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Hello Everyone, 

Who expected this?  No dancing for the foreseeable future as we wait for something positive to happen.  Here we are 

with itchy feet as one dancing opportunity after another has been delayed, postponed or cancelled.  Our wonderful 

activity combines the features most frowned upon at this time of self-isolation – social mingling, face to face and hand 

contact, and travel to social events away from our home group to meet new friends as we dance. 

Scottish Country Dancing combines those elements of human association most likely to encourage good physical and 

mental health.  We engage through physical contact and exercise, we have structural interaction through music, eye 

contact and remembered dance formations and sequences, and we share a common bond of fun and fellowship.  Few 

other activities can be so wholesome or heart-warming.  How are we going to cope until we can dance again? 

With so many people locked in at home it is easy to be despondent as you miss your friends and social meetings.  

There is only so much gardening and decorating you can face without becoming bored as pleasures turn into chores.  

Even the wide variety of television programming can seem trivial after a time and only an avid reader would welcome 

many weeks of forced isolation. 

The good news is that there are now many more opportunities to interact with friends and family over and above 

telephone contact.  This may mean going online and using free programmes such as Skype or Zoom to keep in touch.  

Seeing a smiling face as well as speaking is not the same as personal contact, but it is close.  The COM has resorted to 

“virtual” meetings in an effort to keep things going and trying to arrange dancing opportunities for you when the 

pandemic has passed.  We may be eternal optimists, but we hope that we can get back into the swing of things and 

hold some sessions of Dancing on the Dock in the summer.  Keep limber in anticipation of the return of dancing and 

try some exercises at home as well as taking daily walks or runs so your legs and arms remember how to move.  There 

are plenty of YouTube videos with guidance for exercises from light to strenuous.  It’s surprising how much better you 

feel after exercise.  It improves your outlook on life no end! 

If you feel you are forgetting how to dance and the formations within a dance please use the vast resource of the 

internet.  There are hundreds of dance videos available on demand.  A good starting point is the Scottish Country 

Dancing Dictionary.  Choose a dance from the hundreds listed alphabetically and click on the link if a video is shown as 

available.  If you want to enjoy the flavour of an evening of dancing then please tune in online to the excellent BBC 

programme “Take the Floor” by entering that into your search engine.  

We will keep in touch as events unfold.  Save the date for our AGM.  We’ll try to hold this on schedule as a “virtual” 

meeting.  More information will follow by e-mail. 

All good wishes for your health and safety, and looking forward to dancing soon. 

Ian Manson 
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From Charlie Atkinson 

Thank you Lynn for an interesting publication. 
 
I noted especially the bit about First Footing because I used to go First Footing with my Dad - he 
was the established First Foot at a number of residences and by the time I was 10 or so, I was 
invited to go with him. 
 
The first task was to find a bit of coal lying in the street or more likely the gutter, not too difficult 
a job since coal was delivered to houses in sacks and some was always spilled. Then, we had 
to wait until midnight which was signalled by the sounding of every works (factory) hooter. The 
hooter was in daily use to summon men to work and to signal the end of the days’ work - 
necessary, I suppose, because most shipyards were large open air spaces. So, as each works 
hooter picked up the signal and rebroadcast it, a cacophony of sound would travel for miles and 
invade the entire neighbourhood of terraced (row) houses. Immediately following this there 
would be the sound of dozens of men, all First Foots, knocking on doors. 
 
My Dad carried a bottle of homemade wine and upon entry, presented the piece of coal and 
wished the residents "Happy Prosperous New Year". Then the host would serve his guest(s) a 
glass of his tipple and a piece of homemade fruitcake, followed by a glass from the guest's 
bottle for everyone present. After about 30 minutes it would be time to move on, walking the 
streets to find another piece of coal and then continuing to a second residence to repeat the 
process. I don't recall visiting more than 3 homes but even that meant that the last walk home 
was in a somewhat inebriated state because those homemade wines were quite potent. 
 
We lived in Northumberland not far from the Scottish border and hence, our tradition was to 
celebrate Christmas with the English - presents, turkey and all, and then repeat the process in 
exactly the same manner including another turkey and feasting, by celebrating the New Year 
with the Scots. 
 
Charlie 

 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 

From John Walton 

A good issue, thank you. In the North of England, we followed all the Scottish New Year 
traditions as you describe. I believe that the Hogmanay traditions were not followed south of 
York, but we on Tees-side had holidays at Christmas and New Year. In Scotland they 
recognised Christmas but it was not a holiday as they had time off at New Year. In England, 
south of York, New Year was just a regular working day and Christmas was the big holiday. It 
might have changed now as I am talking about the situation 50 years ago. 
 

John W. 

  

LOVE getting feedback from readers! The following two emails are in response to the article in the 

JANUARY 2020 Rant, “Some Interesting Theories Surrounding the Origin of Hogmanay”, specifically related 

to the “First-Footing” practice. 
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And Pierre sent a POST-SCRIPT to his amazing story,  
AUCHINLECK, AYRSHIRE, SCOTLAND 

By Pierre Arnold 
 
 While in Naples, Florida during winter, I was at the community BBQ when I met a man who immediately noticed I 
had a Scottish accent and asked, “Do you know where Auchinleck is in Scotland?”  I answered, “Oh yes I do, Auchinleck is 
the town nearest to where I used to stay”.  I proceeded to tell Frank Kelley from Pennsylvania that Auchinleck was close to 
Dumfries House Gardens where I lived on an estate called Dumfries House for the first 14 years of my life.  Also, a Prisoner 
of War camp called Pennylands was sandwiched between the Gardens and the town of Auchinleck and the Barony Pit Coal 
Mine was within sight of our house which was known as “the Bothy”.  
 Frank’s eyes widened, and he said, “You’re the first person I’ve met that knows where Auchinleck is”.  Frank then 
told me that his grand-father was an “Auchinleck”.  We became good friends and discussed a trip to Scotland that Frank 
and his wife had planned for September, 2018.  Frank was determined he would find his roots in Auchinleck while visiting 
Scotland. 
 Turns out that the family name of Auchinleck had moved away from Auchinleck long before the 1700s.  However, 
Frank had a welcoming time in Auchinleck where the locals would keep a seat for him at the local pub, no doubt to hear his 
stories from America.  
 Frank and Marleen also visited Dumfries House Estate and took the photos below showing “the Bothy” and a 
ROYAL acquaintance.  On Frank’s second day visit to Dumfries House, Prince Charles spoke to Frank. The third photo shows 
Frank in front of a Giant Sequoia tree. 
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A wee bit of Scottish History… 

An even smaller bit of Geography. 

Mostly, just “General Interest” – 

with some Geology thrown in! 

Bagging “The Ben” 

Ben Nevis (Scottish Gaelic: Beinn Nibheis, pronounced [peˈɲivəʃ]; English: /bɛnˈnɛvɪs/) is the highest mountain in 

the British Isles with the summit reaching 1,345 metres (4,413 ft) above sea level and is affectionately known 
as 'The Ben’. 
  

What’s in a Name? 

The name, 'Ben Nevis,' is from the Gaelic, 'Beinn Nibheis.'  While 'beinn' is a common Gaelic word for 
'mountain' the word 'nibheis' is understood to have several meanings and is commonly translated as 
'malicious' or 'venomous' therefore giving the meaning of 'Venomous (or malicious) mountain.' 
 
Another interpretation of the name Ben Nevis, is that it derives from beinn nèamh-bhathais, from the 
word nèamh meaning 'heavens (or clouds)' and bathais meaning 'top of a man's head.' This would therefore 
translate literally as, 'the mountain with its head in the clouds' although this is sometimes also given as the 
more poetic, 'mountain of heaven.' 
 

Geography: 

Ben Nevis is located at the western end of the Grampian Mountains in the Lochaber area of the Scottish Highlands, 
less than 12 k from the town of Fort William.  

Although not mentioned on any Ben Nevis website searched for this article, it is also only about 24k from the much 
smaller village of Spean Bridge. Annette and Lynn travelled to Scotland in September 2019. Our first excursion 
was by train from Glasgow en-route to Skye. The first night was spent in Spean Bridge at the beautiful and highly 
recommended “rustic chic” Old Pines Guest House. The owners were wonderful, the food awesome – and Ben 
Nevis was “right across the road”! …plus another 24 k. This was our first sighting of Ben Nevis – taken from the 
Guest House driveway. And, oh, there was a goat ‘resting’ on top of the picnic table outside our room. 

      

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scottish_Gaelic_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA/Scottish_Gaelic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Help:IPA/English
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Isles
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grampian_Mountains_(Scotland)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lochaber
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scottish_Highlands
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_William,_Highland
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Why Include Ben Nevis on your Scotland Itinerary? 

1) Bagging The Ben 
 

The mountain is a popular tourist destination for climbers and walkers of all levels. It attracts an estimated 125,000 

complete and a further 100,000 partial ascents per year. 
 
There are two main routes up the mountain: 

Around three-quarter of the assents are made by walkers/tourists taking on the  
well-constructed and maintained Mountain Track (Pony Track). 
 
For climbers and mountaineers looking for a challenge, the 700-metre (2,300 ft)  
cliffs of the north face are among the highest in the UK, providing classic  
scrambles and rock climbs of all difficulties for experienced climbers. This is also  
one of the principal locations in the UK for ice climbing, not to mention mountain biking.
 
The Ben Nevis Race: 

In 1895 when William Swan, a Fort William barber, set off on the first recorded timed ascent and descent of 
Britain’s tallest mountain he could not have envisaged the modern day Ben Nevis Race which now has a field of 
600 runners accepting a challenge which is not for the unfit or faint-hearted.      

 

 

 

 

     

                                                                                                                

2) Oh! The Scenery 

     

 

  

Pony Track 

 

http://www.ben-nevis.com/walks/mountain_track/mountain_track.php
http://www.ben-nevis.com/information/history/pony_track/pony_track.php
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scrambling
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rock_climbing
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A Wee bit of History: 

The first recorded ascent of Ben Nevis was made on 17 August 1771 by James Robertson, an Edinburgh botanist, 
who was in the region to collect botanical specimens. Another early ascent was in 1774 by John Williams, who provided 
the first account of the mountain's geological structure. It was not until 1847 that Ben Nevis was confirmed by 
the Ordnance Survey as the highest mountain in Britain and Ireland, ahead of its rival Ben Macdhui. 

An observatory was built at the summit in the summer of 1883, and would remain in operation for 21 years. The 
first path to the summit was built at the same time as the observatory and was designed to allow ponies to carry up 
supplies, hence the name “Pony Track”. The opening of the path and the observatory made the ascent of the Ben 
increasingly popular, all the more so after the arrival of the West Highland Railway in Fort William in 1894. Around this 
time the first of several proposals was made for a rack railway to the summit, none of which came to fruition  

 

The Geology Bit: 

Ben Nevis is an ancient giant of the land and all that remains of a Devonian volcano that met a cataclysmic end in 
the Carboniferous period around 350 million years ago. The summit is the collapsed dome of the volcano, evident 
from the vantage point of the photo on the left below. 

Geological samples near the summit shows light-coloured granite (which had cooled in subterranean chambers 
several kilometres beneath the surface) among dark basaltic lavas (that form only on the surface). The two lying 
side-by-side is evidence the huge volcano exploded and collapsed in on itself. The mountain has further and 

extensively been shaped by glaciation.  

 

                                                                                       

                                                                                              
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edinburgh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Botany
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ordnance_Survey
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ben_Macdhui_(Scotland)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ben_Nevis#Observatory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trail
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pony
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Highland_Railway
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rack_railway
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Devonian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volcano
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carboniferous
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volcano
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glaciation
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JUST FOR FUN! 

Some COVID-19  

Sidewalk Chalk Art Messages 

below to make you SMILE! 

Ps: Not the dancing sheep; they are 

curtesy of a Jacquie Lawson e-card. 

Spring Break 2020! 
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A final message from the Rant 

Editor and the Branch COM. 


