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There’s mair nor a roch wind blawin’
Through the great glen o’ the warld the day

(H. Henderson, Freedom come all ye, 1960)

The connection between history and song, 
whether popular, radical, or both, is long 
and well-established in many countries, 

as tradition, politics and chronicle have often 
blended in an expressive form capable of elic-
iting powerful emotional response on a collec-
tive scale. 

In Scotland, many very important instances 
may be singled out, and other contributions in 
this issue are going to shed light on their politi-
cal and historical value. Here I intend to focus 
on the main linguistic traits of a few interesting 
cases, in order to highlight the relationship ex-
isting between Scots, English and the expres-
sion of political stance and/or social identity in 
texts ranging from modern times to the twen-
tieth century. Lexical choices, especially when 
their connotation as identity markers becomes 
well-established, such as in the case of overt 
Scotticisms like bonnie or wee, may function 
as the most obvious signals of a certain socio-
historical affiliation. Syntax, instead, is not al-
ways and not necessarily as clear an indicator 
of a specific relationship existing (or supposed 
to exist) among the parties – in this case the 
singers and their audiences, or indeed the sing-
ers themselves, if the audience is expected to 
join in.

In what follows I intend to outline a few in-
teresting traits in a range of cases which we 
may assume to be emblematic in the history of 
Scottish song, in an attempt to identify the lin-
guistic features which make them particularly 
valuable as identity flagships, and assess how 
they relate to the history of Scots and Eng-
lish in Scotland. Gaelic, which nonetheless has 
contributed greatly to Scottish song lore, is be-
yond the scope of this contribution.

1. A very brief overview of Scottish song 
lore across time (18th–20th centuries)
It is fascinating to investigate the relationship 
between music, lyrics, history and popular cul-
ture at different points in time. While change 
is of course inevitable, though often unpre-
dictable, certain constant features may prove 
intriguing. In this contribution I will focus on 
Jacobite songs, on Kailyard nostalgia, on songs 
of emigration, and on radical song, as four key 
areas in which tradition and identity have found 
specific expressive tones in popular music, in 
order to investigate what their linguistic traits 
may tell us about the way in which perceptions 
of Scots and English may have changed over 
time.

1.1 Jacobite songs
It would be difficult to overstate the contribu-
tion of song to the popularization of history, 
especially when oral history is concerned: 
though centuries may have elapsed, certain 
figures become eternal in popular song, such 
as in the case of Bonnie Dundee: though the 
ballad concerns John Graham of Claverhouse, 
1st Viscount Dundee (1648-1689), it is still 
in the repertoire of present-day folk singers.  
Indeed, in the so-called ‘age of feeling’, an 
edulcorated view of Jacobitism and its dramat-
ic aftermath were among the most appealing 
topics. Especially in the nineteenth century, 
the romanticized story of Charles Edward Stu-
art’s escape as ‘Betty Burke’ was immensely 
popular. 

The idealization of the Jacobite legend was 
epitomized in what is perhaps the best-known 
tune to have been associated with the Young 
Chevalier’s escape, ‘The Skye Boat Song’, based 
on a Gaelic air, but first published in 1884 (and 
actually re-written by Robert Louis Stevenson  
in his Songs of Travel, of 1895), long after the 
events to which the lyrics refer. 

What has long been accepted as a tradi-
tional Jacobite song is in fact a literary artefact 
in which the contribution of popular culture is 
restricted to the tune, while the lyrics are the 
product of highly educated authors. A similar 
phenomenon is seen in other Jacobite songs 
(see, among others, Donaldson 1988 and Pit-
tock 2009), such as ‘Charlie’s my darling’, or 
‘Will ye no come back again’, authored respec-
tively by James Hogg and Lady Nairne.

The creation of these songs, many of which 
sounded like ordinary love songs, but which 
(often barely) hid a political message, helped 
that ‘invention of tradition’, in which the Jaco-
bite cause was reinterpreted as a Highlands vs. 
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Lowlands, Scotland vs. England, opposition, 
while in fact loyalties were much less clear-
cut. Indeed, the popularity of Jacobite airs has 
always been such that it has not been uncom-
mon for Scottish country dance steps to be set 
to them,1 as the relationship between music, 
song and dance has always been a feature of 
Scottish popular culture as expressed in cei-
lidhs throughout the country.

1.2 Emigrant songs
Though it may seem paradoxical, dance has 
also been an expression of the Scots’ rela-
tionship with emigration. In the late twentieth 
century Runrig wrote A Dance Called America 
(1984), recalling the reel described by James 
Boswell in his Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides 
(1785, Sat. 2 October 1773):

In the evening the company danced as usual. We 
performed, with much activity, a dance which, I 
suppose, the emigration from Sky has occasioned. 
They call it ‘America’. Each of the couples, after the 
common involutions and evolutions, successively 
whirls round in a circle, till all are in motion; and 
the dance seems intended to shew how emigration 
catches, till a whole neighbourhood is set afloat. Mrs 
M’Kinnon told me, that last year when a ship sailed 
from Portree for America, the people on shore were 
almost distracted when they saw their relations go 
off; they lay down on the ground, tumbled, and 
tore the grass with their teeth. This year there was 
not a tear shed. The people on shore seemed to 
think that they would soon follow.

The same dance is cited in the 1939 movie 
Gone with the Wind and it is still popular in 
today’s ceilidhs as the Virginia Reel.2  However, 
the song by Runrig may in fact be seen as a 
political song, on account of its lyrics, fiercely 
critical of the Clearances.3 

In other, much older cases, emigration is 
seen in a completely different light. For in-
stance, one of the most famous representa-
tions of nineteenth-century emigrants is in a 
painting by John Watson Nicol, Lochaber No 
More (1883). It is somewhat striking that the 
title of the painting is the same as that of a 
song which Allan Ramsay had included in his 
Tea Table Miscellany (1724); the song then be-
came popular at the time of the second Jaco-
bite rising (1745) and, even later, at the time 
of the Napoleonic Wars. The idea of distance 
and nostalgia, therefore, is not related to emi-
gration, but to conscription, which is nonethe-
less accepted, because in the perception of the 
times it would be dishonourable not to join the 
army. 

While emigration could be seen as an oppor-
tunity to improve one’s condition,4 it is much 
more frequently represented as a painful sepa-
ration from what is familiar and dearly beloved. 
This is the case, for instance, of ‘The Scottish 
Emigrant’s Farewell’ (written in the first half 
of the nineteenth century by Alexander Hume) 
and the ‘Canadian Boat Song’. The latter, pub-
lished in Blackwood’s Magazine in 1829, is also 
about the pain felt by people “banish’d, that a 
degenerate lord might boast his sheep”, and in 
both songs the memories of ancient freedom, 
of the “land where Bruce and Wallace wight”, 
stress the idea of emigration as exile, with the 
promise, however, that the clansmen’s identity 
will never be lost. 

1.3 Waxing lyrical
The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
saw considerable romanticization of Scotland 
through its literature. As far as music is con-
cerned, Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, with his 
Scottish Symphony (premièred in 1842) and 
his Overture ‘Fingal’s Cave’ (1830), played a 
very important role in the idealization of Scot-
land and its Ossianic landscapes. Outside clas-
sical music, the Scottish canon relied quite 
considerably on Robert Burns’ most sentimen-
tal compositions, such as Ae Fond Kiss (1791), 
O Whistle, an’ I’ll come to ye, my lad (1793), A 
Red, Red Rose (1794), O Wert Thou in the Cauld 
Blast, My Heart’s in the Highlands (1789), and 
– most notably – Auld Lang Syne (1788). In 
these pieces love and a sentimental attitude to 
the singer’s country, often idealized as a proto-
typical romantic wilderness, take centre stage. 
Over time, not only have popular performers 
of traditional Scottish song normally included 
them in their programmes: they have also be-
come the source of popular phrases.

An idea of Kailyard nostalgia mixed with 
quaint humour was then to become the hall-
mark of early twentieth-century music hall 
pieces, such as Harry Lauder’s hugely success-
ful tunes: ‘Roamin’ in the Gloamin’ ’ and ‘Stop 
yer tickling Jock’ are perhaps the best-known 
cases. But the early twentieth century was also 
the time of Red Clydesiders, and of the Prole-
tarian Song Book (1923), virtually a counter-
part of the Little Red Songbook (1909) that 
Wobblies, i.e. the Industrial Workers of the 
World, shared across the Atlantic.

1.4 From fighting dominies to a new  
beginning 
Radical song in twentieth-century Scotland is 
in fact a very interesting case, with its well-
known and well-established connection with 
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traditional folk music and its ability to reinvent 
lyrics borrowed from canonical, literary mod-
els. Within this framework, Hamish Henderson 
has arguably given the most significant contri-
bution: not only did he write the hugely popu-
lar ‘Freedom come all ye’ for the anti-Polaris 
campaign of 1960,5 an adaptation of the pipe 
march ‘The Bloody Fields of Flanders’; he also 
wrote ‘John MacLean’s March’ (first performed 
in 1948) to celebrate one of the leading figures 
in Scottish Socialism, ‘the fighting dominie’ 
John MacLean and his triumphal return to Glas-
gow after the spell in prison that would ruin 
his health forever. While the latter echoes the 
traditional tune which so many people nowa-
days know as ‘Scotland the Brave’, the former, 
possibly evoking Woody Guthrie, displays the 
same egalitarian approach as Robert Burns’s ‘A 
man’s a man for a’ that’: the song that Sheena 
Wellington would sing at the opening of the 
Scottish Parliament on 1 July 1999, and that 
even contemporary young rockers like Paolo 
Nutini render with appropriate gusto as a mili-
tant march. In fact, Burns’s works have often 
been read in diametrically opposing keys. On 
the one hand, they have become icons of tradi-
tion; on the other, their often rebellious quality 
is neither forgotten nor completely silenced, 
and enables them to become manifestos of 
identity.

2. Language choices and language policies
Scots could and actually did become an icon of 
historical identity, while supporting the creation 
of a new and modern one, whether at home or 
abroad. After all, as Walt Whitman put it,

Language […] is not an abstract construction of the 
learn’d, or of dictionary-makers, but is something 
arising out of the work, needs, ties, joys, affec-
tions, tastes, of long generations of humanity, and 
has its bases broad and low, close to the ground. 
Its final decisions are made by the masses, people 
nearest the concrete, having most to do with actual 
land and sea. (Slang in America, 1885)

If we now turn to the instances that were 
taken into consideration in the previous sec-
tions, and focus on their linguistic features, it 
may be interesting to see that the presence 
of Scots has actually increased over time, to 
the point that Hamish Henderson’s pieces are 
entirely in Scots. 

This phenomenon is perhaps not unpredict-
able when we relate it to the different ways in 
which Scots has been perceived over the cen-
turies (Dossena 2005). Since the eighteenth 
century, i.e. since the Union of Parliaments, 

Scotland had witnessed an age of rabid pre-
scriptivism, in which Scots was possibly ac-
cepted in literature and humorous registers, 
but should be banned from polite non-literary 
texts. It is for this reason that Scots does 
feature in political satire, such as in the Tory 
pamphlet Whig-Radical Festival Extraordinary! 
(1835), but is remarkably diluted in the Jaco-
bite and emigrant songs we discussed before. 
In such texts we find typical overt Scotticisms 
like bonnie, lad, claymore, glen, shieling and 
clansmen, but syntax is normally English, with 
the exception of modal usage like in will ye no, 
or verb forms like kent and wad. This is even 
more the case in music hall pieces, where a 
sprinkling of Scots words is deemed sufficient 
to give the song a distinctly tartanized flavour. 
In fact, such language choices only reinforce 
the role of English as the standard medium; on 
the one hand this is done to reach as wide an 
audience as possible; on the other, it is a good 
strategy to preserve the status quo as far as 
Scots-as-a-dialect is concerned. 

Burns’s works are remarkably complex in 
this respect, and they highlight both the skilful 
ways in which their author could use language, 
and his acute awareness of the linguistic mod-
els of his time. 

When we get to Henderson’s compositions, 
however, the picture is quite different. In them, 
Scots syntax, morphology and vocabulary are 
used consistently, thus acknowledging Scots as 
a fully-fledged language: not only as ‘the lan-
guage of the heart’, but also as ‘the language 
of the people’. Political activism thus seems to 
manage both form and content. It would be 
entirely inappropriate to describe the language 
of these songs as dialect, because in this case 
Scots is the only linguistic choice if the mes-
sage is to be credible, coherent and consistent. 
Bonnie boats may still carry lads over the sea, 
but the wish is for everybody to be ‘at hame 
wi’ freedom’. 

More or less overt language policies, politi-
cal views and social engagement thus seem to 
blend very naturally in the language of music, 
and history finds a new representation in every 
singer’s voice.
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Notes
1 In the case of the two tunes mentioned here, for in-

stance, see my.strathspey.org/dd/dance/2887/ and 
my.strathspey.org/dd/dance/684/

2 See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7x5DN6j1Z-
0&feature=related and  http://www.edinburghceilidhs.
co.uk/video/videos.htm#Ceilidh%20videos 

3 As we said above, songs about history have often been 
written as late as several decades after the events: 
this is the case, for instance, also of ‘The Massacre of 
Glencoe’, written by Jim McLean in 1963, i.e. almost 
three centuries later.

4 Even Robert Burns is known to have shared this view: 
see McIlvanney (2010).

5 For the same campaign another very popular song was 
written in Scots, ‘Ding Dong Dollar’.

Appendix

The Skye Boat Song (Boulton, 1884)
 
Chorus:
Speed bonnie boat like a bird on the wing 
Onward the sailors cry 
Carry the lad that’s born to be king 
Over the sea to Skye 

Loud the wind howls, loud the waves roar, 
Thunderclaps rend the air 
Baffled our foes, stand by the shore 
Follow they will not dare 

Chorus

Many’s the lad fought on that day 
Well the claymore did wield 
When the night came, silently lain 
Dead on Culloden field 

Chorus

Though the waves heave, soft will ye sleep 
Ocean’s a royal bed 
Rocked in the deep, Flora will keep 
Watch by your weary head 
Chorus

Burned are our homes, exile and death 
Scatter the loyal men 
Yet e’er the sword cool in the sheath 
Charlie will come again. 

Chorus

www.rampantscotland.com/songs/blsongs_skye.htm

Over the Sea to Skye (Stevenson’s version, 
in Songs of Travel, 1895) 

Sing me a song of a lad that is gone, 
Say, could that lad be I? 
Merry of soul, he sailed on a day 
Over the sea to Skye 

Mull was astern, Rum was on port, 
Eigg on the starboard bow. 
Glory of youth glowed in his soul, 
Where is that glory now? 

Give me again all that was there, 
Give me the sun that shone. 
Give me the eyes, give me the soul, 
Give me the lad that’s gone. 

Billow and breeze, islands and seas, 
Mountains of rain and sun; 
All that was good, all that was fair, 
All that was me is gone.  

www.rampantscotland.com/songs/blsongs_skye2.htm
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Charlie is My Darling

Twas on a Monday morning, 
Right early in the year, 
When Charlie came to our town 
The Young Chevalier. 

Chorus:
Charlie is my darling, my darling, my darling. 
Charlie is my darling, the young Chevalier. 

As he cam’ marchin’ up the street, 
The pipes played loud and clear. 
And a’ the folk cam’ rinnin’ out 
To meet the Chevalier. 

Chorus 

Wi’ highland bonnets on their heads 
And claymores bright and clear, 
They cam’ to fight for Scotland’s right 
And the young Chevalier. 

Chorus 

They’ve left their bonnie highland hills, 
Their wives and bairnies dear, 
To draw the sword for Scotland’s lord, 
The young Chevalier. 

Chorus 

Oh, there were many beating hearts, 
And mony a hope and fear, 
And mony were the pray’rs put up, 
For the young Chevalier. 

Chorus 

www.rampantscotland.com/songs/blsongs_darling.htm

Will Ye No Come Back Again?

Bonnie Chairlie’s noo awa’, 
Safely ower the friendly main; 
Mony a heart will break in twa’, 
Should he ne’er come back again. 

Chorus:
Will ye no come back again? 
Will ye no come back again? 
Better lo’ed ye canna be, 
Will ye no come back again? 

Ye trusted in your Hielan’ men, 
They trusted you dear Chairlie. 
They kent your hidin’ in the glen, 
Death or exile bravin’. 

Chorus 

We watched thee in the gloamin’ hour, 
We watched thee in the mornin’ grey. 
Tho’ thirty thousand pounds they gie, 
O there is nane that wad betray. 

Chorus 

Sweet the laverock’ s note and lang, 
Liltin’ wildly up the glen. 
But aye tae me he sings ae sang, 
Will ye no’ come back again? 

Chorus 

www.rampantscotland.com/songs/blsongs_back.htm
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Runrig, A Dance Called America (1984) 

The landlords came
The peasant trials
To sacrifice of men
Through the past and that quite darkly
The presence once again
In the name of capital
Establishment
Improvers, it’s a name
The hidden truths
The hidden lies
That once nailed you
To the pain

Chorus:
They did a dance
Called America
They danced it round
And waited at the turns
For America
They danced their ladies round

To the candles
Of enlightenment
Once lit they say don’t burn
To turn the darkest room of suffering
To a greater state of pain
Don’t tell me that’s behind you now
Don’t greet me
Don’t meet your dying blind
It’s our very last stand together
So let’s sever
No regrets

Chorus

There were days
That once held confidence
Strength of will and mind
The camouflage that once washed your 

fathers
Your sons and daughters’ time

Another tongue
My love, my island
You’ve gone international
With all the praying men of God
Who stood
And watched it all go on

Chorus

Lochaber No More 

Farewell to Lochaber, farewell to my Jean, 
Where heartsome wi’ thee.. I ha’e mony days 

been; 
For Lochaber no more, Lochaber no more, 
We’ll may be return to Lochaber no more. 
These tears that I shed, they are a’ for my 

dear, 
And no for the dangers attending on weir, 
Tho’ borne on rough seas to a far distant 

shore, 
Maybe to return to Lochaber no more. 

Though hurricanes rise, though rise ev’ry 
wind, 

No tempest can equal the storm in my mind; 
Though loudest of thunders, on louder waves 

roar, 
There’s naething like leavin’ my love on the 

shore. 
To leave thee behind me, my heart is sair 

pain’d; 
But by ease that’s inglorious no fame can be 

gain’d; 
And beauty and love’s the reward of the 

brave; 
And I maun deserve it before I can crave. 

Then glory, my Jeanie, maun plead my 
excuse; 

Since honour commands me, how can I 
refuse? 

Without it, I ne’er can have merit for thee; 
And losing thy favour, I’d better not be. 
I gae then, my lass, to win honour and fame: 
And if I should chance to come glorious hame, 
I’ll bring a heart to thee with love running 

o’er. 
And then I’ll leave thee and Lochaber no 

more.
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The Scottish Emigrant’s Farewell 
(Alexander Hume, 1811–1859)

Fareweel, fareweel, my native home,
Thy lanely glens and heath clad mountains,
Fareweel thy fields o’ storied fame,
Thy leafy shaws and sparkling fountains,
Nae mair I’ll climb the Pentlands steep,
Nor wander by the Esk’s clear river,
I seek a hame far o’er the deep,
My native land, Fareweel, forever.

Thou land wi’ love an’ freedom crown’d,
In ilk wee cot and lordly dwelling
may many hearted youth be found,
And maids in ev’ry grace excelling;
The land where Bruce and Wallace wight,
For freedom fought in days o’ danger,
Ne’er crouch’d to proud usurpin’ might,
But foremost stood, wrongs’ stern avenger.

Tho’ far frae thee, my native shore,
An’ toss’d on life’s tempestuous ocean,
My heart, aye Scottish to the core,
Shall cling to thee wi’ warm devotion,
An’ while the waving heather grows,
An’ onward rows the winding river,
The toast be ’Scotland’s broomy knowes,
Her mountains, rocks, and glens forever!

http://www.contemplator.com/scotland/scotemig.html

Canadian Boat Song
(Blackwood’s Magazine, 1829)

Fair these broad meads – these hoary woods 
are grand; 

But we are exiles from our fathers’ land. 

Listen to me, as when ye heard our father 
Sing long ago the song of other shores – 
Listen to me, and then in chorus gather 
All your deep voices, as ye pull your oars. 

From the lone shieling of the misty island 
Mountains divide us, and waste of seas – 
Yet still the blood is strong, the heart is 

Highland, 
And we in dreams behold the Hebrides. 

We ne’er shall tread the fancy-haunted valley, 
Where ’tween the dark hills creeps the small 

clear stream, 
In arms around the patriarch banner rally, 
Nor see the moon on royal tombstones gleam. 

When the bold kindred, in the time long 
vanis’hd, 

Conquer’d the soil and fortified the keep – 
No seer foretold the children would be 

banish’d, 
That a degenerate lord might boast his sheep. 

Come foreign rage – let Discord burst in 
slaughter! 

O then for clansmen true, and stern claymore 
The hearts that would have given their blood 

like water, 
Beat heavily beyond the Atlantic roar. 
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Freedom come all ye
(Hamish Henderson 1960)

Roch the wind in the clear day dawin’
Blaws the cloods heelster-gowdie o’er the bay
But there’s mair nor a roch wind blawin’
Through the great glen o’ the warld the day
It’s a thocht that would gar oor rottans
A’ thae rogues that gang gallus, fresh and gay
Tak’ the road tae seek ither loanin’s
Their ill ploys tae sport and play

Nae mair will oor bonnie callants
Mairch tae war when the braggarts croosely 

craw
Nor wee weans frae pitheid and clachan
Mourn the ships sailin’ doon the Broomielaw
Broken faim’lies in lands we’ve harried
Will curse Scotland the brave nae mair, nae 

mair
Black and white, ane til th’ ither married
Mak’ the vile barracks o’ their maisters bare

So, cam’ all ye at hame wi’ freedom
Never heed whit the hoodies croak for doom
In your hoose a’ the bairns o’ Adam
Will find breid, barley bree an’ painted room
When MacLean meets wi’ his freends in 

Springburn
A’ the roses and geans will turn tae bloom
And a black boy frae yont Nyanga
Dings the fell gallows o’ the burghers doon

Roch the wind in the clear day dawin’
Blaws the cloods heelster-gowdie o’er the bay
But there’s mair nor a roch wind blawin’
Through the great glen o’ the warld the day

John MacLean’s March
(Hamish Henderson 1948)

Hey Mac, did you see him as he cam’ doon by 
Gorgie

Awa’ o’er the Lammerlaw and north o’ the Tay
Yon man is comin’ and the hale toon is turnin’ 

oot
We’re a’ sure he’ll win back tae Glesga the 

day

The jiners and hauders-on are marchin’ frae 
Clydebank

Come on noo and hear him he’ll be ower 
thrang tae bide

Turn oot Jock and Jimmy leave the crane and 
the muckle gantry

Great John MacLean has come hame tae the 
Clyde

Argyle Street and London Road’s the route 
that we’re marchin’

The lads frae the Broomielaw are here tae a 
man

Hey Neil whaur’s your hauderums, ye big 
Hielan’ teuchter 

Get your pipes mate an’ march at the heid o’ 
the clan

Hello Pat Malone, I knew you’d be here, son
The red and the green, lad, will wear side by 

side
The Gorbals is his the day and Glesga belangs 

tae him
Great John MacLean has come hame tae the 

Clyde

Ah weel when it’s ower I’ll awa’ back tae 
Springburn 

Come hame for your tea, John, we’ll soon hae 
ye fed

It’s hard work the speakin’ and I’m sure you’ll 
be tired the nicht

I’ll sleep on  the flair Mac an’ gie John the bed

The hale city’s quiet noo, it kens that he’s 
restin’

At hame wi’ his Glesga freends, their fame an’ 
their pride

The red will be worn, my lads, and Scotland 
will march again 

Great John MacLean has come hame tae the 
Clyde


