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Mad About Plaid

Tartans and Kilts

Tartan is popular all over the globe, but is most
often associated with Celtic (particularly
Scottish) people. Although the origins of the
tartan are rather obscure, the existence of
Scottlsh tartans can be traced all the way back to
the 7 century AD. What we think of now as
“Highland Dress” most likely came from the -
Irish Celts, who crossed the Irish Sea to settle in
Scotland. The Highland dress of this time was
based loosely on the Roman tunic, which was
usually made of saffron yellow-dyed linen. In
order to display their rank, the Irish Celts
marked their shirts with stripes — the more
stripes, the higher their rank.

The Scottish Highlanders favored warm, woolen
garments and preferred to use purple and blue
dyes to color their cloths. Darker colors
provided better camouflage to keep the wearer
hidden among the Scottish heather.

The first unsewn kilt was known as the
“Breacan-feile,” or belted plaid. It was made
from fifteen yards of the tartan material. The
lower part of the garment was wrapped around
the body and belted, to form the kilt, and the rest
of the plaid material was flung loosely over one
shoulder and pinned in place with a brooch.
The remaining material hung down the
Scotsman’s back. The outfit was quite practical
for the Highlanders, because it left their arms
free for fighting, and also provided enough
matenial to shield them from bad weather.

Highlanders could even use the cloth of their
kilts as a primitive sleeping bag!

Around the end of the 17" century, most tribes
or clans in Scotland had their own identifying
tartans. Weaving these cloths became an
integral part of the craft industry of the area.
Weavers collected their dyes from local mosses,
plants and lichens. The women kept count of
the layout of checks and stripes in each of the
various patterns.

In the late 1740s, the English government
passed several acts banning, among other
traditions of the Highlands, the wearing of the
kilt. This act, which was known as the Act for
Abolition and Proscription of Highland Dress
decreed that no one in Scotland could wear the
plaid or any other item associated with tartan
dress. Initially, the ban was enforced in order to
punish the Hnghlanders for a failed revolt by one
of their leaders, Bonnie Prince Charlie.
However, the ban on the kilt lasted for 35 years
before it was finally lifted in 1822, when King
George IV visited Scotland and the clan chiefs
were asked to greet him in full Highland Dress.
The Proscription Acts were not fully lifted from
the general population, however, until 1782,

- Since that time, the popularity of the tartan and

the kilt has grown throughout the world.
The Origins of T ar"tdn Day

In order to acknowledge the contribution of the
immigrant Scots upon North America, many




Scottish organizations and societies in the

United States and Canada began to use the
anniversary of the Declaration of Arbroath
(1320) as an opportunity to celebrate their

heritage.

The practice became so common within Canada
that on December 19, 1991, the Ontario
Legislature passed a resolution proclaiming
April 6" as National Tartan Day, recognizing
the significance of the tartan to Scotland and its
history.

The United States did not hesitate too long after
Canada’s proclamation. On March 20, 1998,
Senate Resolution Number 155, which had been
proposed by US Senate Republican majority
leader Trent Lott, unanimously passed,
declaring April 6™ Tartan Day in the United
States as well.

Activities

Research the Senate Resolution 1535, in its
entirety. Have the students each research
and report to the class about a Scottish
American who made a valuable contribution
or achievement in one of the following
fields: science, technology, medicine,
government, literature, visual arts,
economics or performing arts.

2. Write an editorial article for a fictional
newspaper arguing why you believe Tartan
Day should or should not be celebrated in
the United States.

3. Tartan Day became a reality in part because
of the Scottish societies, clubs and
organizations within the United States.
There are many of these types of cultural
organizations in the Lehigh Valley. Contact
a member of one such organization, and find
out what other holidays and special days
these organizations observe and how.

*

4. Families in Scotland and each of the

counties in Ireland have their own distinct
tartan. Even the City of Bethlehem has its
own tartan! Students can research their own
tartans, the City of Bethlehem tartan or
design their own tartan for the class.

. As aresult of Prince Charles Edward
Stuart’s defeat at Culloden, the English
imposed many strict laws banning the
traditions of the Highlands. Instruments of
war, including the bagpipes, swords and
targes were banned. The tartan, kilt and
other traditional Scottish apparel were
banned. Even after some of these bans were
lifted, the Scots experienced a period known
as the Highland Clearances, in which Scots
were forced to emigrate as landowners
found that it was more profitable to raise
sheep on land which previously held farms.
Brainstorm other instances in history in .
which one group restricted the rights of
another by limiting what they could wear,
how they could behave or where they could

go.
The Fling’s the Thing

Although many people associate Highland
dancing with the graceful young women
leaping and turning on the stage ofa
Highland dance competition, the earliest
Highland dancers were most likely hunters
and warriors. It is believed that the dancing
began as a form of storytelling. Clan
members would dance about to regale their
fellow adventurers of their hunts, battles and
journeys.

Much later, Highland regiments used
versions of these dances to train their
soldiers. The soldiers would do drills of
dancing to increase their stamina and agility
in battle, or even sometimes as a
superstitious gesture of luck, as in the case



Activities

Keeping in Step



