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T H U R S D A Y , A P R I L 17, 1 8 9 0 . 

MEETING AT BANFF. 
THE ordinary monthly meeting of t h e Club was held on 
Thursday evening in the County Club, Banff, the Rev. 
.23. Chisholm, president, in the cbair. After formal 
business the Rev. Dr Walter Gregor, Pitsligo, read a 
paper on 

THE HORSE I N SCOTTISH FOLK-LORE, 

A mare was not allowed to foal within the stable. If 
she did so, the offspring would lie down in crossing a 
ford. If she did foal inside, the first time the foal was 
taken out i t was tail foremost. Sometimes the stable 
door was taken off the hinges, laid flat in the doorway, 
and the foal was palled over i t tail foremost. This act 
counteracted the evil effect of being foaled inside the 
stable. Hence the proverb applied to one who is apt to 
prove false :—' He 's nae t ' ride the water on.' When a 
young horse was to be shod for the first time, i t was not 
unusual to have i t done on the farm. The blacksmith 
was sent for to measure the animal's feet. He returned 
to the smithy, made the shoes, and then came with the 
shoes and the instruments necessary for putt ing them 
on and pu t them on. A feast followed. At the present 
day, the put t ing on of a horse's first shoes is a t times 
the occasion of a little ' dram ' drinking. The owner 
gives a bottle of whisky to celebrate the event. 

Omens of good or bad luck were drawn from the foal 
first seen during the season. If the animal's head was 
towards the observer, the season would prove fortunate; 
bu t if the first view of it was with the tail towards him, 
misfortune in some form or other would follow. 

To meet a horse as the ' first fit' in setting out on a 
journey was accounted lucky. 

The meeting of a horse by a marriage party as the 
• first fit' was taken as a token of a happy marriage. To 
meet a horse is more lucky than to meet a mare. 

In France and Germany the same belief prevails. The 
Arabs believe that it is an omen for good to meet a 
beautiful horse in setting out on a journey. 
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A mode of discovering water was the following. A 
mare, having a foal, was kept f rom water fo r a time. She 
was tethered on a spot in which it was supposed t he re 
might be water. The animal instinctively knew if the re 
was water, and, in her desire to satisfy her craving for 
water , hegan t o paw the ground over the spring of 
water . If she knew there was no water she remained 
still, and was removed to another likely spot. This 
process of shif t ing from place to place was followed t i l l 
t he desired sign was given. There is a t radi t ion cur ren t 
in the parish of Aberdour i l lustrat ive of th i s belief. 
The Castle of Dundargue, which was bui l t on a head-
land in the parish, and whose ruins now exist, was a t 
one t ime laid under siege. The first work of t h e 
besiegers was to cut off the supply of water , which 
flowed from a field adjoining the Castle, and now called 
' The wall park, ' and as carefully as possible efface all 
traces of the spring. When the water had to be b rought 
to the Castle af ter the besiegers left , a mare, having a 
foal, af ter being deprived of water for some t ime, was 
tethered near the spot where the well was known to he. 
The mare soon gave indication where the water was. 

Witches were in the habit of taking horses f rom the 
stable, and riding them at a fur ious speed on the i r 
evil work—making their journeys to and f rom Spain and 
Italy during a few hours, so t ha t when the owners went 
into the stable in the morning the poor animals were 
found lying ut ter ly exhausted, covered with sweat,and un-
able to rise. Here is a story f rom Keith—' A farmer went 
into his stable one morning, and found one of his horses 
lying covered with sweat, unable to rise, and looking as 
if af ter a hard ride. He tried to make t h e animal rise, 
but to no purpose. All i t s s t rength was gone. The 

" canny woman " of t he dis t r ic t was sent for. On going 
into the stable and seeing the horse, she s a i d : — " N a e 
winner yer horse is nae able t ' rise. He ' s been in Spain 
sin the s t reen ." She then took hold of the lower 
corners of her apron, and gave i t a flap in t h e animal 's 
face. Up it jumped as f resh as if nothing had been the 
mat ter . ' 

The animals had to be protected f rom the witches. 
Crosses made of rowan tree, and sometimes t ied with 
red thread, were placed over the doors. Sometimes i t 
was simply pieces of rowan tree. In S t ra thdon this 
was done by ' T h e Gneedemaan' on the ' R e e d - d a y ' 
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after sunset without the knowledge of anyone. The 
first time a mare was taken from the stable after having 
a foal, a rowan cross was tied to her tail with a red 
thread. My informant (Corgarff) has seen mares so 
adorned. In the same district, a horse would not have 
been pa t into an open shed over night lest the witches 
might come and use them in their midnight expeditions. 
If, out of necessity, a horse had to be left in such a 
house over night, a cross of rowan tree, tied with red 
thread, was fixed to the animal's tail. Hence the 
rhyme— 

Rawn-tree an ' red threed 
Pits the witches t ' their speed. 

Here is an illustrative story told me by one who knew 
the actor. Mr had bought a horse. When the 
servant brought home the animal, the master asked 
him where he had put i t . " I ' the shed," was the answer. 
" He winna need t' be there a ' nicht ," said the owner. 
The animal was accordingly taken to the stable of a 
neighbouring farmer. 

Another enemy from which the horse had to be pro-
tected was ' the mare' tha t is, the nightmare, a kind of 
goblin t ha t attacked in sleep, not only horses, but 
human beings. The usual mode of attacking man was 
by pressing on the breast, and so stopping the power of 
breathing. A branch of ' hollan,' i.e , the holly tree, was 
hung up inside the stable door to prevent the entrance 
of this creature. I t was usual to prick the horses' sides 
with the plant, so that the protection afforded by i t 
might be more efficacious. (Told by those who have 
been sent for holly branches, Strathdon.) Twigs of the 
same were hung up in sleeping apartments to protect 
the sleepers from ' the mare.' This idea of the mare 
prevails throughout Europe. The word mare is equiv-
alent to the Icel. and A.S., mara; Swd., mara; Dan., 
mare, a goblin ; Fl., mare; Germ., nachtmahr; Dut., 
nagtmerrie; Eng., nightmare. 

The word ' m a r e ' is applied to persons whose eye-
brows meet, or, as they are called, ' close-broo't' or 
close-browed. In some countries such persons are said 
to turn into werewolves at night, and to frequent grave-
yards and tear up the bodies and devour them all, un-
conscious to themselves. No doubt, the notion prevailed 
in this country that such persons became at night the 
nightmare. Hence their name, ' mare ' or goblin. 
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Much virtue lies in a horse shoe. I t is accounted 
lucky to find a horse shoe. F ishermen used to have a 
horse shoe, particularly a' waith-horse' shoe, fixed to t h e 
masts of their boats . In par t s of t he Highlands to the 
present day horse-shoes are seen lying on the window-
sill, or nailed t o the door of a house. 

Horses were supposed to have the power of seeing 
spirits, and when they saw them they rushed off a t ful l 
speed to save thei r r iders f rom them, and when they 
reached the stable door a drop of sweat was hanging 
f rom each hair . 

Wate r kelpie generally appeared in the form of a 
black horse, sometimes in t h a t of a white. H e 
often appeared beautifully caparisoned to benighted 
travellers, and lured them to mount h im. No sooner 
did they do so than ho darted off a t full gallop, dashed 
into the nearest stream or loch, and drowned the r ider . 
Sometimes he lingered about fords, and made offer to 
carry the traveller across. The moment he entered the 
river, he darted down the stream to the nearest deep 
pool, dived into i t , carrying with him his too confiding 
victim. 

In a loch not far f rom Inverness lived a water spri te 
in the shape of a horse. One day he appeared t o some 
boys going home from school. He induced the boys to 
mount him. No sooner had they done so than they 
became fixed to him. F o r one boy, there was not room 
on his back, but he happened to lay his hand on his side, 
and i t , too, was fixed. Off rushed the creature with all 
the boys on his back, and the o ther clinging to his side. 
He took out his knife, and cut off his fingers tha t were 
glued to the animal's side. The water spri te dived in to 
the loch, and drowned the boys, whose lungs (lichts) soon 
af te r were found cast up on the shore. The water spr i te 
could be caught by placing a bridle sealed with the sign 
of the cross over his head. When caught , he was p u t 
to work, and much hard work could he do, part icularly 
work in carrying stones for building. When he was 
set a t l iberty, he departed, repeating some such words 
as— 

Sehr back an sehr banes 
Cairr t a' Berryley's stanes. 

Or 
Sehr back an sehr banes 
Cairrt a' Mill o ' Myagie's stanes. 
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Or 
Sehr back an sehr banes 
Cairrt a ' Mill o ' Fintray's stanes. 

According to the locality. 
Horses could be arrested, that is stopped, so that 

they could not move when on the road. The mode of 
doing so was this. One had to go to the graveyard a t 
12 o'clock at night, uncover a coffin and take from it one 
of the lid screws. This screw was screwed ' the wrang 
wye' i.e., against the course of the sun, into the foot-
print of the horse, the Lord 's Prayer being repeated 
'back lans ' during the process. The horse could not 
lift a foot till the spell was taken off. 

The names given to young horses and the words used 
in managing horses are curious and full of interest. A 
collection of such words and a comparison of them with 
the words used by other nations would lead to good 
results in a philological point of view. 

A yonng horse, both male and female, in various dis-
tr icts of the North-East of Sootland is called a clip. At 
times I have been told the word is applied only to a 
young mare. (Dr Cock, Rathen.) This seems to be 
connected with O. Dan. klippe—a small horse (1504), the 
Dutch word klepper—a horse, a courser, and the Sw, 
klippare, and this with early low-Saxon kleppen—to run 
quickly. Frog is another name. 

To please the child when the shoes are being put on, the 
following formula in various forms is repeated, and the 
aotion of the smith in shoeing a horse is imitated as 
olosely as poss ib l e -

John Smith, a fellow fine, 
Cam' t ' shee a horse o" mine ; 

Shee a horsie, ca a nailie. 
Hi t a horsie on the tailie. 
Ca a bittie on the tae, 

T' gar the horsie clim' the brae ; 
Ca a bittie on the heel, 
T' gar the horse pace weel. 

John Smith, a fellow fine, 
Can ye shee a horse o" mine ? 
Yes. an that I can, 

As weel as ony man ! 
We'll ca a bit upon the tae, 

T' gar the horsie clim' the brae ; 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



60 

An we'll pit a bit upo' the heel, 
T' gar the horsie t ro t weel; 
An we'll pit a bit upo' the sole, 
T' gar the horsie hae a foal. 

The lady's ride is done by placing the child astride on 
one knee laid over the other, and suiting the upward 
and downward motion of the legs to the words, making 
the motion at first quite gentle, bu t increasing i t by 
-degrees in roughness till the child is tossed quite up 
from the knee ; or the child may be placed on the ankle 
of the one leg resting on the knee of the other. The 
child is kept in its place by the am user taking hold of 
its hands. The formalae are various— 

'This is the way tha t the ladies ride, 
Jumpin sma', jumpin s m a ' : 
This is the way tha t the gentlemen ride, 
Wheep awa', wheep awa ' ; 
This is the way tha t the cadgers ride, 
Creels an a', creels an a ' . ' 

Dr Gregor gave several versions of these rhymes pre-
vailing in various parts of the country Nor th and 
South. 

Colours and Points. 
A dapple grey horse will sooner die than tire. 
An eel-backed dun ne'er left his master ahin. 
Ane colt of a gud stud happynis to be best. 

If he baa one white foot t ry him, 
If he has two you may try him, 
If he has three look shy at him, 
But if he has four go by him. 

Four fite feet fell ' im, 
Three fite feet sell ' im, 
Twa fite feet keep 'im for your wife, 
Ae fite fit keep 'im a' his life. 
Four fite feet keep ' im not a day, 
Three fite feet sell ' im in you may, 
Twa fite feet you may sell 'im to your breether, 
Ae fite fit dinna sell ' im never. 

Horses are good of all hues. 
Merits and Defects, 

A fast aiver was ne'er a gude horse. 
A kindly aver was never a good nag. 
A ragged colt may prove a good horse. 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



61 

A raggit cowte may make a noble aiver. 
A raggit cowte may prove a gude gelding. 
Metal is dangerous in a blind mare. 
Mettle is kittle in a blind horse. 
Nothing so bold as a blind mare. 
The biggest horse is no aye the best traveller. 
The blind horse is aye the hardiest. 
The blind mear's first in the mire. 
The trick the cowte gets when he's backing, while he 

lives will ne'er be lacking. 
Food. 

An eating horse ne'er foundered. 
A master's ee maks a fat horse. 
Caff and draff are gude eneugh for aivers. 
Caff and drass is good enough for cart avers. 
Corn him weel and he'll work the better. 
Corn weel afore Candlemas; kaim weel aifter. 
Corn's no gude for staigs. 
He's an auld horse that winna' nicher when he sees 

com. 
He's a proud horse that will not bear his own prowan. 
He's a proud horse that winna' carry his ain corn. 
His horse got a bite of a cold bridle. 
Let the muckle horse get the muckle windlin. 
Let your horse drink what he will, but not when he 

will. 
The Management of the Horse. 

A fidging mare should be weel girded. 
A gentle horse should bo sindle spurred. 
A gentle horse would not be over sair spurred. 
All the speed is in the spurs. 
An auld horse may dee e'er the grass grow. 
A stout horse gets aye the hard work. 
Ca' canny and flee laigh. 
Ca' canny and ye'il break nae graith. 
Ca' canny and ye'll ca' the langer. 
He who rides before he's ready, aye wants some o' his 

gear. 
He's a weak horse that dow not bear the saddle. 
It 's hard to make an old mare leave flinging. 
I t 's no the burden but the overburden that kills the 

horse. 
I t ' s the hinmost strae it braks the horse back. 
I t ' s the wanton steed that scaurs at the windlestrae. 
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I t ' s up t h e brae ca' me no t , 
I t ' s doon t h e brae ca' me no t , 
I t ' s in fa i r road spare me no t , 
An' in t h e s table forge t me no t . 

L igh t lades mak' willing horses . 
Ne 'er throw the bridle of t h e horse ower a fool ' s a r m . 

Ride fair and jaup nane . 
The old horse may die wait ing for the new grass . 
The willing horse is aye worked t o dea th . 
Touch a gawed horse on t h e back and he will fling. 
Uphil l spare me, downhill tak t e n t o ' thee . 
F o r want of a nail the shoe may be los t . 
I n a great f ros t a nail is wor th a horse . 

Place a bit upo ' t he tae, 
T ' help the horse to climb the brae ; 

Raise the canker i ' t h e heel 
T ' gar the horsie t r o t weel. 

The horse shoe t ha t c la t ters wants a nail . 
The smi th ' s mare 's aye wars t shod. 

Horse and Rider. 
A full man, and hungry horse, make good speed home. 
A great rooser was ne'er a gude r idder . 
An hired horse t ired never. 
A horse with four feet may snapper a t a t ime. 
A scabbed horse is good enough for a scal 'd la i rd . 
Better ride on an ass t h a t carries you than a horse 

t h a t throws you. 
Drive on, t he beast ' s borrowt . 
He rides sicker t h a t never fa ' s 
He ' s a gentle horse t ha t never oust his r ider . 
He tha t never rade never fell. 
H e t ha t rides ahint an i ther doesna saddle when he 

pleases. 
He t h a t rides or he be ready wants aye some o' his 

grai th . 
I t ' s easy t ' walk fin ye lead the horse b ' t h e head. 
I t ' s good walking with a horse in one 's hand. 
Sic mannie, sic horsie. 
There 's muckle riding in a borrowt horse. 
To ride ahin the tail . 
Touch a good horse on the back, and he will fling. 

Commercial Value. 
A gifted horse should no t be looked in the mouth . 
An inch o' a nag is worth a span o' an aiver. 
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He had gnde skill o' horse flesh wha bought a goose 
to ride on. 

He tha t lacks my mare may buy my mare. 
If you would be a merchant fine, 
Beware of old horse, herring, and wine. 

The old horse must die in some man's hands. 
General. 

A mare 's shoe and a horse-shoe are both alike. 
A short horse soon wispit. 
A' the speed is in the spurs. 
Auld friends are sweir to part , quo' the auld mare to 

the broken cart . 
A young cowte will canter, he i t uphill or down. 
Better a lean horse than a toom halter. 

Carles and cart avers win all. 
And carles and cart avers spend all. 

He has the impudence o' a miller's horse. 
He is an auld horse tha t will neither neicher nor wag 

his tail . 
He' l l either win the horse or tine the saddle. 
He tha t aught the mare, aught the bear. 
He tha t is mann'd with boys, and hors'd with colts, 

will have his meat eaten and his work undone. 
I t ' s be t ter to keep a cow than an ass. 
I t ' s carless parting between an auld mare and a crazy 

car. 
I t ' s the barley pickle breaks the naig's back. 
I t shall ne 'er ride and I gang. 
I would ra ther be your bible than your horse. 
Li t t le may an auld horse do if he maunna nicher. 
Paterson's mare aye goes foremost. 
Pr ide 's an ill horse to ride. 
P u t on your spurs and be at your speed. 
P u t the saddle on the r ight horse. 
Steek the stable door when the steed is stolen. 
Take care o' an ox before, an ass behind, and a monk 

on all sides. 
The ass tha t ' s no used to the sunks bites the crupper. 
They are good willie of their horse that hes nane. 
Ye ken the horse b' the graith. 

A bonnie bride is soon buskit, 
And a short horse soon wispit. 

A grunting horse and a graneing wife seldom fail their 
master. 
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A horse broken and a wife to break 
I s a horse made and a wife to make. 

Metaphorical. 

Ae man may steal a horse when an i ther daurna look 
ower the hedge. 

Ae man may tak a horse to the water , but twenty 
winna gar him drink. 

Almost a mare 's as great as a mountain . 
A nod's as guide's a wink to a blind horse. 
A spur in the head is worth twa in t h e heel. 
As good hads the s t i r rep as he t h a t loups on. 
As hungry's a horse. 
As stiff 's an aul horse. 
Cadgers aye speak o' crook saidles. 
Cadgers has ay mind of load saddles, 
Cadgers speaks of pack saddles. 
Cooks are aye guid will'd o' horse ' s corn. 
E'ening orts are gude morning 's fodder. 
He dizna aye ride fin he saiddles. 
He has got a bite o' his bridle. 
He has nae mair mense than a mil ler 's horse. 
He has spur metal in him. 
He (she) hiz the stamak o' a horse . 
He (she) hiz the s t rength o' a horse. 
He's no a man to ride the water on. 
If ye be na gall'd ye needna fling. 
If wishes were horses, beggars would r ide. 
I l l counsel will gar a man stick his ain mare . 
I ' l l gee you your corn afore your water . 
I t sets a sow to wear a saddle. 
Leein' rides on debt 's back. 
Like draws to like, and a scabbed horse to an old dyke. 
Like the laird o' Castlemilk's foals—born beaut ies . 
Seldom ride tines his spurs . 
Trot fa ther , t r o t mother , how can the foal amble ? 
Ye didna draw sae weel when my mare was in t h e mire. 
Ye ha'e found a mear 's nest , and laugh a t t he eggs. 
Ye'll dee like the t rooper 's horse—wi' your shoon on. 
Ye look liker a thief than a horse. 
Ye pit the cair t afore the horse. 
Ye're like the man tha t sought his horse and him on 

i ts back. 
Ye tak but a foal 's share o' t he harrow. 
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You ride so near tbe rumple, you'll let none get on 
behind you. 

When a fool finds a horse shoe he thinks aye the like 
to do. 

An interesting discussion followed; and, on the 
motion of the chairman, a special vote of thanks was 
passed to Dr Gregor for his excellent paper. 
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