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A Selection of Tunes from the Collections held in the Wighton Centre, Dundee. 
 
The Wighton Centre in Dundee Central Library holds a fascinating collection of 
printed and manuscript music from the 17th century through to the present 
day. Created in 2003 to make available to the public the music books (over 620 
bound volumes) amassed by city merchant Andrew Wighton (1804 – 1866), the 
Centre has been gifted several other significant collections since then. In 2013 
Friends of the Wighton, a charity set up to promote and encourage use of the 
Centre, purchased at auction the music books of accordionist Jimmy Shand 
senior, who had had a lively interest in the historical tunes of Scotland as well 
as the dance band repertoire for which he was known. 
 
The following selection of tunes is a sample of the riches contained in these 
books. There are tunes written for the landed gentry of the 19th century, there 
are tunes with titles using words unfamiliar to us today, there are dance tunes 
and sad tunes and song tunes adapted for the fiddle. There are tunes about 
places near to us in Dundee, and there are tunes from other parts of Scotland 
and much further away. Along with each tune is included a little bit of social 
history, and transcribed versions of all the tunes here are in an appendix. 
 
There are thousands more tunes sitting waiting to be played in the books of  
Wighton Centre – if you like these ones, please come along to Dundee Central 
Library and find some more… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



William C. Honeyman, The Strathspey, Reel and Hornpipe Tutor (1898), p.43       
Staten Island 
 
William Honeyman (1845 – 1919) was born in New Zealand of Scottish parents 
and moved back to Scotland while still a child. As a young man, he worked in 
Edinburgh as a musician, leading the orchestra at Leith Theatre and touring 
with a theatrical company. He then joined the staff of The Peoples’ Friend and 
The Peoples’ Journal in Dundee in 1872. Under the pseudonym James 
McGovan he was the author of a popular detective series. He settled in 
Newport, Fife and is buried in Tayport cemetery. 
 
Staten Island is a borough of New York City, one of the destinations of many 
Irish and Scots immigrants in the second half of the 19th century.  
 

 
 
 
 
Colonel David Balfour, Ancient Orkney Melodies (1885), appendix  
Unnamed XXXIII  
 
David Balfour (1811-87) was trained as a solicitor, but in 1842 inherited the 
bulk of his great-uncle John's wealth and property on Shapinsay on Orkney. He 
at once engaged David Bryce to enlarge and remodel his grandfather's modest 



house, Cliffdale, as a much larger and grander Baronial mansion, which he 
renamed Balfour Castle. He went on to remodel the agricultural landscape of 
Shapinsay on a scale his grandfather would have admired but could not afford. 
Balfour’s generation was the one most influenced by the writings of Sir Walter 
Scott (1771 – 1832), and Scott's romantic celebration of Scottish traditions was 
reflected not just in the architecture of Balfour Castle, but also in Balfour’s 
published collections of Orkney traditions and melodies.  
Balfour collected several tunes which for some reason he could not name – 
this is one of 35 included on the back pages of Ancient Orkney Melodies. 
 

 



James Oswald, A Curious Collection of Scots Tunes (1740), p.5   
If e’er ye do well it’s a wonder 
 
James Oswald (1710 – 1769) moved from Crail in the East Neuk of Fife to 
Dunfermline, then to Edinburgh, then to London. He had a very successful 
career as a cellist, composer and publisher, and was appointed chamber 
composer to King George III in 1761. 
If e’er ye do well it’s a wonder is a Scots song dating from the early 18th century 
about a young man who was down on his luck then received a Letter of 
Marque from the Crown which enabled him to make his living by government-
sanctioned piracy. 
 
'When I was a young lad My fortune was bad 
if e'er I do well 'tis a wonder 
I spent all my means  
On whores, bawds, and queans; 
Then I got a commission to plunder.’ (Scots Musical Museum Vol. 4) 
 

 



William McGibbon, A Collection of Scots Tunes (1742), p.20    
Jockie blyth & gay 
 
William McGibbon (1690 – 1756) was one of the most successful fiddler-
composers of the early 18th century, probably born in Glasgow and settling in 
Edinburgh in the 1720s after possibly travelling to Italy in his youth. He was 
leader of the Edinburgh Musical Society’s orchestra and composed art music as 
well as making musical arrangements of Scottish folk tunes. 
 
Jockie Blyth & gay is a song from the 17th century which McGibbon arranges for 
fiddle and cello/harpsichord. It is also known as Blythe Jocky, young and gay… 
 
Blythe Jocky young and gay, is all my heart's delight, 
He's all my talk by day, and all my dreams by night. 
If from the lad, I be,  
'Tis winter then with me, 
But when he tarries here,  
'Tis summer all the year.  
            (Scots Musical Museum Vol.1) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



William McGibbon, A Collection of Scots Tunes (1742), p.16   
Good Night and God be we you a’ 
 
A song related to the well-known Parting Glass, this tune fits the older words 
which date from a broadside published in the 1670s…   
 
Now come is my departing time, 
And here I may no longer stay, 
There is no kind comrade of mine 
But will desire I were away. 
But if that time will me permit, 
Which from your Company doth call, 
And me inforceth for to flit, 
Good Night, and GOD be with you all. 
 

 



Angus Cumming, A Collection of Strathspey or Old Highland Reels (1780), p.15  
Lurg’s Reell 
 
Angus Cumming (d.1779) was from Grantown in Strathspey. The tunes in his 
collection reflect the repertoire of the Central Highlands fiddler.  
He was the piper and fiddler for Sir James Grant of Grant.  The Cumming or 
Cumine family had a long history as hereditary pipers and fiddlers for the lairds 
of Grant. William Cumming’s (Angus’ father?) fame is secured through the 
iconic Richard Waitt full-length 1714 portrait now hanging in the National 
Museum in Edinburgh.  Angus himself took part in the Jacobite rebellion of 
1745.  In July 1770 his young son, John Cumming, was sent by James Grant of 
Grant to be “finished” as a piper at the McArthur College of Piping at Kilmuir in 
Skye.  The chief paid for his tuition, board and lodging and other expenses for a 
period of four and a quarter years, in order to encourage the finest piping in 
Strathspey upon his return.  
Since 2014, an annual festival held in Grantown – The Fiddler of Strathspey 
Festival – celebrates the work and life of the Cumming family, especially Angus 
Cumming.   
 
The Lurg is a pool on the river Spey near Grantown popular for salmon fishing, 
and also the name of an area near Nethy Bridge 10 miles from Grantown. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



William McGibbon, A Collection of Scots Tunes (1742), p.7 
Bonny Dundee 
 
Bonny Dundee is another tune from McGibbon’s important collection of Scots 
tunes. Bonny Dundee is an old tune from the 17th century, appearing as Adew, 
Dundee in the Skene manuscript of 1630, obviously referring to the town (now 
city) of Dundee. In 1825 Walter Scott wrote lyrics to a version of the tune to 
celebrate the life of the Royalist commander John Graham of Claverhouse, 
Viscount Dundee, 1648 - 1689 (who was nicknamed "Bonnie Dundee").   
 
 

 
 
 
William McGibbon, A Collection of Scots Tunes (n.d.), p.24 
The Fourteen of October 
 
In 1600 King James VI decreed that Scotland should adopt the Gregorian 
calendar used in continental Europe (England did not adopt it until 1752!) and 
so the Scots ‘lost’ 11 days and gained some confused thinking when it came to 
set days in the yearly calendar. For example, after the calendar change, the 
Feast of St. Crispin, patron saint of shoemakers, was celebrated on October 
14th in Scotland and October 25th in England (but when the British Isles all 
assumed the same dating system, Crispin moved to the 25th October in all 
countries). So this tune was written for the Scottish St. Crispin’s Day, a day of 



celebration when, as a rhyme of the time said, ‘on the fourteenth October was 
ne’er a sutor sober’. (A sutor being a shoemaker.)  
 
Robert Burns used the tune for his song Ye gods, was Strephon’s picture blest? 
 

 
 
 
 
Daniel Dow, 20 Minuets and 16 Reels (1775), p.29 
Bridge of Perth 
 
Perth Bridge (also known as Smeaton's Bridge, after its engineer) spans the 
River Tay as it flows through the city of Perth, connecting the oldest part of  
Perth, on the western side of the river, to Bridgend, on its eastern side. 
Nowadays the bridge is a Category A listed structure.  
The bridge was completed in October 1771; however, its plaque states the 
year in which construction began, 1766, as its "built" date. It was funded by 
Thomas Hay, 9th Earl of Kinnoull, the government, and public subscription. 
Three years after its construction the bridge was put to the test when in 
February 1774, during a quick thaw, broken ice became wedged under the 
arches and created a natural dam. Large sections of Perth, including both 
Inches, were flooded. The bridge, however, stood firm. The bridge has survived 
many subsequent floods, and marks documenting these levels are visible on 
one of its piers.  
 
 
 



Daniel Dow (1732 -1783) was from Kirkmichael in Perthshire, although he 
made his career as a musician in Edinburgh. He is also known as the compiler 
of A collection of Ancient Scots Music (1776). 
 

 
 
 
 
Robert Ross, A Choice Collection of Scots Reels, or Country Dances & 
Strathspeys …, (1780), p.1 
Bung Your Eye 
 
The term ‘bung your eye’ means to ‘shut your eye’, a meaning taken from the 
bung or cork used to stopper a hole in a cask. The phrase ‘bung your eye’ was 
also one of the euphemisms for gin (along with ‘strip-me-naked’ and others), 
gin being, as Andrew Kuntz states in his online “Fiddlers’ Companion”, ‘an 
alcoholic beverage the English populace nearly drowned in during the mid-18th  
century.’  
An excess of gin will ‘shut (bung) your eye(s)’ through blind drunkenness.  
 
The tune Bung your Eye is found in the Bodleian MS from 1740 and is also in A 
Collection of the Newest Country Dances Performed in Scotland published in 
Edinburgh by Young, in 1740.  Another early dance version appears in John 
Johnson’s Choice Collection of 200 Favourite Country Dances, vol. III, which was 
published in London in 1744. Here the tune is called Bung Her Eye. 
 



Robert Ross (d. 1808) was an Edinburgh musician and music-seller.  An 
advertisement of 7th June 1769 has Robert Ross offering ‘New Music—Just 
published and to be had at the house of Mr. Ross, Playhouse Close, 
Cannongate—Two favourite airs sung by Mr. Tenducci in the Royal Shepherd 
viz “Coming through the Broom &c “ and “Thro’ heaven’s good pleasure &c”—
At the same place—Musick copied in the most correct manner.’  On 31st 
January 1770 Robert Ross opened a music shop at the back of the Fountain 
Well, where he carried on business until 1785, when he moved to a larger shop 
at the head of Carrubber’s Close.  There he remained until 1805. He died in 
1808. His collection of reels and country dances was published in 1780. 
 

 
 
 
 
Neil Stewart, A Collection of Minuets (possibly 1780), p.93 
Lady Augusta Hay’s Minuet 
 
Lady Augusta Hay was born on 25th April 1766, the daughter of James Hay, 15th 
Earl of Errol and Isabella Carr. She married George Boyle, 4th Earl of Glasgow, 
on 8th March 1788 and died on 23rd July 1822 at the age of 56. 
 
A formal minuet always opened the proceedings at any Assembly or ball held 
in public and private venues around Scotland in the late 18th century and early 
19th century. Perhaps this minuet was written for Lady Augusta Hay on the 
occasion of a gathering at her family home, Callendar House in Falkirk. 



Neil Stewart (1730 – c.1815) was a music publisher and musical instrument 
seller. He published several collections of music, among them A Collection of 
the Newest & Best Reels & Country Dances for the Violin … in 1761, A Select 
Collection of Scots, English, Irish & Foreign Airs, Jiggs & Marches with some of 
the newest & Most Fashionable Reels …(n.d.)  and A second Collection of Airs & 
Marches &c … in 1775. He also published a great number of collections by 
other fiddlers, such as Daniel Dow, Alexander MacGlashan, William Marshall 
and some of the Gow family’s early work. In 1765 he moved from Edinburgh to 
Newcastle to teach dancing, but returned to Edinburgh in 1773 and set up a 
dancing school there with a Mr. McLean as his partner - this lasted only two 
years after which Neil Stewart traded as a publisher under the name N. 
Stewart & Co. or N. & M. Stewart until his death around 1815. 
 
Mr. Schetky, who wrote Lady Augusta’s Minuet, was Johann Georg Christoph 
Schetky, a German cellist and composer (1737 – 1824). His father had been a 
court official and musician in the Hessen-Darmstadt region of Germany and 
Schetky Junior became principal cellist in the Darmstadt court orchestra in 
1758, receiving instruction in composition and in cello. After working in 
Hamburg (1768–69), the young Schetky went to London in 1772, then settled 
in Edinburgh, where he was principal cellist of the Edinburgh Musical Society. 
He married Maria Anna Teresa Reinagle, sister of Alexander Reinagle, another 
continental musician living in Scotland.  
Schetky played a prominent role in Edinburgh musical life, winning distinction 
as a composer for his chamber music, which included 6 string quartets, 6 string 
trios, 6 duos for Violin and Cello, 6 sonatas for Cello and Bass, harpsichord 
sonatas, and songs. He also composed symphonies, cello concerti and vocal 
pieces.  
His most famous son was John George Schetky (b. Edinburgh 1776; d. 
Philadelphia, 1831) who was the second of 11 children - he emigrated to 
America in 1787 and was naturalized in Philadelphia in 1806, appearing as a 
cellist in Philadelphia and becoming involved in the music publishing business. 



 
 
 
 
John Bowie, A Collection of Strathspey Reels & Country Dances etc. (1789),p.6                          
The Green Shades of Gask 
 
John Bowie lived and worked in the Perth area and dedicated his Collection of 
Strathspey Reels and Country Dances to the Right Honourable Countess of 
Kinnoull who lived at Dupplin Castle, just outside Perth. Gask House was 
another Perthshire society residence, the home of the Oliphant family.  
Lady Carolina Oliphant (1766 – 1845) as Lady Nairne (her married name), 
wrote the words to many Scots songs.  



Contemporary engravings of the time show Gask House surrounded by trees, 
which were therefore probably the Green Shades, although an old Roman road 
running nearby could have given rise to shades (ghosts) of another kind! 
 
This tune travelled with emigrants to America, and it is known to Cape Breton 
fiddlers as the Green Shades of Gasque. Gasque is a town in southern Alabama, 
so maybe this is really an old American tune(!), or perhaps along the way the 
name was frenchified from Gask to Gasque. 
 
 

 
 
 
 



John Pringle, A Collection of Reels, Strathspeys & Jigs (1801), p.18 
Lament for Lord Ballenden 
 
John Pringle (c. 1770 - 1807) was born in the Scottish Borders, and this extract 
from ‘Transactions of the Hawick Archeological Society’ (March 1863) tells us 
much about his life:  
 
The half-brothers, John Howison and John Pringle, were professional musicians, 
distinguished far beyond their immediate neighbourhood as players, singers, 
and composers, their services being in constant requisition at the balls, merry-
makings, and private parties which, towards the close of the late and beginning 
of the present century, formed so marked a feature in the social life of town 
and country throughout the Border. Howison died comparatively young, and at 
his funeral, which was numerously attended, after the coffin had been lowered 
into the grave, his stepfather reverently uncovered his head, and with simple 
brevity pronounced his eulogy by saying, "Here lies the master of music." There 
can be no doubt that John Pringle would be indebted to his brother for 
rudimentary instruction in music, and he proved himself an apt scholar, as he 
soon equalled if he did not fairly outrival him. He is understood to have been a 
more finished player and more extensive composer than his brother, and his 
fame in both capacities has bruited abroad throughout the length and breadth 
of the borders. He at one time published a collection of from fifty to sixty 
original airs (one copy of which is known to be still in the town), with such local 
titles as "Fertish Hill," "Ruberslaw," "Minto House," "The Ettrick Shepherd," 
"Betty Howison's Favourite," and the once universally popular but now almost 
forgotten nursery air of "Dance to your Daddy, my bonny Babby." He was often 
professionally engaged at Minto House, where his abilities were fully 
appreciated; and when Lord Minto was appointed Governor-General of India, 
he paid John Pringle the tribute of taking him out with him to act as leader of 
the Assembly's band at Calcutta, where he died not very long after his arrival.  
 
The Lord Ballenden whose pathetically slow lament this is could either have 
been the 5th Lord, John, who died insolvent in 1796 aged 45, or his uncle the 6th 
Lord, Robert, who died in 1797 aged 63. The Ballenden family owned the 
Broughton area of Edinburgh - the 7th Lord Ballenden became through 
marriage the 5th Earl of Roxburgh, holding significant power then in the 
Borders as well.  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



John Pringle, A Collection of Reels, Strathspeys & Jigs (1801), p.1 
Tiviot Banks 
 
Another tune from John Pringle’s Collection, this ‘slowish’ jig is named after 
the area from which Pringle came - the River Teviot (in an alternative 19th 
century spelling Tiviot) runs through Hawick and Roxburgh before joining the 
River Tweed south west of Kelso. 
 

 
 
 
 
Angus Cumming, A Collection of Strathspey or Old Highland Reels (1780), p.10 
The Sport or Sanriar abhog a Fiannach 
 
In all the collections published in English by late 18th and 19th century Highland 
musicians (either Highland by birth or Highland-based), the bi-lingual titles 
bear no relation to each other in meaning. Often the titles are descriptive (as in 
Patrick MacDonald’s The Fisherman’s Song for attracting the Seals, in Gaelic 
Maol Dònaidh) in which case the transcriber is giving the reader the purpose of 
the song, not a direct translation of its Gaelic title.  
The Sport is a theme-and-variation-type tune which is found in other 
publications of the time – the sport possibly being how exciting your variations 
could get. 
 



Its Gaelic title may be a terrible spelling of s’ann riarachadh a Fiannach (in the 
serving/pleasing of Fiannach, the warrior) – any Gaelic readers feel free to 
comment! 
 

 
 
 
William C. Honeyman, The Strathspey, Reel and Hornpipe Tutor (1898), p.14                                       
Haughs of Cromdale 
Angus Cumming, A Collection of Strathspey or Old Highland Reels (1780), p.15                                                  
Haugh’s of Cromdale 
 
A battle took place on 30 April 1690, in which a Jacobite force, supporting the 
return of the Roman Catholic Stuart dynasty to the British throne, was routed 
on the low ground (the haughs) at Cromdale in Morayshire by government 
forces. James Hogg (1770 – 1835), a writer known as the Ettrick shepherd, 
wrote a song about the defeat which became very popular. But then an 
unknown writer, unhappy with the story of a battle lost, added an exaggerated 
description of James Graham, 1st Marquess of Montrose's 1645 victory over 
the Covenanters at Auldearn (near Nairn). Despite the muddled history and the 
fact that Montrose himself had been dead for 40 years before the 1690 battle 
at Cromdale, this more upbeat version of the ballad became popular, and the 
tune was often used by marching Highland regiments. 
 
We were in bed, sir, every man  
When the English host upon us cam’;  
A bloody battle then began 
Upon the haughs of Cromdale. 



The English horse they were so rude, 
They bath'd their hoofs in highland blood, 
But our brave clans, they boldly stood 
Upon the haughs of Cromdale. 
 
Our second version of this tune comes from Angus Cumming’s Collection of 
1780, from a world where fiddlers did not have to worry about which way their 
bows were going (up or down) and where the accompanying bass players had 
a very easy life! 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



William C. Honeyman, The Strathspey, Reel and Hornpipe Tutor (1898), p.34 
Dunnottar Castle 
 
Dunnottar Castle is one of the most spectacularly-placed castles in Scotland. 
On the east coast, about 1.5 miles from Stonehaven, a Pictish building first 
stood on the promontory in the 3rd century. The Vikings attacked the building 
that stood there in the 9th century, William Wallace besieged the castle in 1297 
while it was held by English troops, in the 14th century the Tower House was 
added on by Sir William Keith, and the Scottish crown jewels were hidden from 
Cromwell and his troops in it in the 1650s.  
After the 1715 Jacobite rebellion, the castle was sold by the Government (Earl 
Marischal having been on the ‘losing’ side), and was allowed to fall into ruin.  
In 1925 the Castle was bought by the Pearson family and the 1st Viscountess, 
Lady Cowdray began a programme of urgently needed restoration. The Castle 
is now open to the public.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



William McGibbon, A Collection of Scots Tunes (1742), p.19                                               
When she came ben                   
 
O WHEN she cam’ ben she bobbed fu’ law, 
O when she cam’ ben she bobbed fu’ law, 
And when she cam’ ben, she kiss’d Cockpen, 
And syne denied she did it at a’. 
 
 
And was na Cockpen right saucy with a', 
And was na Cockpen right saucy with a', 
In leaving the dochter of a lord, 
And kissin a Collier-lassie an' a'. 
 
O never look down, my lassie at a', 
O never look down, my lassie at a'; 
Thy lips are as sweet and thy figure compleat, 
As the finest dame in castle or ha'. 
 
Tho' thou has nae silk and holland sae sma, 
Tho' thou has nae silk and Holland sae sma, 
Thy coat and thy sark are thy ain handywark 
And Lady Jean was never sae braw. 
 
The above is Robert Burns’ 1792 version of the words of this song. A song 
about a rich man seducing a servant girl : #metoo was a long time coming!  
Lady Nairne (Caroline Oliphant) wrote another version in 1810, with the 
servant girl playing a much more active role. 
 
THE LAIRD o’ Cockpen, he’s proud and he’s great 
His mind is ta’en up wi’ things o’ the State: 
He wanted a wife, his braw house to keep; 
But favour wi’ wooin’ was fashious to seek. 
  
Down by the dyke-side a lady did dwell; 
 At his table-head he thought she’d look well— 
McClish’s ae daughter o’ Clavers-ha’ Lee, 
A penniless lass wi’ a lang pedigree. 
 
 



His wig was weel pouther’d and as gude as new; 
His waistcoat was white, his coat it was blue; 
He put on a ring, a sword, and cocked hat,— 
And wha could refuse the Laird wi’ a’ that! 
  
He took the grey mare, and rade cannily,  
And rapped at the yett o’ Clavers-ha’ Lee: 
‘Gae tell Mistress Jean to come speedily ben,— 
She’s wanted to speak to the Laird o’ Cockpen.’ 
 
Mistress Jean was makin’ the elder-flower wine: 
‘And what brings the Laird at sic a like time?’ 
She put aff her apron and on her silk goun, 
Her mutch  wi’ red ribbons and gaed awa doun. 
  
And when she cam’ ben he bowed fu’ low; 
And what was his errand he soon let her know. 
Amazed was the Laird when the lady said ‘Na’;— 
And wi’ a laigh and a curtsey she turn’d awa’. 
 
Dumfounder’d was he; but nae sigh did he gi’e, 
He mounted his mare, and rade cannily; 
And aften he thought as he gaed through the glen, 
‘She’s daft to refuse the Laird o’ Cockpen!’ 
 
And now that the Laird his exit had made, 
Mistress Jean she reflected on what she had said; 
’Oh, for ane I’ll get better its waur I’ll get ten, 
I was daft to refuse the Laird o’ Cockpen.’ 
  
Next time that the Laird and the lady were seen, 
They were gaun arm-in-arm to the kirk on the green; 
Now she sits in the ha’ like a weel-tappit hen, 
But as yet there’s nae chickens appeared at Cockpen. 
 
 
 
The melody is thought to be from the early-mid 1600s, and a copy of it is found 
written out for the lute in the Balcarres Manuscript of 1690.  



The tune is sometimes performed with variations attributed to the Irish harpist 
Turlough O’Carolan (1670 – 1738). 
 

 
 
 
 
Daniel Dow, 20 Minuets and 16 Reels (1775), p. 12 
Mrs. Oswald of Dunnikeers Minuet 
 
The Oswalds of Dunnikeer/Dunnikier were influential members in the political 
landscape of Fife in the 18th century. They were based near Kirkcaldy and both 
James Oswald Snr. and James Oswald Jnr. were members of Parliament at 
Westminster (Junior succeeding Senior). James Junior married Janet Grey, from 
Skibo in Sutherland, in 1769, and this minuet is probably dedicated to her. 
 
Dancing was one of the major ways of socialising for the landed gentry in late 
18th century and 19th century Britain. Halls were built in the main towns and 
cities to accommodate these assemblies, and the dance industry provided 
work for dancing teachers (who, playing the music for the dancing while they 



demonstrated the dances, would travel round the country giving lessons) and 
also for dance band musicians, who played at the assemblies in the towns and 
cities. As well as small gatherings in her own house, Mrs. Oswald probably 
went to the Assembly in Edinburgh, which was at that time held in a building 
situated on the West Bow, a winding street which led from the Grassmarket to 
the Lawnmarket.  Regular assemblies, or dances, were held on the West Bow 
for several decades from 1710. The first assemblies were organised for profit, 
but they soon came under the direction of a company of philanthropic and 
titled ladies, the Lady Directresses, with the proceeds going to charity – for 
instance towards the founding of the Royal Infirmary in 1729.  
Shiny new Assembly Rooms were opened in George Street on 11th January 
1787, the first event held there being the Caledonian Hunt Ball. This building 
was funded by public subscription and cost over £6,000. Its prominent site at 
the centre of George Street, in the centre of the recently established New 
Town, was donated by the town council.  
 

 
 



John Pringle, A Collection of Reels, Strathspeys & Jigs (1801), p.5                                         
Miss Maclachlan’s Reel 
 
Sadly, like many of the unspecified ‘Misses’ of the dance tune dedications of 
the time, nothing is known of the Miss Maclachlan for whom John Pringle 
wrote this tune. She has a good tune dedicated to her though! 
 

 
 
 
John Bowie, A Collection of Strathspey Reels & Country Dances etc.(1789),                                    
p. 21 
Miss McLauchlan’s Reel 
 
Another untraceable Miss Maclachlan/McLauchlan, this one presumably from 
the Perth area, since that was where John Bowie was based.  
 
This tune uses a string technique called scordatura, (Italian for "mistuning"), 
meaning that the stringed instrument is tuned differently from its standard 
tuning, allowing for special effects or unusual chords or timbre, and helping 
make certain passages easier to play.  
In the written music, the finger positions are notated as if the instrument is 
being played in regular tuning, but the actual pitch resulting is altered (this is 
called scordatura notation).  
 
 



In Miss McLauchlan’s Reel, the usual gd’a’e’’ of the fiddle is changed to  
ae’a’e’’, giving the instrument more resonance when playing in the key of A. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
A Collection by a Young lady, published by Urbani & Liston (1804) p.26 
Mrs. Blair of Merchiston 
 
In the late 18th century Edinburgh became known as ‘Athens of the North’, one 
of the great cities of the Enlightenment. Many of the advances made in the 
understanding of how the world worked and thought began amongst 
Edinburgh’s educated class. David Hume, James Hutton, Joseph Black, Alison 
Rutherford, Robert Adam, James Watt and Adam Smith were some of the great 
thinkers and scientists living in Edinburgh at that time.  
 
Mrs. Blair of Merchiston was the wife of one such ground-breaking scholar. Her 
husband Professor Robert Blair FRSE (1748 – 1828) was a Scottish astronomer 
who, amongst other scientific discoveries, invented the aplanatic lens (helping 
correct spherical aberration) and experimented with hollow lenses. 
 
 



Robert Blair was born in Garvald, East Lothian, the son of Rev Archibald Blair, 
the local minister. In 1773 he was apprenticed to Dr Francis Balfour, a naval 
surgeon, and served in the Royal Navy in the West Indies. On return to 
Scotland he studied medicine at the University of Edinburgh and qualified as a 
doctor in 1785. He was the first Regius Professor of Astronomy at the 
University of Edinburgh (1785 until his death) and was elected a Fellow of the 
Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1786. Blair bought Merchiston Tower as a family 
home in 1785 and lived there till 1805, when he and his family moved to 
Westlock in Berwickshire. 
 
The Young Lady who composed this tune would not be named because it was  
unseemly for women to have their work published at this time! However, the 
Gow family included several tunes in their collections ‘written by a young lady’ 
and did name at least one of their female contributors – Mrs. Robertson of 
Ladykirk, who wrote Miss Johnson of Huttonhall’s Reel and the Berwickshire 
Volunteers’ Quickstep, which the Gow family published in the early 1800s. 
 
Pietro Urbani (b Milan, 1749 - d Dublin, 1816) was the musical half of the 
business partnership Urbani and Liston. He was an Italian singer, composer and 
impresario. Having obtained a MusD from the University of Milan he travelled 
to London in search of work. He worked in London, Glasgow and Dublin before 
settling in Edinburgh in 1784.  
In Edinburgh he sang at the Musical Society concerts in St Cecilia's Hall, 
published six volumes of Scottish songs (including original songs of his own), 
ran a music shop and publishing house with Edward Liston at 10 Princes Street 
from 1795, wrote a singing instruction manual, and unfortunately lost a lot of 
money staging Handel's oratorios. Around 1808 he returned to Dublin, 
destitute, and died there in 1816. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 



John Bowie, A Collection of Strathspey Reels & Country Dances etc.(1789),                       
p. 23 
Lee Mills 
 
‘Lee Mills’ may well have been John Bowie’s interesting spelling of the place 
named Leysmill, near Friockheim in Angus. Leysmill Quarry was a sandstone 
quarry – the stones were used as paving stones, the quarry being in operation 
from the 1820s. The area also contains a prehistoric palisaded enclosure at 
Leys of Boysack. 
 
 
Lee Mills the tune is another scordatura tune, with similar tuning to that of 
Miss McLauchlan. 
 

 
 
 
Angus Cumming, A Collection of Strathspey or Old Highland Reels (1780),                                                                   
p.13 
The Cummings’ Rant, or Reell of Tulloch with variations 
 
This tune probably dates from the end of the 17th century, with one of the first 
documented versions of it appearing in the Drummond Castle MS of 1730.  
Tulloch is an old village near the pass of Ballater and near the Braes of Mar. 
 
The story goes that on one stormy Sunday, a number of the congregation of 
the kirk in Tulloch turned up for worship but the minister, not expecting 



anyone to show up, stayed at home. After waiting a bit, some ale was 
produced and the young folk started dancing to a fiddler’s accompaniment  - 
the tune and the dance became known as "The Reel of Tulloch"! Another less 
alcoholic version suggests that a snowstorm delayed the minister and to keep 
warm the people began to swing one another and dance their reel steps. 
 
The tune’s alternative title (The Cummings’ Rant) is named after the collector, 
Angus Cumming’s, well-known family in the Badenoch, Strathspey, and 
Aberdeenshire area, who by the late 16th century and all through the 17th 
century was known for its musical abilities - Cummings serving as hereditary 
fiddlers and pipers to Laird Grant of Clan Grant. 
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