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17TH CENTURY HIGHLAND DRESS: THE “STETTIN PRINT” 
 

 

 

Kohler’s famous “Stettin” print, dated 1631, is one of the earliest depictions of highland dress in the 
early 17th century. Thought to depict Lord Reay’s Regiment, MacKay’s Highland soldiers raised in 
1626, who fought under King Gustav Adolph as part of his Green Brigade, were at Stettin in 1630-
1631. They could also possibly be Alexander Stewart’s Regiment who landed with the Marquis of 
Hamilton in Stettin in 1631. The text, in old German, above the highlanders can be translated as: “In 
this habit (clothing) the 800 Irish (the Highlanders were often confused with the Irish during this 
period on account of their language) arrived in Stettin”. The text below, translated freely from the 
German says: “There is a strong resilient people who survive on the minimum amount of food. If they 
have no food they will eat roots. If they have to, they can march more than 20 German miles and 
besides their muskets carry with them their bows and quivers and long knives (probably dirks).” 1 
 
The four highlanders depicted are wearing various garments of tartan cloth, which the artist has 
indicated by a check pattern and the wide bonnets common to Lowland and Highland Scots during 
this period. Working from left to right, the first highlander who is armed with a bow and quiver of 
arrows, appears to be wearing a long, sleeveless tartan coat with plain sleeves, possibly from an 
undergarment. On his legs he appears to be wearing unpatterned cloth trews which are worn at the 
knees. On his feet he wears what look like cuarans, the thongs or strings tied around his ankles and 
calves. 
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Next along, the second highlander is armed with a conventional musket of the period and is wearing 
the familiar European short tabbed doublet along with what seems to be either baggy tartan 
breeches and separate stockings or a foreign artist’s attempt to draw trews. He appears to have 
worn through the left foot of his stockings/trews whereas it looks like he is wearing a shoe on his 
right. He is also armed with a long knife (as in the German text – “lange Messer”) which may be 
taken to represent a dirk. 
 
The third highlander carrying a bow, quiver of arrows and dirk, is barelegged and seems to be 
wearing a belted plaid completely wrapped over his body and shoulders. The last highlander is 
carrying a stick and is armed again with a dirk at his side (slightly obscured by the stick). He also 
seems to be wearing a belted plaid similar to his comrade-in-arms except that the plaid has been 
thrown off his left shoulder, and again worn unpatterned trews. He wears what look like shoes on 
his feet. Interestingly, there is no depiction of the highlanders wearing either sporrans or brooches. 
Sporrans were worn and were of the simple drawstring leather pouch made of deerskin or calfskin 
like the 17th century doeskin example below: 

 
As for brooches there is no mention of highland men wearing brooches. Martin Martin (c1695) 
states “when they Travel on Foot, the Plaid is tied on the breast with a Bodkin of Bone or Wood”. 
The circular brooches seem to have been worn by the women only and Martin says: “The ancient 
dress wore by the women…called arisad…was tied before on the breast with a buckle of silver or 
brass”. 3 
 
The obvious difficulty in describing the detail of the highlanders’ dress results from the crudeness of 
the artwork and would appear to have been drawn from a description rather than from life. 
Consequently, to use this as the sole reference source as evidence of what was worn by early 17th 
century highlanders is unreliable. Therefore, to interpret what the artist has drawn and to attempt 
to reproduce this in portraying highlanders one must use this in collaboration with other sources.  
 
There is nothing unusual in the European doublet one of the highlanders is wearing; the 17th century 
doublet found at Keiss in Caithness (see this issue) confirms that highlanders were wearing such 
styles. As for the long coat, the only garments that come close to its appearance are that of a long 
coat found in a bog in Co. Sligo, Ireland together with a pair of trews1. 
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A description of something similar is also contained in an account of highlanders out in the 1715 
rebellion: “The Revd. Mr Mason, our Minister here, told me, on my reading that part of your 
letter…that Ferguson, the brother of the Professor, had told him that his father, minister of 
Mulmearn, which lies in the direct line of the rebel’s march in the rebellion of 1715, told him that he 
had often heard him say, that those Highlanders who joined the Pretender from the most remote 
parts of the Highlands, were not dressed in parti-coloured tartans, and had neither plaid nor 
philabeg, but that their whole dress consisted of what we call a Polonian or closish coat, descending 
below mid-leg, buttoned from the throat to the belly, and below that, secured for modesty’s sake 
with a lace till towards the bottom. That it was of one colour and home-made, and that they had no 
shirt, shoes, stockings nor breeches.”  This would seem to accord with the fact that MacKay’s 
Highlanders were likely to be from Sutherland – “the most remote parts of the Highlands.” 1 
As previously mentioned, the highlanders all wear the wide cloth or woollen bonnets common to all 
Scots at the time, which are described by writers of the period as “blew bonnetts” and “…on their 
heads wear Bonnets made of thick Cloth, some blew, some black and some gray”. 2 The c17th 
century knitted bonnet pictured below was found in Tarvie, Inverness-shire and would have been 
typical of the period. 
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The cuarans worn by one of the highlanders are similar to descriptions of shoes worn in Orkney as 
detailed in a 16th century account: “laymen heir have hair shoes made out of seal is drawn together 
with a latchet – called in the vernacular - rifflings.” 2 
 
James Gordon, Parson of Rothiemay’s description of Highland Dress in “Scots Affairs from 1637 to 
1641 describes the shoes worn as follows: “To fence their feet they put on Rullions or raw leather 
shoes”. These appear to be similar to the “Rivlins” from Shetland pictured below.  Similarly, in the 
1730’s, Edward Burt wrote: “ … some I have seen shod with a kind of Pumps, made out of cow-hide, 
with the Hair turned outward, which being ill-made, the wearers foot looked something like those of 
a rough-Footed Hen or Pigeon. These are called Quarrants*, and are not only offensive to the Sight; 
but intolerable to the Smell of those near them.” 2 
 

 
 
The breeches/trews worn by the musket-armed highlander are more difficult to explain. Accounts of 
trews during the 17th century are well documented: “…others have breeches and stockings all of a 
piece of plad ware, close to their thighs” (Thomas Kirk, 1677). 2 Martin Martin had this to say about 
trews: “Many of the People wear Trowis, some of them very fine woven, like stockings of those made 
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of Cloath; some are coloured and others striped; the latter are as well shap’d as the former, lying 
close to the body from the middle downwards, and tied round the Belt above the Haunches.” 3 
 
There are no documented descriptions or pictures of tartan breeches until the mid 18th century. 
However, this is not to say that they did not exist in the early 17th century. It is possible that these 
were made in imitation of the prevailing fashion in Europe at this period, but it seems odd that if 
they had been commonly worn, they would have been mentioned in the various descriptions of 
highland dress. Furthermore, it would seem to be unusual that a highlander would go to the trouble 
of having a pair of tailored breeches made when he already had a plaid or trews.  
 
The “unpatterned” trews worn by the two highlanders could be likened to the “coloured” trews in 
Martin Martin’s account above. However, again there is difficulty in interpreting the detail of the 
print and it is difficult to come to a conclusion on the identity of the garment. 
The “Stettin Print” gives us a good overall impression of what highlanders looked like in the early 
17th century, but it would be inaccurate to rely too much on it without considering other sources. 
There is always the danger of trying to over-romanticise the appearance of highlanders, representing 
them in a stereotypical manner i.e. wearing nothing but a shirt and plaid attached with a “fried egg” 
brooch and bearing the full compliment of highland weaponry.  
 
Therefore, with a little discriminatory research it is possible to portray a reasonably good impression 
of how highlanders dressed in the mid 17th century without looking like a proper (Bonnie Prince) 
Charlie. 
 
[Editors note:  Mike raises a good question about the authenticity of the so-called Stettin breeches. I 
personally think the authenticity of detail elsewhere in the Stettin print is so convincing that the 
breeches probably were used.  However we would still prefer everyone to have trews for the their 
‘Number 2’s’ and only go for the Stetting breeches if they are physically unsuited to trews – Stevie] 
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