts’ point that 

ritual items did not need to be elaborate or 

different and folklore can help 

archaeologists separate artefacts that had a 

ritual life from those that did not. What 

Halloween in particular highlights is that 

anything had the potential to be used 

ritualistically.  

 This folklore also provides us with 

details about the locations of Halloween. 

Aside from a few notable exceptions, 

Halloween in Ireland focused around 

individual homes where people would gather 

to feast, play games, tell the future, and 

remain safe from the fairies and the dead. At 

the same time, there were also young people 

running around outside playing pranks on 

the neighbors or going afield for 

prognostication activities, but the emphasis 

is still placed on being near home. This is 

important because it tells us that this festival 

did not need large monuments or 

complicated setups. In Scotland, however, 

Halloween seems to have been largely 

focused in fields for bonfires. Bonfires are 

typically associated with Irish observances 

of Halloween as well, but are not mentioned 

nearly as frequently. In Scotland, they are 

describing large community bonfires and 

explain that the fire is used to protect the 

community from the fairies. While we as 

archaeologists cannot simply declare any site 

with major burning activities a location that 

had Halloween or Samhuinn practice, it does 

offer a potential interpretation.   

The folklore results for Scotland also 

present potential places that may be of 

interest to Samhain or Halloween, providing 

an opportunity to explore landscape 

distribution. Landscape archaeology is no 

longer just about the monuments past 

cultures built. It is also about how people 

interacted with, or avoided, the surrounding 

geography, including how a culture adapts to 

opportunities and limitations provided by the 

local geography and how that culture 

impacts the landscape in turn (Barrett 1999, 

26; Layton and Ucko 1999, 9).  

There are two types of landscape. First is the 

physical landscape or geography itself, 

including rocks, hills, valleys, and anything 

else that makes up the local physical 

environment (Hammond and Reeves-Smyth 

1983, 1). Second is the human representation 

of landscape, such as what is described or 

laid out in the folklore and medieval texts 

(Layton and Ucko 1999, 1). 

A more in-depth analysis of the 

Scottish folklore may provide more locations 

which could then be examined via landscape 

archaeology, specifically through use of the 

historic-geographic method of landscape 

analysis. The historic-geographic method is 

actually a folklore technique used to 
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determine where certain traditions 

originated. Kevin Danaher, a prominent Irish 

folklorist, used it to identify traditions that 

originated in Ireland versus those that 

originated in Scotland or England and were 

then important. Probably his most famous 

application was his study of Irish vernacular 

architecture (Danaher 1978; Ó Danachair 

1957). 

In Ireland the current research 

indicates that Halloween was focused inside 

homes with large gatherings of people and at 

places that could be considered liminal, 

between two places. These are best 

highlighted in the prognostication games and 

practices, which is logical since the reason 

these were supposed to work at Halloween 

was because the human realm and the sìth 

were so close together, essentially making 

the world a liminal space. This means the 

boundary between our world and the 

magical world was thin and weak, and at a 

liminal space such as the river dividing two 

townlands, it would be even thinner. With 

further investigation, a similar pattern may 

be observed in Scotland.  

 

Conclusions, and Future Research 

Halloween gives us a good example 

of how folklore that can not only help 

archaeologists understand intangible aspects 

of a culture, but also how everyday objects 

can become ritualistic or move from one 

sphere of life to another.  

In quantifying Halloween traditions 

between Scotland and Ireland, this 

admittedly limited study shows that while 

there are many similarities between the 

countries, there were some differences worth 

noting. The most prominent two differences 

would be the locations of the celebrations 

with Scotland being focused around the 

bonfire and Ireland being focused around the 

home (with exceptions in both countries) 

and guizing being a very popular tradition in 

Scotland but not in Ireland, suggesting 

guizing for Halloween may have originated 

in Scotland or Northern England and then 

been transplanted in Ireland.  

 This research has revealed a few 

locations that seem to have been, if not still 

are, particularly associated with Halloween 

or had strong Halloween traditions that 

would be worth further exploration. The 

most active locations include Loch Tay 

(Mackinlay 1993, 284; Napier 1976, 179, 

South Uist (MacLellan 1961, 181; Shaw 

1977, 14, Shetland (Marwick 1975, 115–18; 

Saxby 1932, 77, and Orkney (Marwick 

1975, 115–18. Other places were mentioned 

but most of these were tied to specific events 

that took place at Halloween such as a death 

and subsequent haunting. One of these was a 

particularly interesting tradition in Killin, 

Inverness where three carved stones (the 

Cailleach, the Bodach, and the Nighean) are 

removed from their housing on May Day 

and replaced on Halloween (Westwood and 

Kingshill 2009, 353. When the author was in 

Glasgow in January 2018, she was told that 

this tradition is still ongoing.  

 This minor study opens the door for a 

larger study, first in studying Halloween 

traditions across Scotland, then doing a large

-scale comparison between Scottish and Irish 

Halloween traditions. This larger study may 

even show that some traditions may have 

been brought into Scotland and Ireland from 

elsewhere. By comparing the two, we may 

be able to learn more about the origins of 

Samhuinn and its eventual evolution into 

Halloween.  
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