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HIGHLAND LIFE – Written by Tod Booth 

During the summer I work up at the Highland Folk Museum as a costumed interpreter and 
consultant. A large part of what I do is experimental archaeology based on written descriptions. 
Before jumping in feet first it’s worth remembering that a description is usually based on one 
person’s opinion and if that person was not from that locality or culture then it may well be what 
they were witnessing was totally foreign to them.  
 
The next issue is much that has been assumed about Highland life and culture is based on little more 
than myth and unfortunately is often quoted to the public by re-enactors. Even visual imagery can 
be way off. The MacIan drawings of the 19th century started to establish the modern image of the 
Highlander. In the majority of cases his pictures are so fanciful they bear little relation to the people 
they are trying to illustrate. So what did the men and women of the 17th century Highlands look 
like?  
 
Firstly take away the crisp sharp pleats in the plaids. They would not have spent time making sure 
every fold was perfect and the houses were too small to lay out the full length required. There is 
now a theory that many plaids may have had either an internal or external draw string to help the 
wearer put it on. If this wasn’t the case then the garment had to be folded and put on outside. Try 
doing that on a windy day in the cold and see how straight your pleats are.  
 
Women did not go about dressed in their shifts, although that is not to say that they wouldn’t show 
a bit of flesh when working. If you are portraying a washer women or are treading the plaid (felting) 
then you might hitch up your skirts. The rest of the time your are covered up, its damned cold in the 
Highlands! 
 
During the day and around the house many men would not have worn their plaids. Why? It is a 
cumbersome garment. The Highland houses were small and dark. Because of the peat fires (smoke 
level) the furniture is very low and as a result as you move about you tend to knock every ting over. 
We have proved this in the houses at Newtonmore. In 1730 a Govt. Officer related that he was met 
by a Clan Chief who was only wearing a shirt and jacket. Note that the shirt should be linen and 
come down to your knees. Two shirts on a cold day would be normal. It’s probable that they had 
some of vest or waist coat over the shirt. In the 18th century these are common and they did not 
just appear.  
 
Logically the Highlanders would wear whatever would keep them warm and as the Highland jacket 
(doublet or short coat) is very close to a Lowland/English late medieval/Tudor doublet it is likely that 
they had the Highland version of the sleeveless doublet. If anyone has any pictorial evidence for this 
I would be very interested. 
 
Plaid broaches can be very attractive and there are some very nice Celtic modern ones out there. 
They bear no relation to any thing that was worn in the 17th century and an average Highlander 
wouldn’t be able to afford one any way. Your status in society is advertised by the quality of what 
you wear, as a man in the ranks it is unlikely you are going to be much above dirt poor. Your plaid 
should be pinned to your shoulder by a bodkin, there is some evidence for a button but that does 
mean you have to put your plaid on the same way every time. In my opinion the leather thong 



. 

 

©Copyright 2017 The Scots Brigade. All Rights Reserved. 

 

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

twisted around the plaid and to the belt is a complete re-enactorism. The other way is to take the 
front corners that hang down and stuff them into your belt, you then bring the excess material up 
from the back and do the same. You then end up with the big bustle but it does make extra pockets 
(thought of as foolish by Lowland Scots). 
 
There is enough evidence to say that women didn’t go bear headed unless they were young and un-
married. Nor did they wear Tudor bonnets.  A kerch is the only way to go, simple and cheap. 
 
It has to be remembered that these people lived in what we would describe as the back and beyond, 
in a rural environment and in a tribal culture. Life was hard but simple. They weren’t filthy but they 
didn’t look like at advert for shortbread. They didn’t have access to the local jewellery shop but did 
make personal items decorative (look at some of the wood and leatherwork). Bright crisp tartans 
were not the norm. Often it’s been said that you should aim for mottled natural colours, that is good 
advice,. I would add that you should think about the colours of autumn. 
 
The above might come across as too detailed but what you are portraying is part of a culture that 
Scotland is very proud of. Every year I meet visitors at the Folk Museum who are convinced that 
what they have seen elsewhere is right. White shirted big beardy Highlanders living the warriors life. 
They have the image of Conan in the Highlands. This is maintained by those on the tourist trail who 
are out to make money (fair enough if they are street performers) or do not want to believe the 
truth. A couple of years ago I did some filming for the new Culloden centre. Those of us with good kit 
faired pretty well in the near sub-zero temperatures. The sword heroes with their thin plaids and 
white shirts froze, a couple were taken to hospital with exposure. If any proof was ever need that 
their kit was wrong that was it.  
 
From the C.O.: Everyone, please take these words to heart and in the right spirit.  Little things make 
a big difference, and Tod has made some very good and constructive suggestions as to how we get it 
right.  Please act on it, and show off what you have done.  There is nothing like peer pressure to start 
a trend, and as we are committed to get it right, this is great advice to get going!   

Stevie 


