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WOMEN’S HEADWEAR 
 

In the old days, when things were simple, I thought that only Irish and Highland women would go 
bareheaded.  However, research done by our very own Karen Poffley (see below), suggests it had 
more to do with their marital status.  Thoughts please?  Meantimes, lets stick to the original rule, 
which means at events in England with no highlanders involved, all women in the Company should 
take to the field with a covered head. 
 
 
QUOTES CONCERNING SCOTTISH WOMEN'S ATTIRE in the 16th/17th and 18th Centuries 
 
Women's Highland Dress  
"The dress of the women among them is most becoming, for over a gown reaching the feet, and very 
richly adorned by the Phrygian art (embroidery), they wear very full cloaks, of several colours, such 
as I have described - loose and flowing, yet gracefully drawn into folds, as they will. With their arms 
tastefully adorned with bracelets, and their throats with necklaces they have great grace and 
beauty." -Bishop Lesly, 1570's. The original is in Latin, and uses the word tunica, for gown, which 
may suggest a straight-hanging fullness of more Medeival style, in contrast to the more fashionable 
farthingale.  

 
Women's Fasions, Edinburgh  
The original paragraph has been broken up by social class to help make the descriptions distinct 
from each other.  
 
"The women here wear and use upon festival days six or seven several habits and fashions, some for 
disctintion of widows, wives and maids, others apparelled according to their own humor and 
fantasy.  
 
Many wear (especially the meaner sort) plaids, which is a garment of the same woolen stuff 
whereof saddle cloths in England are made (A close felt-like cloth that would keep out rain), which is 
cast over their heads and covers their faces on both sides, and would reach almost to the ground, 
but that they pluck them up and wear them cast under their arms."  
 
Some ancient women and citizens wear satin straight-bodied gowns, short little cloaks with great 
capes, and a broad bonegrace coming over their brows and going out with a corner behind their 
heads: and this bonegrace is as it were lined with a white starched cambric suitable thereto." 
(Bonegrace: a silk, or cloth hood over a starched under-coif projecting around the face like the 
headgear of some religious orders?)  
 
"Young maids not married all are bare-headed, some with broad thin shag ruffs, which lie flat to 
their shoulders, and others with half bands, with wide necks, either much stiffened or set with wire, 
which come only behind: and these shag ruffs, some are more broad and thick than others."- 1635, 
Sir William Brereton.  
 
(The bands with wide necks are the broad lawn collars on each side of a square decolletage, as in the 
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painting of Van Dyck. These seem to have reached Scotland sooner than England. Van Dyck's portrait 
of Mevrouw Leerse shows just this collar, with eh tilted back cut separate, and edged in lace. It is 
shown with deep cuffs to match on a black satin dress. His portrait of Marie-Louise de Tassis has 
another, with the back part pleated. Later the stiffening went, and it lay flat. The "shag ruff" is a 
puzzlement. According to the Oxford Dictionary, shag was cloth of wool or silk, with a velvet nap 
similar to a modern velour. The true ruff was of linen, perhaps with lace, and did not lie flat. The 
author may be describing a pleated tippet, worn for warmth above the low-cut dress of the day).  
 

 
-A "Scotch Woman" and "Highland Woman" decorating a map of Scotland by John 
Speed (1552-1629)  

 
Lowland Dress  
The original paragraph has been broken up by social class to help make the 
descriptions distinct from each other.  
Gentlewomen married, did wear close upper bodies, after the German manner, with 
large whalebone sleeves, after the French manner, short cloaks like the Germans, 
French hoods, and large soft falling bands about their necks.  
The unmarried of all sorts did go bareheaded and wear short cloaks with most close 
linen sleeves upon their arms, like the virgins of Germany.  
The inferior sort of citizen's wives and the women of the country did wear cloaks 
made of coarse stuff, of two or three colours of checker-work, vulgarly called 
ploddan.  
To conclude, in general they would not at this time be attired after the English fashion 
in any sort, but the men, especially at court, followed the French fashion, and the  
women, both in court and city, as well as in cloaks as naked heads and close sleeves 
on the arms and all other garments follow the fashion of the women of Germany. -
Englishman Fynes Morison, visiting Scotland 1598 (Whalebone sleeves: sleeves 

stretched on whalebone hoops. Falling bands: A deep linen collar, turned down.)  
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Edward Burt described the ladies of Inverness in his Letters from a Gentleman in the North of 
Scotland in 1754:  
 
“The ordinary girls wear nothing upon their heads until they are married or get a child, except 
sometimes a fillet of red or blue coarse cloth, of which they are very proud;  but often their hair 
hangs down over the forehead, like that of a wild colt.  
 
Alexander Carmichael’s Carmina Gadelica describes a highland woman’s headdress:  “‘am breid’ the 
kertch or coif was a square of linen formed into a cap and donned by a woman on the morning after 
her marriage.  It was the sign of wifehood as the ‘stiom’, snood, was the emblem of 



. 

 

©Copyright 2017 The Scots Brigade. All Rights Reserved. 

 

www.skscotsbrigade.org.uk 
hello@skscotsbrigade.org.uk 

maidenhood.  The linen of the kertch was pure white and very fine. The square was arranged into 
three angle symbolic of the trinity, under whose guidance the young wife was to walk. From this it is 
called ‘currachd tri-chearnach’ -- three-cornered cap. The kertch was fastened to the hair with cords 
of silk or pins of silver or gold. It is said to have been very becoming and picturesque.” 
 
 
 
http://www.reconstructinghistory.com/irish/headdress.html 
 
Luke Gernon, an early 17th century writer who is known for his equitable treatment of the Irish, 
described the regional differences in Irish women's headgear: 
 
In the country even among theyr Irish habbits they have sundry fashions. I will beginne with the 
ornament of theyr heads. At Kilkenny they wear broad beaver hatts coloured, edged with a gold lace 
and faced with velvett, with a broad gould hatt band. At Waterford they weare capps, turned up 
with furre and laced with gold lace. At Lymerick they weare rolles of lynnen, each roll contayning 
twenty bandles of fyne lynnen clothe,3 and made up in the form of a myter. To this if it be could 
weather, there is added a muffler over theyr neck and chinne of like quantity of linnen; being so 
muffled, over all they will pinne on an English maske of blacke taffaty, which is rarely ridiculous to 
behold. In Connaught they wear rolles in the forme of a cheese. In Thomond they weare kerchiefs, 
hanging downe to the middle of theyr backe. They maydes weare on the forepart of their head 
about foure yards of coloured ribbon smoothly layd, and theyre owne hayre playted behind. In other 
places they weare theyre hayre loose and cast behind.  
 
As late as 1644, Boullaye le Gouz describes: 
The girls of ireland, even those who live in the towns have nothing but a ribbon for head-dress, and 
if they are married they have a napkin on their head in the manner of our Egyptian women. 
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http://www.chepstowe.co.uk/clothes.html 
Headwear 
From the 11th century onwards Women usually had their head covered (by a bonnet, coif or scarf) 
at all times, unless their hair was dressed. An uncovered head and no hairstyle imply laziness. There 
is one regional difference however: 17th century Scottish women wore their hair in red ribbons 
before they were married, then covered up. 
 
 
http://www.lothene.demon.co.uk/others/women17.html 
The Scots Army which marched on Newcastle in 1644 during the English Civil War is reported to have 
included "women who stood with blue caps among the men" as regular soldiers. 
(source "Women All on Fire" - Alison Plowden - 

 


