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D E S I G N E D  &  M A D E  I N  O R K N E Y  S C O T L A N D
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See our website for our full range of  rings and jewellery.

01856 861 203 | sheilafleet.com

The thistle, Scotland’s national flower,  
is famous for its purple blooms and sharp,  
prickly leaves, and has been an important 

 symbol of  Scottish heraldry for over  
500 years. Sheila’s collection beautifully  

captures the detail of  the thistle 
 in sterling silver and amethyst.

Thistle

Ogham
This collection in silver and gold was inspired by an  

Ogham inscription on the Buckquoy spindle-whorl stone, 
dating from the Early Middle Ages, and found at Buckquoy 

in Birsay, Orkney, in 1970. The inscription in Ogham is 
believed to read ‘a blessing on the soul’.
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SSaattuurrddaayy,, AAuugguusstt 2266,, 22002233 99 AAMM -- 99::3300 PPMM

MMaayyvviillllee LLaakkeessiiddee PPaarrkk,, MMaayyvviillllee,, NNeeww YYoorrkk

 3300 -- GGaatthheerriinngg ooff tthhee CCllaannss

 88 -- PPiippee BBaannddss

 3300 -- SSccoottttiisshh HHeeaavvyy AAtthhlleetteess

 3300 -- CCeellttiicc && CCrraafftt VVeennddoorrss

 CCeellttiicc MMuussiicc

 AAllll KKiinnddss ooff GGrreeaatt FFoooodd

 BBeeeerr && WWiinnee GGaarrddeenn

 SSccoottttiisshh && IIrriisshh DDaanncceerrss

 CCeellttiicc && CCrraafftt VVeennddoorrss

 OOlldd FFaasshhiioonn FFiiddddllee SSeessssiioonn

 KKiidd’’ss AArreeaa ww// CCllaann HHuunntt

Purchase Your Discounted Tickets online at:
www.96thhighlanders.com/festival/Festival.html

More information can be found at www.96thhighlanders.com

““SORRY NO PETS ALLOWED INSURANCE REASONS !!”
Plenty of shade trees and tents to escape the Sun  & Heat !!

““SSaattuurrddaayy””
AALLSSOO PPeerrffoorrmmiinngg SSaattuurrddaayy::

““ttuuaatthhaa ddeeaa”” // ““eemmeerraalldd IISSllee””
““CCeellttIICC CCrreeeekk”” // ““SStteepp nn ttIImmee””
““WWaatteerr hhoorrSSee”” // ““BBaallllIInnllooCChh

““tthhee FFIIddddllee SSeeSSSSIIoonn””

““ttuuaatthhaa ddeeaa””
Gatlinburg, Tennessee

Performing Saturday evening

Ceilidh Friday evening Aug 25th 
6:30pm — 10pm

2 GINGERS INN
Proudly Sponsors Both

Celtic Bands
1118 E. 2nd Street, 

Jamestown, New York
(716) 294-3192 From Ontario, Canada

Scan  Tickets

SSaattuurrddaayy,, AAuugguusstt 2266,, 22002233 99 AAMM -- 99::3300 PPMM

MMaayyvviillllee LLaakkeessiiddee PPaarrkk,, MMaayyvviillllee,, NNeeww YYoorrkk

 3300 -- GGaatthheerriinngg ooff tthhee CCllaannss

 88 -- PPiippee BBaannddss

 3300 -- SSccoottttiisshh HHeeaavvyy AAtthhlleetteess

 3300 -- CCeellttiicc && CCrraafftt VVeennddoorrss

 CCeellttiicc MMuussiicc

 AAllll KKiinnddss ooff GGrreeaatt FFoooodd

 BBeeeerr && WWiinnee GGaarrddeenn

 SSccoottttiisshh && IIrriisshh DDaanncceerrss

 CCeellttiicc && CCrraafftt VVeennddoorrss

 OOlldd FFaasshhiioonn FFiiddddllee SSeessssiioonn

 KKiidd’’ss AArreeaa ww// CCllaann HHuunntt

Purchase Your Discounted Tickets online at:
www.96thhighlanders.com/festival/Festival.html

More information can be found at www.96thhighlanders.com

““SORRY NO PETS ALLOWED INSURANCE REASONS !!”
Plenty of shade trees and tents to escape the Sun  & Heat !!

““SSaattuurrddaayy””
AALLSSOO PPeerrffoorrmmiinngg SSaattuurrddaayy::

““ttuuaatthhaa ddeeaa”” // ““eemmeerraalldd IISSllee””
““CCeellttIICC CCrreeeekk”” // ““SStteepp nn ttIImmee””
““WWaatteerr hhoorrSSee”” // ““BBaallllIInnllooCChh

““tthhee FFIIddddllee SSeeSSSSIIoonn””

““ttuuaatthhaa ddeeaa””
Gatlinburg, Tennessee

Performing Saturday evening

Ceilidh Friday evening Aug 25th 
6:30pm — 10pm

2 GINGERS INN
Proudly Sponsors Both

Celtic Bands
1118 E. 2nd Street, 
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30 - GATHERING OF THE CLANS • 8 - PIPE BANDS
30 - SCOTTISH HEAVY ATHLETES • 30 - CELTIC & CRAFT VENDORS

CELTIC MUSIC  • ALL KINDS OF GREAT FOOD  • BEER & WINE GARDEN  
SCOTTISH & IRISH DANCERS  • CELTIC & CRAFT VENDORS  

OLD FASHION FIDDLE SESSION  • KID’S AREA W/ CLAN HUNT

Performers Include:
              TUATHA DEA  • EMERALD ISLE 

CELTIC CREEK • STEP N TIME • WATER HORSE 
  THE FIDDLE SESS TCH N' RELION • CA EASE

August 22 & 23, 2025 • 9 AM - 9:30 PM 
Mayville Lakeside Park, Mayville, New York

Purchase Your 
Discounted Tickets online at:
www.96thhighlanders.com

SORRY NO PETS ALLOWED FOR INSURANCE REASONS 
Plenty of shade trees and tents to escape the Sun & Heat

18th Annual
Jamestown Regional
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Our Spring 2025 edi-
tion of Celtic Life 
International takes 

you to the land “Down Under” 
where Celtic traditions and 
culture are alive and thriving.

Approximately 20 per-
cent of Australians acknowl-
edge their Celtic ancestry. In 
1992, that connection was for-
mally recognized with the rais-
ing of the Australian Standing 
Stones in Glen Innes, New 
South Wales. The stones were 
erected to officially acknowl-
edge the significant contri-
butions made by the Celtic 
nations of Ireland, Scotland, 
Wales, Cornwall, Isle of Man, 
Bretagne, Galicia, and As-
turias to Australian culture. 
Sourced from local granite, 
the stone formation was in-
spired by the Ring of Brodgar 
in Scotland’s Orkney Islands 
and the Callanish Stones on 
the Isle of Lewis.  

Located on the tradition-
al territory of the Ngoorabul 
(Ngarabul) people, the stones 
are precisely positioned to 
track the annual journey of the 
earth around the sun which, 
as we know, was vital to the 

daily life of the ancient Celts. 
It is interesting to note that the 
Aboriginal people of Australia 
also used standing stones to 
landmark sacred places, to 
form ceremony circles, and to 
symbolize their “creator be-
ings” from the “Dreamtime.” 
In fact, the Wurdi Youang 
stone arrangement in Victo-
ria on the country’s stunning 
southeast coast is considered 
by some researchers to be one 
of the oldest known astro-
nomical observatories in the 
world - predating both Stone-
henge and the Pyramids of 
Giza. Wurdi Youang is of great 
significance as it shows that 
the Aboriginals were tracking 
the position of the sun while 
taking astronomical measure-
ments of the stars and moon 
- proof of how scientifically 
advanced their society was at 
the time.

Both the First Peoples 
of Australia and the 
Celts had a spiritual 
connection to their 
environment and the 
insight to understand 
complex concepts.

Although separated by 
time and miles, each culture 
independently developed so-
phisticated ways of explain-
ing themselves and the world. 
These parallels highlight the 
universal human instinct to 
seek meaning and under-
standing of the influences that 
shape our existence. 

Whether our ancestors 
hail from the Highlands of 
Scotland, the emerald hills of 
Ireland, or the rugged coast-
lines of Wales and Cornwall, 
the Celtic impression on Aus-
tralia today is indisputable and 
there is no time like the pres-
ent to embrace your inner Celt 
- attend a festival, learn a few 
Gaelic phrases, or simply raise 
a glass in honour of the An-
cient Celts and the Aboriginal 
Australians as we acknowl-
edge their wisdom and appre-
ciate that we are a continuum 
of their legacy.

Siobhán L. Covington, 
Publisher

Saoghal Ceilteach Iris 
chinnidheach air fhoillseachadh 

sia uairean ‘s a bhliadhna le

Dara Knot Inc.
10 Peter St

Markham, Ontario, Canada
L3P 2A4

Celtic Life International is an 
ethnic journal published in Canada 

eight times a year by Dara Knot Inc.

Siobhán L. Covington, Publisher
Stephen Patrick Clare, Executive Editor
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Chris Muise, Managing Editor 

Caitlyn Elizabeth Mearns, Managing Editor
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Celtic Life International Office:
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Email: subscribe@celticlife.ca
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Email: info@celticlife.com
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Sign Up! 
Sign up for our newsletter and you could win one of 
several weekly prizes! See our website for details!

Swag Up! 
Our online store carries a cornucopia of Celtic 
goodies, including clothing, jewelry, giftware, 

household items, historical pieces, and more! See 
our website for details!

Share Your Story! 
We are always on the lookout for a good story! 

If you’d like to become a Celtic Life International 
contributor, simply drop us a note via our website or 

social media channels for more information!

Help Us to Help You! 
Celtic Life International has been involved with a 
variety of charitable organizations and fundraising 
initiatives over the years. Reach out to us via our 
website or social media channels and let us know 
how we can help. 

Shop Talk! 
If you are interested in carrying Celtic Life 
International Magazine in your retail outlet, please 
contact us via our website or social media channels 
and we will be happy to help

Be Seen! 
With an audience of millions, Celtic Life 
International is your gateway to the global Celtic 
community! Full details on advertising are available 
via our website!

www.celticlifeintl.com

CelticLifeStyle
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It has been said that there are three streams that 
flow into modern Irish music: that of the Music 

Hall, that of the modern folk tradition, and that of 
the medieval tradition. 

The medieval tradition gives us Sean Nós, 
the ‘Old Custom’ with its structured prosody and 
emphasis on the voice as opposed to instrumen-
tation, and the equally structured system of reels, 
slip-jigs, airs and the rest of the instrumental music 
familiar from ‘trad sessions’ around the world. 

The folk tradition gives us the songs of re-
sistance and rebellion like ‘The Wearing of the 
Green,’ ‘Follow Me Up to Carlow,’ and ‘Come Out 
Ye Black and Tans,’ alongside reflective songs like 
‘There Were Roses,’ ‘Green Fields of America,’ 
and ‘Sleive Galleon Braes.’ 

To the tradition of the Music Hall we may 
ascribe songs that, while fun to sing and listen 
to, are complicated by stereotypes and narrative 
tropes that are directly informed by colonialism: 
‘The Irish Rover’ with its “Slugger O’Toole who 
was drunk as a rule” and ‘Finnegan’s Wake’ with its 
image of the titular character being resurrected by a 
shower of whiskey in the middle of a funereal bar-
brawl both exemplify this tradition. 

That all three of these streams are informed 
by - and respond to - the colonization of the Celtic 
peoples is so obvious as to be unworthy of com-
ment were it not for the light they shed on the 
broader experience of the Celtic diaspora. The 
Scottish, Manx, Welsh, Cornish, and Breton musi-
cal traditions show a similar pattern with cartoon-
ish caricatures standing beside authentic reflec-
tions of present experience and continuities with 
the pre-colonial past. For the Scots, place ‘Angus 
and the Kilt’ beside ‘Jamie Raeburn’s Farewell’ and 
‘An Fhideag Airgead,’ a Jacobite song popularized 
by the series Outlander. 

Taken separately, each stream 
is cohesive to itself.

The Music Hall is comedic, whimsical and 
presents a grotesque view of what we often think 
of as an ethical character but is really the holdover 
(or maybe a hangover from) late 18th and 19th cen-
tury racism. This image presumes that the Celts 
are violent, drunken, and a little simple in the fine 
tradition of barbarism. By contrast, the modern 
folk tradition presents an image of the anguished 
outcast who must make do by any means. This is 
a figure who is almost indistinguishable from the 
19th and 20th century laborers of the Atlantic 
Fringe, whether English or Celtic, which is why we 
find so many English songs that feel Celtic. Among 
these may be counted ‘Hard Times (Come Again 
No More),” originally by Stephen Foster but now 
almost exclusively played by Celtic musicians, 

“From Sandwood Down to Kyle” by Dave Goulder 
from Derbyshire, and “Pound a Week Rise” which 
was originally about Durham mineworkers in the 
1960s but is most often heard at Celtic Festivals. 

Now, after so much time, the reality is that 
these three streams are inseparably blended by 
both Romantic idealism and plain, old-fashioned, if 
well-meaning ignorance. Most people are not even 
aware of the medieval-ish roots from which spring 
Lasairfhíona’s Amhrán an Phúca and Mac-Talla’s 
Griogal Chridhe, but Disney’s composition ‘Noble 
Maiden Fair (A Mhaighdean Bhan Uasal)’ for the 
movie Brave (2012) deliberately banks on them 
even as it revels in two-dimensional caricatures of 
genuine medieval tradition. 

All of this is central to the consideration of 
the Celts in Australia. Like North America, Aus-
tralia was a penal colony after the formation of the 
United States in the late eighteenth century denied 
Great Britain those territories for convicts. Songs 
like ‘Back Home in Derry,’ ‘The Wild Colonial 
Boy,’ and ‘The Black Velvet Band’ recall this, and 
just as commonalities between the plight of the 
Celtic emigrant and the early industrial laborer al-
low songs to cross the boundary between those 
identities, songs like ‘Van Diemen’s Land’ show 
up in Celtic Contexts despite their English origins. 
Cultural memories always run deep and strong, so 
it is no surprise that many of these aspects and re-
flexes show up in modern Australia, an equal par-
ticipant in the Colonial moment that defines so 
much of the modern world. 

James Acken is a philosopher, professor, and 
the Creative Director at Acken Studios. 
He lives in British Columbia.
@celtic_coire

WWW.ACKENSTUDIOS.COM

first WORD
with James Acken
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in Modern Celtic Tradition
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www.monctonhighlandgames.com

JUNE 14, 2025
HAL BETTS SPORTSPLEX, MONCTON, NB

Saturday
headliner
MORGAN

TONEY

19TH ANNUAL19TH ANNUAL

GREATER MONCTONGREATER MONCTON
HIGHLAND GAMESHIGHLAND GAMES  
& SCOTTISH FESTIVAL& SCOTTISH FESTIVAL

Heavy athletics | Highland Dance | Pipes & Drums 
5K Tartan Run | Clans Tents | Sheep herding | Ceilidh Tent

 Bouncy castles | Wagon rides | Food trucks | & more

https://monctonhighlandgames.com/
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De
Tha 
Dol

Gaelic 
Drama

The BBC recently 
aired its first prestige 
Gaelic television series. 
The series, titled An 
t-Eilean (The Island) 
includes both Scottish 
Gaelic and English dia-
logue, and takes place 
on Scotland's Western 
Isles. It follows pro-
tagonist Kat Crichton 
(played by Sorcha 
Groundsell), a police 
officer who returns to 
her former home - The 
Isle of Harris - to in-
vestigate a murder. At 
a mere four episodes, 
the crime drama is a 
short one, but it may 
yet pave the way for 
more mainstream 
shows in Gaelic. An 
t-Eilean is available on 
BBC iPlayer. 

A Tale of 
Two Dylans

American singer-song-
writer Bob Dylan has 
a connection to Wales 
that has nothing to do 
with ancestry. Since 
Dylan’s birth name, 
Robert Allen Zimmer-
man, doesn’t exactly 
roll off the tongue, it’s 
no surprise the musi-
cian took on a stage 
name. What may sur-
prise some, however, is 
that he was inspired to 
take the name “Dylan” 
from Welsh poet Dylan 
Thomas. Some of 
Dylan’s lyrics may also 
have been inspired 
by Thomas’ poems. 
In 2023, there was 
even a book published 
about the connections 
between the two men, 
titled Bob Dylan and 
Dylan Thomas: The 
Two Dylans. 

Manx 
Language 
Database

An online database for 
the Manx language is 
set to expand. Re-
cently, Culture Vannin 
awarded a £3,000 
grant to the Manx 
Language Research 
Group. This grant 
money will be put 
towards the transcrip-
tion and translation of 
Manx language audio 
recordings so they can 
then be put online. 
Up until the grant was 
awarded, this online 
repository was entirely 
supported by volun-
teers. According to the 
BBC, “the new time-
stamped transcriptions 
would allow website 
users to search for 
a word or phrase in 
either Manx or English 
and instantly hear a 
native speaker using it 
in context.”

Cornwall 
on Screen

A recent psychological 
thriller series juxta-
poses its disturbing 
storyline against the 
beautiful backdrop 
of Cornwall. Playing 
Nice, which is based 
on a book by the 
same title, tells the 
story of two couples 
whose children were 
switched at birth. This 
life-altering error is 
discovered when the 
children are already 
toddlers. Since its air-
ing on ITV, critics have 
been quick to note the 
stunning scenery pres-
ent. Playing Nice was 
filmed in several parts 
of Cornwall, including 
Mawgan Porth, Park 
Head, Watergate Bay, 
Porthcothan, St Ives, 
Mevagissey, Penzance 
and Bodmin. 

Matrilocal 
Celts

In many cultures 
throughout history, 
women have been 
expected to leave their 
home in favour of their 
husband’s upon mar-
riage. It was intriguing 
to researchers, then, 
when they came upon 
evidence suggest-
ing that an ancient 
Celtic tribe observed 
an opposing tradition. 
Scientists came to this 
conclusion by studying 
DNA from the remains 
of those who lived in 
Iron Age Britain from 
around 100 BCE to 100 
CE, which revealed 
that these Celts lived 
in a matrilocal society. 
The full study has been 
published in a British 
science journal called 
Nature. 
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www.HollandCelticFestival.org
HollandCelticFestival@gmail.comg

Facebook.com/HollandCelticFestival 

HOLLAND, MICHIGAN
18 Live Bands  |  Traditional Irish and Scottish foods

Celtic Genealogy Assistance  |  Vendors of Celtic goods  |  Whiskey Bar
Irish Pub tent  |  Scottish Clan Tents  |  Kids area  |  Highland Games

Happy Hour and an Irish/Scottish
Cèilidh in the Pub Tent with Live Bands

(Friday tickets include
FREE admission all day Saturday)

Friday, June 20, 2025 
4:00 PM – 11:00 PM

$20 Admission / Cash Bar

Highland Games begin 9:30 AM. 
(Music continues until 11:00 PM)

Saturday, June 21, 2025
9:00 AM – 11:00 PM

$12 for 16 & older
15 & under - FREE

COME JOIN US FOR ALL THECOME JOIN US FOR ALL THE
FUN, FOOD, AND HIGHLAND GAMES!FUN, FOOD, AND HIGHLAND GAMES!

June 20 & 21, 2025

FOR TICKETS, VISIT:
HollandCelticFestival.org

Are you interested in being a part of the festival?
We welcome inquiries from Celtic Merchandise Retailers,

Irish & Scottish Food Vendors, and Scottish Clans. Visit our website!

June 20 & 21, 2025

HOLLAND CELTIC FESTIVAL
Ottawa County Fairgrounds

Sponsored by:

https://hollandcelticfestival.org/
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Celts in Culture
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• Bev Armstrong

If you spend much time online, you 
might recognize one of Bev Arm-

strong’s pieces. The London-based 
silversmith is the brains behind Stoned 
to Death: a small indie jewellery brand. 
Recently, their “pint claddagh” ring 
gained traction on the internet. As the 
name implies, this design is a play on the 
classic Irish claddagh motif. Rather than 
depicting two hands clasped around a 
heart and crown, the hands on this ring 
embrace a pint of beer. The description 
on the Stoned to Death website (cheek-
ily) reads, “The perfect claddagh ring for 
pint lovers (wear it facing upward). Hate 
pints? Don't worry, show your disdain 
to the world by wearing it downward! 
Like a traditional claddagh it can com-
municate your feelings about pints/
drunkenness to the world.” Of course, 
the pint claddagh isn’t Armstrong’s 
only product. Many of their handmade 
pieces are inspired by Irish culture, queer 
culture, or both. They also offer com-
missions for custom designs. Whether 
it’s a pendant stamped with a personal 
slogan or a ring featuring the colours of a 
Pride flag, Stoned to Death serves it up. 
From gemstone selection to polishing 
the final piece, every step of creation is 
done by Armstrong, who is self-taught 
in the craft. “Most designs start off as 
loose gemstones and chunks of recycled 
solid sterling silver which are hammered, 
torched, set on fire, bent, cut, shaped 
and polished into the jewels that you can 
wear for your lifetime.”

• Fiona Finlayson

Combining a love for pets and art, 
Fiona Finlayson creates beautiful 

needle-felted animals. A graduate of 
the Edinburgh College of Art, Finlayson 
ended up pursuing a career in a different 
field. However, she kept creating art as 
a hobby. She learned needle felt several 
years ago and hasn’t looked back since. 
These soft “sculptures” are created using 
wool and special needles to shape the 
different figures. Alongside her full-time 
job, Finlayson now takes commissions 
for her artwork. She specializes in pet 
portraits, often capturing the likeness of 
a client’s deceased pet. “There’s been 
some where I’m able to put some of the 
dog’s or cat’s fur into the portrait as well, 
so they know there’s something there 
that’s actually from the pet,” Finlayson 
told The Scotsman. “I just really want to 
capture the character of the pet, that is 
what is important to me when I’m mak-
ing it.” A piece can take anywhere from 
four to 15 hours to complete, depending 
on the specifics. Finlayson typically takes 
on eight commissions per month. Many 
of her clients are based in the United 
Kingdom, but she’s also sent work 
elsewhere in Europe, as well Canada, the 
United States and even Australia. While 
cats and dogs make up a large number 
of her pieces, Finlayson will happily 
recreate almost any animal, from rabbits 
to horses.

• Scot AnSgeulaiche

Oral storytelling may seem like a 
lost art. Folks like Scot AnSgeu-

laiche, however, are keeping it alive. 
Among other things, AnSgeulaiche is 
a traditional Highland storyteller (or, 
as it’s more succinctly put in Gaelic, a 
Seanachaidh). “Storytellers were (up 
until the last 300 years) members of 
the elite class in many cultures, includ-
ing Celtic,” AnSgeulaiche notes on his 
website. Hailing from the Glasgow area, 
AnSgeulaiche has both Scottish and 
Irish ancestors. For years, he embraced a 
love of folk music but eventually put it on 
pause to explore more modern sounds 
for a modern industry. Later, he fell back 
in love with Scottish culture - especially 
its folk songs and ballads. AnSgeulaiche 
has now been a storyteller for more than 
20 years, sharing tales at weddings or 
on guided tours. “I don't attend many 
dedicated storytelling events or festivals,” 
AnSgeulaiche writes. “My work is more 
‘applied’ storytelling as part of some 
other activity, such as community oral 
history gathering, traditional wedding 
tales at the wedding ceilidh and so on.” 
AnSgeulaiche is adept at several other 
ancient arts as well; he makes besoms 
(traditional brooms), works on thatched 
roof houses, and performs hand-fasting 
ceremonies at weddings. In a recent 
interview with the BBC, AnSgeulaiche 
spoke about his work as a thatcher. “You 
could decide that they’re not at all his-
torically culturally valuable and we could 
just put them down to slates and tin or 
you could say that’s part of our culture 
and we do think it’s valuable. I happen to 
think it is.”

https://hollandcelticfestival.org/
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Featuring

Peter Daldry, Golden Bough & 
Reeling Banshees

Saturday, May 17, 2025

Reno Brewery District In Downtown Reno
401-415 E. Fourth St., Reno NV 89512

Continuing The Legacy Of The Celtic Celebration

Presented By 
The Sons & Daughters Of Erin

www.irishnevada.org

https://irishnevada.org/events-2/event/northern-nevada-celtic-ceilidh/
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Australian 
Celtic 
Festival
May 1 - 4, 2025
Glen Innes, NSW
www.australiancelticfestival.com 

A tribute to the region’s rich 
cultural roots, the Australian 

Celtic Festival showcases the 
timeless traditions and explores 
the cultural treasures of Breton, 
Cornwall, Ireland, Isle of Man, 
Scotland and Wales. This year, 
guests will enjoy an exciting 
program of live music and dance 
performances across three 
stages, thrilling Highland Games 
and Strongman competitions, 
re-enactment villages, and an 
array of pipe bands. New for 2025, 
the Celtic Cauldron will host a 
dynamic line-up of instrumental, 
and language workshops as well 
as demonstrations, presentations, 
impromptu music gatherings, 
food talks, the Poets’ Breakfast 
including Haggis ceremony, and 
more. In addition, the Highlands 
precinct will serve-up selections of 
gin, mead, and whiskey, alongside 
fares and wares from vendors. 
Young imaginations will come to 
life at the Celtic Kids Marquee 
with interactive activities inspired 
by Arthurian legends and Celtic 
mythology.

Northern 
Nevada 
Celtic Ceilidh
May 17, 2025
Reno, NV
www.irishnevada.org

 

This spring, the Sons 
& Daughters of Erin 

(SADOE) will host the 3rd Annual 
Northern Nevada Celtic Ceilidh 
in downtown Reno’s renowned 
Brewery District. The day-long 
gathering offers up an array of 
activities for visitors, including 
performances from the Sierra 
Highlanders Pipe Band, Scottish 
Dancers, local Celtic entertainers, 
renaissance actors, and more. 
Musical headliners include Peter 
Daldry from San Francisco, 
Golden Bough from Modesto, 
California, and Reno’s own Reeling 
Banshees. Clan tents and vendors 
will be on site as well. The 
festival continues the legacy and 
traditions of the region’s original 
Celtic Celebration, which was 
cancelled due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. A non-profit Irish 
Heritage organization, SADOE 
presents and sponsors Celtic 
entertainment, celebrates Irish 
history and culture, donates to 
local charities, and participates in 
community events. The event is 
free and open to all.

Smoky 
Mountain 
Scottish 
Festival & 
Highland 
Games
May 17 & 18, 2025
Townsend, TN
www.smokymountaingames.org

Scotland in the Smokies is 
calling you to celebrate the 

43nd anniversary of the Smoky 
Mountain Scottish Festival & 
Highland Games - Tennessee’s 
oldest festival of Scottish, Irish 
and Celtic culture - in the stunning 
foothills of Townsend, just outside 
the Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park. From May 17 to 
18, guests will enjoy the best in 
folk, roots, rock, and pop music, 
along with a barrage of Highland 
bagpipes and drums. Also on 
tap are feats of strength by 
caber-tossing athletes, authentic 
Highland dancing, kilt-clad clans, 
whisky tastings, sheep herding 
demonstrations, along with a 
strong selection of fares and 
wares from the Scottish, Irish, and 
British homelands. The wee ones 
will be entertained with their very 
own Highland games, including 
a caber toss, a kilted dash, stone 
and axe throwing, and more. Kids 
aged 15 years and younger enjoy 
free admission, making for an 
engaging weekend for the entire 
family.

KVMR 
Celtic Festival
May 2 - 4, 2025
Grass Valley, CA
www.kvmrcelticfestival.org  

Established in 1996, the 
KVMR Celtic Festival is held 

annually at the Nevada County 
Fairgrounds in Grass Valley, 
California. Originally the primary 
fundraiser to benefit KVMR 
Community Radio, the festival 
evolved over the years to become 
a regional celebration of Celtic 
music, culture, and heritage. 
This year, festivities begin with a 
Friday night Cèilidh, followed by 
a weekend of activities, including 
live musical performances from 
the likes of Natalie MacMaster 
and Donnell Leahy, Téada, and 
other world-renowned musical 
artists. In addition, attendees are 
invited to immerse themselves 
in living history encampments 
where various guilds and clans, 
including the California Cornish 
Cousins and the House of Gordon, 
offer interactive experiences to 
transport participants back in 
time. The festival also features a 
youth arts program, Celtic dance 
performances, traditional Scottish 
Highland Games, a marketplace 
with over 100 craft and food 
vendors, and overnight camping. 
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http://www.irishnevada.org/
https://kvmrcelticfestival.org
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Garrett 
County Celtic 
Festival & 
Highland 
Games
June 7, 2025
Friendsville, MD
www.gccelticfestival.com

This June, the Garrett County 
Celtic Festival and Highland 

Games in Friendsville MD 
celebrates the Appalachia region’s 
rich Celtic roots with a full day of 
entertainment, engagement, and 
education. This year’s featured 
performers include local favorites 
Aurora Celtic, Clann Redmond, 
the Seán Heely Trio, area Irish 
dancers, and the West Virginia 
Highland Dancers. Highland 
Games events - organized by 
Mid-Atlantic Scottish Athletics 
- will take place on the village 
green, with a noontime pause for 
a parade, showcasing local host 
band Garrett Highlands Pipes & 
Drums. Also on tap are interactive 
workshops, demonstrations, 
storytelling, a vendor village with 
Celtic-themed wares and fares, 
and much more. The wee ones will 
enjoy exploring Rainbow’s End, 
with imaginative play, crafts, and a 
miniature version of the Highland 
Games. All activities and free 
parking are included in admission. 

Moncton 
Highland 
Games & 
Scottish 
Festival
June 10 - 14, 2025
Moncton, NB
www.monctonhighlandgames.com

The 19th Annual Greater 
Moncton Highland 

Games & Scottish Festival 
takes place this June along 
the banks of the mighty 
Petitcodiac River in Moncton, 
New Brunswick. This year’s 
June 14 gathering will feature 
the CSAF women's Masters and 
Open championships, Highland 
dancing, piping and drumming 
competitions, clan tents, vendors, 
horse & wagon rides, agricultural 
displays, traditional Ceilidh Tent 
entertainment, and a headline 
performance from Juno-nominated 
Mi'kmaq fiddler and singer 
Morgan Toney. Whether you wish 
to trace your ancestry, cheer 
on the competitors, or simply 
combine culture with classic 
Scottish-themed entertainment 
and activities, the yearly festival 
offers something for everyone 
amidst the stunning scenery of the 
Petitcodiac’s powerful tidal bore - 
the perfect backdrop to the spirit 
of Scottish culture.

39th Annual 
Scottish 
Festival & 
Highland 
Games
June 13 & 14, 2025
Wheaton, IL
www.chicagoscots.org/festival 

This June, celebrate Scotland’s 
rich heritage with the 

Chicago Scots at their 39th Annual 
Scottish Festival & Highland 
Games at the DuPage County 
Fairgrounds in Wheaton, Illinois. 
This beloved occasion offers a 
dynamic mix of traditional events, 
cultural showcases, and family-
friendly entertainment. Enjoy 
thrilling competitions, including 
the Caber Toss, Highland Dancing, 
and one of North America’s 
largest bagpiping championships. 
Dive into genealogy and history 
information booths and experience 
special attractions such as the 
Dogs of Scotland, a classic British 
car show, whisky tastings, and 
lively Celtic rock performances. 
A program of fun-filled activities 
awaits the wee ones, too, while 
adults can relax in the beer 
garden and explore the festival 
marketplace, featuring Scottish 
treats, handcrafted goods, kilts, 
and all things tartan. Best of all, 
the annual gathering supports a 
great cause - proceeds benefit 
Caledonia Senior Living & Memory 
Care, the principal charity of the 
Chicago Scots and Illinois’ oldest 
nonprofit charitable organization.

Georgia 
Mountain 
Scottish 
Festival & 
Highland 
Games 
June 7 & 8, 2025
Hiawassee, GA
www.gamtnscottishfestival.org

After two decades of awe-
inspiring artisans, fantastic 

foods, and amazing athleticism, 
The Blairsville Scottish Festival & 
Highlands Games has outgrown 
its roots at beloved Meeks Park 
and has found a new home. The 
popular annual event has moved 
its Highland fling to the nearby 
Georgia Mountain Fairgrounds 
- located in the Highlands of 
Hiawassee, two hours north 
of Atlanta - rechristening as 
the Georgia Mountain Scottish 
Festival & Highland Games for 
their twentieth anniversary. Guests 
will now have the opportunity 
to enjoy even more live music, 
Highland dancers, Pipe & Drum 
Bands, athletics, artisan wares 
and fares, genealogy resources, 
workshops, and children’s 
activities. A guaranteed great 
gathering for the whole family!
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http://www.gccelticfestival.com
http://www.chicagoscots.org/festival
http://www.gamtnscottishfestival.org
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Holland 
Waterfront 
Celtic Festival 
& Highland 
Games
June 20 & 21, 2025
Holland, MI
www.hollandcelticfestival.org 

Join the fun this June as the 
4th annual Holland Waterfront 

Celtic Festival & Highland 
Games in Michigan celebrates 
the region’s rich Irish, Scottish, 
and Welsh roots. Guests will 
enjoy the ever-popular Highland 
Games competitions, live Celtic 
music performances across 
two stages, and spectacular 
Scottish and Irish dance displays. 
Explore the Scottish Clan Village 
and browse an array of wares 
and fares from Celtic vendors, 
including traditional favorites like 
Fish & Chips, Shepherd’s Pie, 
and Scotch Eggs. The festivities 
kick-off Friday with a “Ceilidh”/
Happy Hour (21+) - with Saturday 
open to all ages and featuring 
live musical performances from 
the likes of Mudmen, Barley 
Saints, Stone Clover, and more. A 
flurry of family-friendly activities 
also awaits, with free admission 
for children aged 15 and under. 
The festival is hosted by the 
Holland Celtic Society, a nonprofit 
charitable organization celebrating 
all things Celtic.

Embro 
Highland 
Games
July 1, 2025
Embro, ON
www.embrohighlandgames.ca 

This year marks the 86th 
Embro Highland Games, a 

celebration of the region’s rich 
Celtic roots which hail back to 
1820 when the area was originally 
settled by those forced from their 
lands in Sutherland, Scotland. 
That heritage will again be 
celebrated on Canada Day in 
2025 with several special events, 
including competitive Highland 
dancing, massed pipe bands, 
piping & drumming competitions, 
heavy events, Scottish animals on 
display, agility dogs, Scottish dogs 
on parade, children’s Scottish-
themed crafts and activities, and 
the always-popular Tug-of-War 
contest. Guests will enjoy live 
Celtic music all day at the Muckle 
Tent. Adults are welcome to stroll 
and enjoy a wee libation on the 
fully licensed grounds, and the 
vendor’s area is always worth a 
visit with its fine array of Scottish 
wares and fabulous food trucks.

Kincardine 
Scottish 
Festival & 
Highland 
Games
July 4 – 6, 2025
Kincardine, ON
www.kincardinescottishfestival.ca

Every summer, the town of 
Kincardine comes alive with 

the sights and sounds of Scotland 
during its three-day Scottish 
Festival & Highland Games. This 
vibrant celebration brings together 
music, tradition, and family fun, 
making it a must-attend event for 
locals and visitors alike. Saturday 
is the festival’s highlight, featuring 
a spectacular parade down 
the main street, led by pipe 
bands in full regalia. The energy 
continues with thrilling Highland 
Games, where athletes compete 
in traditional heavy events. 
Families can enjoy a variety of 
activities, while festivalgoers 
take in Celtic music, headlining 
concerts, and delicious Scottish 
fare. Sunday is dedicated to 
family-friendly fun in a relaxed 
and welcoming atmosphere. 
With an array of games, crafts, 
and live entertainment, there’s 
something for all ages to enjoy. 
Music fills the air as visitors 
explore the festival grounds, 
making memories with loved 
ones while experiencing a taste 
of Scottish heritage. Whether you 
come for the thrill of competition, 
the stirring sound of bagpipes, or 
the warmth of community spirit, 
the Kincardine Scottish Festival 
& Highland Games promises a 
weekend steeped in tradition and 
excitement.
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Sherwood 
Park Highland 
Gathering
July 19 & 20, 2025
Sherwood Park, AB
www.sphg.ca

A vibrant summer celebration of 
Scottish heritage, the Sherwood 

Park Highland Gathering brings 
the spirit of the Highlands to 
Alberta for two unforgettable 
days of traditional pipes, drums, 
live music, high-energy dancing, 
and a thrilling lineup of Heavy 
Games, including the iconic caber 
toss, shot put, and other strength-
based competitions. With over 
400 competitors and enthusiastic 
crowds filling the grounds each 
year, the event blends competition, 
culture, and community. Visitors 
can explore a bustling marketplace 
featuring artisan jewelry, handcrafted 
Celtic wares, and unique festival 
souvenirs while enjoying a tempting 
selection of festival fare from local 
food trucks. The festival’s renowned 
Beer Garden offers a lively 
atmosphere, with the Tilted 
Kilts delivering rousing performances 
throughout the weekend. Weekend 
highlights include the charming 
‘Go to the Dogs Canine Caper,’ a 
delightful parade of kilted canines, 
as well as sheep and duck herding 
demonstrations. A must-visit summer 
experience for all ages, families will 
love the kid-friendly entertainment 
and activities.

http://www.hollandcelticfestival.org
http://www.embrohighlandgames.ca
https://www.kincardinescottishfestival.ca/
http://www.sphg.ca
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BEGIN YOUR EDUCATION 
WITH AN EXTRAORDINARY 
FOUNDATION, MABOU STYLE

BEINN MHÀBU, LOCATED IN MABOU, CAPE BRETON; A PREMIER 
POST-SECONDARY LEARNING EXPERIENCE UNLIKE ANY OTHER

Discover a unique post-secondary 
experience at Beinn Mhàbu, where 
education transcends traditional 
boundaries. Immerse yourself in a 
vibrant community that celebrates 
Gaelic culture, offering a rich and 
living perspective on the world. 
Our now two-year program, in 
partnership with Cape Breton 
University, provides an innovative 
curriculum that intertwines 
history, music, dance, folklore, 
and literature, all through the 
lens of the Gaels. With small class 
sizes, personalized instruction, 
and guaranteed scholarships up 
to $10,000, students thrive in an 
environment that fosters both 
academic and personal growth. Join 
us in September 2025 to begin your 
educational journey in the heart of 
Nova Scotia’s Gàidhealtachd.  

BEINNMHABU.CA

A CAMPUS OF COLAISDE NA GÀIDHLIG | THE GAELIC COLLEGE
IN PARTNERSHIP WITH CAPE BRETON UNIVERSITY

Beinn Mhàbu proudly presents 
Gaelic Online – Fighe-Fuaighte, 
a dynamic language program 
designed to help you read, write, 
and speak Gaelic with confidence. 
Whether you’re just starting out or 
aiming for fluency, our structured 
courses provide a fun and effective 
way to immerse yourself in the 
language, no matter where you live!

• Courses run September to April

• Progress from beginner to 
advanced levels

• University credit available for 
Level 1 through Cape Breton 
University

LEARN
GAELIC

ONLINEJoin our online 
classroom this fall. 
Scan for more.

https://gaeliccollege.edu/
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Dr. Sìleas NicLeòid’s journey into Gaelic 
medium education is a testament to the 

power of language and its cultural connec-
tion. 

The course leader for An Cùrsa 
Inntrigidh at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, Scotland’s 
National Centre for Gaelic Language and 
Culture on the Isle of Skye, NicLeòid was 
originally trained as a secondary school 
teacher in Germany. While there, she devel-
oped a passion for languages, exploring Eng-
lish, German, and French linguistics and lit-
erature. However, a trip to Scotland changed 
everything.

“That was the first time I became aware 
of the Gaelic languages, and I found them 
quite fascinating,” she recalls via email. “So, I 
decided to learn more and see where it might 
take me.”

In 2014, that curiosity led her to enroll 
in the very program that she now leads, ignit-
ing an interest that eventually brought her to 
the Isle of Skye to immerse herself fully in the 
country’s language and culture.

“I became deeply engaged, which led 
me to move to Skye and study it properly. I 
also worked in a Gaelic medium childcare 
facility, where I saw firsthand how children 
learn the language, even those from families 
with no Gaelic background.”

As a result, NicLeòid’s PhD research 
soon delved into the sociolinguistic aspects 
of language - in particular, examining how 
students’ attitudes toward language evolve. 
Her findings emphasized the crucial role cul-
tural identity plays in language retention.

For minority languages like Gaelic, 
fostering a strong, positive attitude 
in young speakers is crucial 
to ensuring that the language 
continues...”

“I studied children in their final years of 
primary school and early years of secondary 
school because this transition often leads to 
changes in language attitudes.”

She found that while younger children 

generally enjoy learning Gaelic, older stu-
dents sometimes question its relevance.

“At that stage, cultural connection be-
comes essential. If students feel connected 
to Gaelic culture - not just as history but as 
something alive and relevant - it strength-
ens their attitude toward the language. They 
become more likely to continue speaking it, 
improving their skills and passing it on to 
future generations.” NicLeòid believes that 
intergenerational learning is one of the best 
ways to enhance Gaelic education. “Bringing 
in older Gaelic speakers to share stories, his-
tory, and experiences is invaluable. Language 
isn’t just about words; it’s about idioms, reg-
isters, and cultural context. These things are 
often best learned outside of the classroom in 
real-life interactions.”

One of the most remarkable aspects of 
Gaelic medium education, she notes, is its 
inclusivity.

“You don’t need to have a Gaelic back-
ground to participate. My own children are in 
Gaelic medium education, and I speak Ger-
man to them at home.”

This openness allows Gaelic schools to 
foster both a deep cultural connection and an 
appreciation for linguistic diversity. “Such an 
approach creates a well-rounded perspective, 
helping children appreciate other cultures 
while strengthening their own sense of be-
longing within Gaelic heritage.”

As the leader of An Cùrsa Inntrigidh for 
Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, Dr. NicLeòid has devel-
oped a curriculum that prioritizes immersion 
from day one.

“Students start speaking Gaelic in their 
first week, even with a limited vocabulary. 
We structure it as a script at the beginning, 
gradually allowing for more freedom as learn-
ers become confident.”

The program also avoids using English 
as much as possible. “If students don’t know 
how to say something in Gaelic, they wait 
until they do. This method mimics how a first 
language is learned - forcing learners to func-
tion with what they have. It works beautiful-
ly, though it does require a shift in mindset.”

Despite the challenges of distance 
learning, the course has flourished. “It was 
originally delivered over the phone!” recalls 
NicLeòid. “Moving to Zoom has been a 
significant improvement, allowing us to see 
students and foster a stronger sense of com-
munity.”

With easy and proven access, the 
growth of Gaelic medium education is prom-
ising, with increasing numbers of young peo-
ple pursuing careers in Gaelic teaching.

“Gaelic is now seen as more than just a 
second language - it is a full cultural package. 
Gaelic education creates deep connections 
between students, teachers, or researchers, 
and it isn’t just about acquiring another lan-
guage; it’s about becoming part of a living, 
breathing community. I hope this under-
standing continues to develop, encouraging 
lifelong learning beyond formal education.”

Sabhal Mòr Ostaig
Connecting to Culture Through Language Learning 
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WWW.SMO.UHI.AC.UK      @SABHALMOROSTAIG
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Traditional Arts and Culture Scotland 
(TRACS) challenges the perception 

that traditional music, dance, and storytelling 
belong only to history. Officially constituted 
in 2012, TRACS was born out of a govern-
ment report commissioned by the Minister 
for Culture. The report put forth the idea of 
an organization that could bring together dif-
ferent aspects of traditional arts and, as CEO 
Steve Byrne puts it, “give a collective voice” 
to those arts.

“TRACS is essentially about raising 
up traditional arts as a central part of life and 
communities in Scotland,” he shares. 

The Scottish Storytelling Forum, the 
Traditional Music Forum and the Traditional 
Dance Forum of Scotland together make up 
TRACS. The goal is for each sector to get 
equal representation, although Byrne admits 
it can be a challenge. Music tends to get more 
engagement than storytelling and dance, 
“but that doesn’t mean that the importance 
of the others are any less. I suppose we exist 
to try to readdress that balance, in a sense.”

So, why is trad music often at the fore-
front? It’s a tough answer to pinpoint. Byrne, 
however, has his theories. The bagpipes and 
fiddles, for example, are still very present in 
the modern lives of Scottish people. These 
traditional instruments are regularly seen and 
heard at events or ceremonies. The folk mu-
sic boom of the 1950s may have also played a 
role. Ceilidhs are still widespread as well, but 
Byrne notes that they are usually confined to 
certain times of year, such as Robbie Burns 
Night. When it comes to day-to-day life, 

these aspects of the culture are often over-
looked.

Byrne explains that none of these art 
forms could exist without the others. “You 
don’t get traditional dance without traditional 
musicians and traditional music forms don’t 
exist without dancers. Traditional ballad-
singing is greatly aligned with traditional sto-
rytelling.”

The dwindling of such traditions can be 
traced back to both major legislative change 
and seemingly small cultural shifts. The 
1872 Education Act, for instance, stated that 
education in Scotland must be conducted in 
English. This “had a huge impact on Gaelic-
speaking communities, which we are still try-
ing to repair to this day,” says Byrne. Then 
there are the more mundane changes, such as 
the removal of CD players from cars, which 
has altered how people consume music. 

There have also been beneficial shifts, 
however - including what Byrne refers to as 
“the rise of summer festival culture” on the 
north and west coasts of the country. “That’s 
definitely vibrant.” In addition, some schools 
are offering dance as part of their physical 
education programs.

“We do still have to grapple with areas of 
the tradition that we feel need a bit more sup-
port,” says Byrne. When it comes to the next 
generation, there are not many young singers 
in Scots language song, nor are there many 
young storytellers. “We are looking at a range 
of apprenticeship programs as well as young 
storyteller development work.”

The Scottish International Storytelling 

Festival aims to engage people in this oft-
neglected art form. The event has taken place 
annually for more than 35 years, evolving as 
part of the Scottish Storytelling Forum and 
the Scottish Storytelling Centre. 

Spearheaded by Byrne’s predecessor, 
Donald Smith, the festival brings together 
bearers of the storytelling tradition. “There 
was a recognition that it needed a bit of an 
intervention,” says Byrne. “That has blos-
somed into the centre, the festival and the 
forum, which all offer avenues for people to 
learn.” 

The storytellers aren’t exclusively Scot-
tish - professionals come from various cul-
tures and parts of the world - but the festival 
keeps the Scottish storytelling tradition at its 
heart. Going forward, Byrne hopes that the 
gathering will offer even more collaboration 
and learning opportunities about safeguard-
ing the tradition. 

We have a role to play in helping 
people to develop their sense 
of place and identity in relation to 
these traditional arts...”

“I often liken it to people looking up and 
elsewhere for culture when in fact there are 
wonderful traditions on their doorstep.”

Having recently been approved for 
multi-year funding from Creative Scotland, 
Byrne says TRACS will be making the most 
of the years ahead “to ensure that traditional 
arts do become more a visible part of every-
day life in Scotland and in our communities.”

One Scottish organization brings the past to present

WWW.TRACSCOTLAND.ORG       @TRACSCOTLAND

Traditional Arts 
and Culture Scotland

“
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FUNDERS:

40th

folkharbour.com
GET INFORMATION
902-634-3180 
Lunenburg, NS, Canada

GET TICKETS
1-888-311-9090
www.ticketpro.ca

AUGUST 7 - 10

Festival Passes ($190)
Full Day Passes ($90)
Afternoon Passes ($55)
Main Stage Tickets ($55)
Ages 13-25 are ½ price 
Kids 12 & under are free!

FEATURING

Heather Rankin, Lennie Gallant   
Dave Gunning, Red Moon Road

The Barra MacNeils, John Wort Hannam Trio
Joce Reyome, Ian Sheerwood

Allison de Groot & Tatiana Hargreaves, Cassie & Maggie, 
Catherine MacLell, Connie Kaldor, The Gilberts, 
Hannah Rarity, The Hello Crows, Ken Whiteley, 

Kim & Reggie Harris,  Le Winston Band, Matthew Byrne, 
Mia Kelly and Nick Loyer, Terra Spencer, Twin Flames, 

The Good Lovelies, The Young'uns, and many more!

● 5 Daytime Venues 
● 1 Evening Main Stage Tent
● Full schedule online 

https://www.folkharbour.com/
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Tania Pramschufer has been organizing 
events for two decades, but her latest 

endeavor - the Edinburgh Tartan Parade - is 
perhaps her most ambitious and meaningful 
yet. With a deep love for Scotland’s cultural 
heritage and a passion for creating events that 
bring people together, Pramschufer is spear-
heading an initiative that will weave the past, 
present, and future of tartan into a vibrant and 
inclusive celebration.

Born into a family with a rich and diverse 
heritage, Pramschufer has always had a deep 
appreciation for Scotland’s history and tra-
ditions. “My mother’s family names, Coutts 
and Petrie, trace back to the Forres area of 
Scotland, while my father’s German and 
Swedish lineage adds another layer to my sto-
ry,” she shares with Celtic Life International 
via email. Now residing in Portobello, Edin-
burgh’s beloved beach suburb, she benefits 
from being close to the lively Scottish capital, 
with its thriving community of independent 
businesses and stimulating activities. 

Harnessing her extensive experience, 
Pramschufer’s journey with tartan parades 
began in 2017 when she developed a small 
procession to launch the World Fair Trade 
Tartan. 

“It was just 500 people, but the moment 
was electric. We marched from the Royal Mile 
to the Ross Band Stand in Princes Street Gar-
dens, and I knew then that this had to grow.” 
Inspired by the annual NYC Tartan Day Pa-
rade, she brought World Fair Trade Tartan 
to The Big Apple in in April of 2018. “It was 
overwhelming, absolutely incredible. The 
pride, the spectacle, the sheer cinematic joy 
of it all - I wanted to create something just as 
special in Edinburgh.”

That dream has now become a reality. 
Following the success of her participation 
in the NYC Tartan Day Parade - where she 
returned in 2023 with 30 young drummers 
from Leith-based charity Pulse of the Place 
- Pramschufer and a team of five like-minded 
individuals founded Tartan Parade Scotland. 

“Teamwork makes the dream work,” 
she says enthusiastically. “We began work-
ing on the project last spring, and the inau-
gural event is set to take place this coming 
May 10. The timing is perfect, as Edinburgh 
is celebrating its 900th anniversary in 2025.”

Registrations are quickly filling up. “We 
capped participation at 1,600 for this first 
year, and we reached that limit three months 
ahead of schedule! The interest has been 
phenomenal - from Edinburgh, across Scot-
land, and even from as far as New York and 
Washington. We even have Vikings joining 
us from Shetland, Bay City Roller fans, and 
the Chinese Entrepreneur Society, who will 
bring tartan-adorned lions and dragons!”

The Edinburgh Tartan Parade is de-
signed as a tribute to Scottish pride, inclusiv-
ity, and positive energy. 

We are all about celebrating tartan 
- the fabric of Scotland that 
weaves connection, identity, and 
friendships around the world...”

The parade will kick off on the Royal Mile 
in front of City Chambers, a site steeped in his-
tory dating back to the 1300s. Participants will 
march through Cockburn Street, cross Waver-
ley Bridge, and through East Princes Street 
Gardens before concluding at the Mound Pre-
cinct near the National Galleries.

Following the parade, attendees will 
be treated to a free Ceilidh at the Ross Band 
Stand, with Edinburgh Castle providing 
a breathtaking backdrop. “We’ve got two 
world-renowned, award-winning bands - 
Whisky Kiss and Gleadhraich - to keep the 
energy high,” notes Pramschufer. “And for 
those who want to keep the party going, the 
Usher Hall after-party will feature Rura and 
the Red Hot Chilli Pipers for a night of in-
credible music.”

Organizing such a large-scale gather-
ing is a formidable task. “Funding a first-
year event is always a challenge, but we are 
delighted to have Belhaven Brewery, Hand 
Up Events, and LocalMotive Markets as our 
sponsors.” 

A welcome hurdle, however, is the sheer 
volume of interest the event has generated. 
“We will definitely be looking to expand next 
year - there is clearly a huge demand!”

The rewards, she shares, far outweigh 
the challenges. “Watching this idea blossom, 
seeing people come together in a shared love 
for tartan and Scotland - that is the greatest 
gift. It’s about community, joy, and making 
something meaningful that will last.

“This is a Scotland-wide event, but it’s 
deeply rooted in the local Edinburgh com-
munity. Pipe bands, dance groups, organiza-
tions, and individuals are all taking part. 

With the parade now firmly placed on 
Edinburgh’s cultural calendar, Pramschufer’s 
vision of a grand tartan procession has come 
full circle. “We have planted the seed of an 
idea and are watching something beautiful 
grow.” 

“

WWW.EDINBURGH.ORG/900/EVENT/EDINBURGH-TARTAN-PARADE  

The Edinburgh Tartan Parade

http://www.fairfield.edu/
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FAIRFIELD, CTwww.fair f ie ld.edu/ i r ishstudies

Irish 
Studies 
Program
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Studies 
Program

FAIRFIELD, CTwww.fair f ie ld.edu/ i r ishstudies

Irish 
Studies 
Program

Fairfield University, located in south-
western Connecticut only 75 minutes 

northeast of New York City, offers a dy-
namic program in Irish Studies.  With a 
significant Irish-American representation 
among its students and alumni, interest in 
Ireland has characterized Fairfield for de-
cades. This interest continues unabated 
today, as Irish people on both sides of 
the Atlantic have sought to resolve long-
standing issues amidst an increasingly 
global economy.  Fairfield’s Irish Studies 
program enables students to investigate 

Irish contributions to a wide range of dis-
ciplines, including literature, history, film, 
and art.  Courses focus on the troubled 
history of the nation, its colonial and post-
colonial significance, the difficult politics of 
Northern Ireland, and the inspired art and 

literature that emerged from the turbulent 
Irish past.  To complete the Irish Studies 
minor, students must complete a capstone 
research project in an area of their choice.  
Affiliated with the National University of 
Ireland, Fairfield’s Irish Studies program, 
through study abroad in Galway, also al-
lows students to take Irish-focused cours-
es in archeology, economics, sociology, 
linguistics, and the Irish language.  The 
program also offers on-site lectures, con-
certs, plays, and readings that comple-
ment the academic courses.

http://www.fairfield.edu/
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“What is so wrong with a woman 
exhibiting fierce ambition?” asks 

Jane McCooey, Founder and CEO of Women 
With Ambition (WWA), via an email ex-
change with Celtic Life International.

Born in small-town Ireland, McCooey 
moved to New York more than a decade ago 
and currently resides in Weehawken, New 
Jersey. In 2022, she hosted the inaugural 
meeting of WWA in her dining room. Origi-
nally, McCooey had plans for a six-month 
peer mentorship program. She had no idea 
how things would expand from there. 

Today, the group “is a professional 
network of Irish and Irish American women 
working in New York and the Tri-State area,” 
she explains. “We provide a platform for 
women of all industries to form a meaningful 
network and focus on intentional self-devel-
opment - all while supporting and celebrating 
each other as we strive for individual career 
goals and ambitions.”

WWA still runs its mentorship program, 
along with several other initiatives. “Since 
that time around my dining room table, we 
have evolved to hosting many events all over 
New York City, including at the Bank of Ire-
land NYC Hub, who we are very proud to be 
strong partners with. We have had hundreds 
of women come join us for our various activi-
ties.” 

Networking events, a workshop series, 
and a Female Founder and Entrepreneur 
Expo are just a few of the initiatives that have 
been brought to fruition since the organiza-
tion’s founding. On an individual level, the 
non-profit aims to help women improve their 
communication skills, enhance their personal 
brand, and develop confidence. 

We aim to confidently express our 
determination to reach our goals 
and become strong leaders, while 
empowering and inspiring each 
other.”

Before founding WWA, McCooey ad-
mits that she personally did not have a strong 
network. She also noticed that many women, 
including herself, shied away from showcas-
ing their drive and talent, recalling how she 
“was even dismissive” of her own feelings. 
That has since changed. Women with Am-
bition recently celebrated its three-year an-
niversary, having come a long way from that 
initial meeting of just 18 women. 

“I feel extremely passionate about 
showcasing talented and accomplished 
women of all industries and the important 
contributions they have made to their sectors 
or communities, but also because the value 
of having a network of like-minded people 
to support, celebrate, and propel women for-
ward in their individual endeavors cannot be 
understated.

“There have been many rewards from 
developing WWA and seeing it expand, in-
cluding the ability to showcase the amazing 
achievements of so many women, educate 
our members on subjects or industries of in-
terest, and connect women who would never 
have otherwise met each other. My most pre-
cious feedback is when a WWA member tells 
me they are now very good friends with, or 
found a job through, someone they met at a 
WWA event. I find that very special, and it 
reminds me of the power and importance of 
our mission.”

Fortunately, McCooey has found wom-
en who are just as passionate as she. WWA 
is run exclusively by volunteers. As Founder 
and CEO, McCooey establishes the vision 
for initiatives and events, while the volunteer 
team helps bring the vision to life. Of course, 
it’s not easy. “We do not always have the fi-
nancial support we need, and I know there are 
many opportunities we could exploit if we 
had more funding. I have many ideas up my 
sleeve, so I am sure we will find a way in the 
coming months and years.”

Women from any and all industries are 
welcome to participate in WWA events and 
initiatives. “We also have an official mem-
bership, where some discounts are avail-
able for female-founded businesses that we 
frequently partner with, and a portion of the 
proceeds go to charity.”

In the future, McCooey hopes Women 
with Ambition will expand into other areas 
of the United States. She would also love to 
host an event in her home country of Ireland. 
There is already plenty on the agenda for the 
year ahead, however.

“We will continue to grow our Golf 
Society, since this remains very important 
for business and ensuring that women are 
included in conversations where network-
ing happens, and relationships are fostered. 
Towards the end of the year, we will host our 
third Female Founder Expo, where nearly 
40 female-founded businesses will sell their 
products and services, elevate their brand 
awareness, and network with each other.”

Women with 
Ambition
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Jane McCooey wants to challenge 
the stigma around ambitious women

WWW.WOMENWITHAMBITIONNY.COM      @WOMENWITHAMBITION_NY
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Immerse yourself in the spirit of the Celts at this beloved 
annual event. Bringing together the best in Celtic music, 
culture, and community for an unforgettable weekend.

KVMR’s 27th Annual Celtic Festival
Come for the Music, Stay for the Magic!

WORLD-CLASS PERFORMANCES BY

Natalie MacMaster and Donnell Leahy
Téada     San Miguel Fraser    Andrew Finn Magill Trio    and many more!

 The Ceilidh

Artisan Marketplace

Animals of the Celtic Lands

Scottish Highland Games 

Youth Arts Program

Living History

Costumed Performers

Storytelling

Swordplay

Handcrafted Treasures

Unique Celtic Inspired Gifts 

Authentic Food & Drinks

All proceeds support KVMR 89.5 FM, a nonprofit community radio station committed to bringing 

independent music, news, and culture to Northern California.

MAY 2, 3 & 4, 2025    
NEVADA COUNTY FAIRGROUNDS    GRASS VALLEY, CALIFORNIA

Get Your Tickets Today at KVMRCelticFestival.org

https://kvmrcelticfestival.org/
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In the coastal town of Skerries, nestled 
along Ireland’s eastern shores about a 

40-minute drive due-northeast of Dublin, 
Jen Murphy is weaving together the threads 
of ancient wisdom and modern longing. 

Founder of The Celtic Creatives, Mur-
phy has dedicated her life to helping women 
reconnect with lost parts of themselves 
through Irish feminine mysticism. Her jour-
ney, shaped in childhood and defined by folk-
lore, was later refined through both a personal 
and professional journey that spanned an-
thropology, human rights, and deep personal 
transformation.

“I grew up in a lively working-class 
suburb of north Dublin,” she recalls. “My 
grandmother, Frances O’Sullivan, filled my 
ears with Irish folklore - stories passed down 
through generations.”

Those first forays with folklore left a 
lasting impression, setting Murphy on a path 
to study Medieval Irish and Celtic Studies 
before plying her trade for 14 years as an an-
thropologist in human rights education. 

Life, however, had other plans.
“In 2019, while pregnant with my sec-

ond son, I had a cervical cancer scare. It 
changed everything; I left my career as I knew 
it and dove deep into the feminine - training 
in somatic modalities, Jungian psychology, 
and dreamwork. From that, The Celtic Cre-
atives was born.”

Murphy’s work is not merely the surface 
study of esoteric ideologies, however - it is 
the hands-on, everyday practice of those 
principles that enables the process of authen-
tic self-discovery.    

“For women to discover lost parts of 
themselves through Irish feminine mysti-
cism, they must reconnect with what I call 
the three bodies: the Earth Body, ancestral 
connection to nature; the Creative Body, fol-
lowing our dán, an Old Irish term for one’s 
calling; and the Moon Body, the unconscious 
self waiting to be integrated.”

She brings this philosophy to life 
through offerings that blend creativity with 
spirituality, including one-on-one mentor-

ing, a vibrant Substack community, self-
guided courses, and in-person retreats 
in Ireland. Her most popular course, The 
Celtic Woman’s Voyage, guides participants 
through the Celtic Calendar alongside Irish 
goddesses.

“Everything I do is infused with co-
creation with my ancestors and the Celtic 
Otherworld. Modern interpretations of Celtic 
mythology often miss two vital aspects: the 
feminine and the body. But our ancestors un-
derstood their importance.”

Her work with others evolved as her 
own journey took shape and progressed.   

“When I started, I was focused on femi-
nine embodiment coaching. Now, it’s about 
the art of belonging - coming home to our 
authentic nature. Research shows that people 
who feel they belong are nearly three times 
more likely to have a greater sense of well-be-
ing. This includes belonging to our lineage.”

Her path hasn’t always been easy. “Run-
ning a business while raising two young sons, 
I have had to surrender to the current of life, 
aligning my creative work with the wisdom of 
the Celtic Calendar. It makes everything flow 
easier.” 

Despite the challenges, she reaps the 
very rewards that she seeks to bring to her 
clients. 

Living my dán, my creative calling 
- is a gift. And seeing what a 
connection to Celtic spirituality 
does for others is extraordinary…”

Though her work is deeply rooted in 
Irish tradition, Murphy’s clients come from 
across the globe, with many of Irish heri-
tage seeking to reconnect with their roots in 
meaningful ways. 

“They’re often overwhelmed by mod-
ern life and patriarchal structures and carry a 
deep longing to re-enchant their lives, sens-
ing that their ancestors knew something vital. 
But they might be unsure how to access it.”

Connecting with others initially through 
her website, social media, podcast appear-

ances, and events, the real transformations 
happen in person, with many clients express-
ing, “I feel like I’ve finally come home.”

Although Murphy may feel right at 
home guiding others through the process of 
personal transformation, she is also excited 
to continue her own journey.  

“I want to open a mythic arts center in 
Skerries - a space where people can gather, 
collaborate, and co-create with the Celtic 
Otherworld.”

In the meantime, she is busy launching 
Celtic Soul Garden, a course for creatives 
seeking to align their projects with the Celtic 
Calendar, as well as planning for a retreat that 
she will host in the sacred Boyne Valley this 
autumn. She is also writing a book proposal 
and undertaking a three-year research pro-
gram in dreamwork and ancestral stories.

In a world that often leaves many of us 
feeling disconnected and uncertain, Murphy 
sees an increasing hunger for spiritual depth. 
“The global polycrisis is waking people up. 
They’re realizing there has to be another way. 
And there is.”

She points to an old distinction in Irish 
culture as a clue to the solution: “sous” and 
“imbas.”

“Sous is book knowledge, formal study. 
Imbas is poetic wisdom - insight gained from 
nature, ancestors, and the soul. Today, we 
have plenty of sous, but not enough imbas.”

The Celtic Creatives
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One Irish woman shares her experience, strength, and hope…

WWW.CELTICCREATIVES.COM      @CELTICEMBODIMENT



CELTICLIFEINTL .COM28

• Live Music on Six Stages

• Family Fun & Learning 
Area

• Irish Cultural Area

• ShamRock N’ Fun Run

• High Nelly Bike Rally

• Workshops on Irish 
Dance, Music, Language  
& Culture

• Whiskey Tasting

• Rugby Tournament

• Celtic Vendors

• Highland Games

• Outdoor Catholic  
Mass on Sunday 

• Irish Comedian 

• And So Much More!

Aug. 1-3, 2025

Connect on social media so 
you don’t miss any updates!

https://iowairishfest.com/


2025 SPRING EDITION 29

“My Great Aunt Columba worked 
with Alexander Fleming on the 

invention of Penicillin,” Portia A. Buckley 
shares via email. “Both my grandmother and 
great-grandmother studied at Trinity Dublin, 
which was rare for women in those days.”

Although she is based in London, Buck-
ley’s heritage is distinctly Irish; her paternal 
grandparents are from Eire and her parents 
currently reside on the Emerald Isle as well. 
Growing up, Buckley herself spent many 
a summer visiting the rural regions of the 
country - the Waterford area in particular. 

It’s no surprise, then, that her latest 
short film, Clodagh, was set and shot in Ire-
land.

“The wealth of talent when it comes 
to actors is amazing. I love the Irish turns of 
phrase. Many times, I have heard a turn of 
phrase and know I will put it into a script. It 
is always beautiful, philosophical and inspir-
ing, but can come from anyone. Everyone is 
a poet in their own way here. Visually, it is 
hugely inspiring; you can’t miss when you 
shoot in Ireland – is is a wonderful place to 
film.”

Over a mere 16 minutes, Clodagh tells 
the tale of Mrs. Kelly (Bríd Ní Neachtain): a 
priest’s housekeeper and Irish dance instruc-
tor living in a small Irish village. When Mrs. 
Kelly meets the eponymous character (Kate-
lyn Rose Downey), she is taken aback by the 
teenager’s talent for dance. 

“It’s about a lot of things, but it was only 
in hindsight we realized we had written a film 
about a child coming into someone’s life and 
turning it upside down,” says Buckley, who 
co-wrote the film with Michael Lindley, her 
partner in creativity as well as life. 

“The combination of the two of us and 
our shared taste is what makes our work 
unique. It’s no better or worse than any-
one else’s, it’s just different. Michael’s brain 
works very differently from mine. His is more 
literary, mine is more aesthetic, but when we 
filter his through mine, I believe we get the 

best of both.”
The couple made Clodagh together not 

long after welcoming their son into the world, 
which is emotionally reflected in the story. 

It is a film about the joy of 
allowing a wonderful and 
unpredictable and unruly child 
into your well-ordered life…”

Having a child has indeed impacted her 
life as a screenwriter.

Buckley notes that, with a baby in the 
picture, it became more difficult to even go to 
the cinema and simply watch a film. “Not only 
was there no spare time but the cost of going 
to the cinema had doubled, tripled even. Get-
ting a sitter or parent to watch him, paying the 
tube or the parking.” This meant moviegoing 
was a luxury and, more to the point, it made 
Buckley realized just how important it is to 
make a film worth seeing. 

“Although one should always strive to 
make important work that has a strong mes-
sage, you should always be entertaining! It 

seems obvious, but after a long stretch at film 
school, one can forget this.”

If the public and critical response is any 
indication, Clodagh has succeeded in both 
entertainment and emotional impact. 

“The goal of the film was to get back to 
work after having a child, to shoot something 
low key with small stakes so that I could re-
ally explore the characters and continue to 
develop my own style. Of course, that lack of 
expectation has led to things I never thought 
possible.” 

Clodagh has reached audiences in Lon-
don, Los Angeles and even Japan. It has 
earned a slew of awards from various 2024 
festivals, including the Cork Film Festival 
and the Cleveland Film Festival. The film 
was also longlisted for the British Indepen-
dent Film Awards and was shortlisted for the 
Academy Awards. The Tribeca Film Festival, 
Buckley says, was a career highlight. Seeing 
her work onscreen in The Big Apple, where 
she’d studied film, proved to be a full circle 
moment. 

“Seeing it play in front of an audience 
after a grueling shoot and edit is fun, too. 
You’re sick of the sight of it after all that work 
in the edit, but then you sit with an audience 
who are seeing it for the first time and they 
laugh and gasp and applaud and you go, ‘oh 
yes, this was meant to be enjoyable and funny 
and beautiful.’”

This year, Buckley hopes to develop 
Clodagh into a feature-length movie. 

“As soon as I step back on set, I know 
that I am where I need to be.”

Clodagh
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Inspired by the females in her family, Portia A. Buckley 
explores women through film

WWW. AFTERNOONPICTURES.COM

Portia A. Buckley

https://www.afternoonpictures.com/afternoon-pictures-films
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                                                                     Benefitting the

               @dressedtokilt  |  www.dressedtokilt.com

Like the fabled legend of Brigadoon, once every several years the
Dressed to Kilt Fashion Show arises from the magical mists of the

Manhattan night and comes alive with Scottish romance, fashion and
music. Come join us!       

DATE: Saturday Evening, April 5, 2025 - Tartan Day Around The World
TIME: Doors open 7pm - Reception, 8:15 Fashion Show, 9:30 Post-Party

WHERE: Church of the Heavenly Rest 
1085 Fifth Avenue (at 90th Street) , NYC

TICKETS ARE NOW AVAILABLE AT WWW.DRESSEDTOKILT.COM

Dressed to Kilt  will be raising funds for The Navy Seal Foundation. 

If you wish to be involved in the 2025 show as a model, designer or sponsor email
gscarroll@mindspring.com

Premiere Sponsor
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Amy Scott never imagined that she would 
become Miss Scotland. After first ap-

plying to the competition in 2020, it was can-
celled due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

“I never thought I’d win,” admits the 
24-year-old via email. “I just tried my best 
and focused on enjoying the process. The 
girls competing alongside me were amazing 
and dedicated to their causes and charities. 
When my name got called, it was a total sur-
prise but a very welcome one.”

Scott, who hails from Strathaven, a pic-
turesque village nestled between Ayrshire 
and Stirlingshire, has strong Celtic roots. 
“My family is mostly Scottish with some 
Irish connections on my mum’s side a few 
generations back. I was raised in a small, qui-
et village with beautiful Scottish countryside 
views, and it was very easy to see both sides 
of my family.”

Not long after the competition was can-
celled due to lockdown, Scott relocated to 
Dubai. 

“I moved back home last year and was 
lucky to get the opportunity to apply again. 
I’m grateful that everything worked out the 
way it did because I’m in a much better posi-
tion now to accept the challenge and appreci-
ate the platform.”

Since taking the title, she has embraced 
her role wholeheartedly. “At home, it allows 
me to operate on an increased platform to en-
gage the public in the charitable causes I care 
about.”

Her primary focus is on raising aware-
ness and funds for multiple sclerosis, a cause 
close to her heart. “My cousin was diagnosed 
with Multiple Sclerosis at the same age I am 
now. It is a lifelong battle for her, and so it is a 
lifelong dedication for me.”

Scott’s reign has taken her beyond Scot-
land’s borders, offering her unexpected yet 
enriching experiences. “When I was visiting 
Vietnam earlier in March, I had the opportu-
nity to meet Miss Vietnam. I was also quite 
surprised to be recognized as Miss Scotland 

by fans of Miss World. It was surreal.”
Next on her itinerary is New York in 

April, where she will showcase Scottish style 
at the Dressed to Kilt fashion extravaganza as 
part of Tartan Week. In May, she will com-
pete for the Miss World title in India. “This 
platform and the audience that it will be 
broadcast to is unrivaled in terms of bring-
ing attention to such important social causes, 
and I’m grateful that I get to experience it.”

Despite the obvious perks, being Miss 
Scotland involves plenty of perseverance. 

It may look very glamorous, and it 
is, but it is also a lot of hard work…”

“There are so many moving parts to get-
ting organized for Miss World and juggling 
that with my charity work and my personal 
life has been intense. Yet, it’s unbelievably 
worth it for all the opportunities it provides.”

Among those opportunities is an unpar-
alleled life experience. “The people I have 
met and the places I have been, and will get 
to visit, are simply amazing. There is nothing 

else like it in Scotland, and it is such a privi-
lege to be a part of.”

The title and role have changed Scott on 
a personal level. “You become a role model. 
I asked myself who I wanted to be and also 
who I’d want my niece or other young girls 
to look up to. The values I held before win-
ning my title are more amplified, and I live by 
them more intentionally. Spread kindness, be 
considerate, and try your best to help others 
because you never know what anyone else is 
facing.”

Scott remains committed to her causes 
for the remainder of 2025. “For now, until 
May, I’m going to be solely focused on pre-
paring for Miss World. Upon my return, I will 
hopefully be assisting with some more fun-
draising events for the charities I work with. 
That is the reason why I wanted to enter Miss 
Scotland and it serves as my main priority 
this year and for years to come.

“I am more disciplined, determined, and 
focused than I ever have been. This experi-
ence has taught me that you miss every shot 
that you don’t take.”

Amy Scott
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Pageantry with Purpose 
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30th  Annual Glasgow Lands 
Scottish Festival

Look Park, Northampton, Massachusetts
July 19, 2025 - 9 A.M. – 5 P.M.•Entertainment until 8:30 p.m.

We are a 501(c)3 non-profit organization.

 For information:  
visit our Facebook page or 

www.glasgowlands.org 
Email:  

glasgowlands@hotmail.com

Co-Sponsored By:

Albannach The Devil's Brigade

Highland Dance Competition, Heavy Athletics, Pipe & Drum Competition, Massed Bands, 
Clan Tents, Historic Highlanders, Children's Games, Whisky Tasting, Scottish Food and 

vendors, beer, wine and mead, harpers, weavers, water spray park.

Entertainment in the Celtic Pub Tent featuring 
Albannach, The Devil's Brigade, Waking Finnegan 

Rain or Shine

Waking Finnegan

https://www.glasgowlands.org/
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“Storytelling connects us to our shared 
past and reminds us that whatever 

experience we are going through, no mat-
ter how profoundly frightening or isolating 
it might feel, it has been felt before,” says 
Sorcha, who - along with her brother, Aron 
- started Candlelit Tales in November 2014.

Although they are currently based in 
Dublin, Aron and Sorcha were raised in 
County Cork. 

“It’s a place with a strong regional iden-
tity,” says Sorcha. “People from Cork some-
times refer to it as ‘the People’s Republic of 
Cork’ or say that Cork City is the ‘real capital’ 
of Ireland.” 

Growing up, Sorcha did her fair share of 
reading - both to herself and to Aron, who is 
six years her junior. She even introduced him 
to the Ulster Cycle: a series of ancient Irish 
legends. 

Although the pair pursued separate ca-
reers (as an actor and a writer, respectively), 
they both found themselves in the Emerald 
Isle’s “official” capital by 2014. Their shared 
interests in storytelling and mythology re-
mained. Sorcha dove deep into mythology 
at the Bard Summer School, while Aron told 
audiences those same stories while working 
part-time as a tour guide.

“We realized that we were doing the 
same thing for different audiences, and that 
neither of us were completely happy with 
how nor where we were telling stories,” re-
calls Sorcha. “We started to talk about what 
we would like to do: to find a way to bring 
storytelling into a more accessible place, and 
reclaiming storytelling as a normal part of 
the culture. This would also allow us to tap 
into our own creativity and play with perfor-
mance.”

Within weeks, the pair took their skills 
to a pub in the Dublin city centre. At first, 
this was merely an experiment: they wanted 
to test the waters and see if people were inter-
ested in the stories they had to share. The an-
swer turned out to be a resounding yes. “Aron 
invited musicians to collaborate with us, and 
it grew in popularity each week, until there 
were queues out the door and around the cor-
ner. There was nothing like it elsewhere and 
we were hooked from then on.”

Since then, the siblings have sought to 
inspire others through Candlelit Tales, shar-
ing stories with people of all ages while musi-
cians play an original score live in the back-
ground. 

“We have found that there are more sto-
ries in scattered fragments, and the material 
we draw from is deeper than either of us real-
ized,” shares Sorcha.

The joy and validation we’ve gotten 
from other people who have taken 
delight in the same stories that 
delight us keeps us inspired…”

In addition to performances, Can-
dlelit Tales also runs workshops and online 
courses. Since 2019, Sorcha and Aron have 
co-hosted a podcast as well, which helped 
them continue to connect with their audience 
during the COVID-19 lockdown. It took the 
siblings some time to get used to talking in an 
empty room instead of a venue, but the pod-

cast is still going strong, with more than 250 
episodes to date. 

However, nothing can beat the feeling 
of a live performance and the effect it has 
on people. “The atmosphere is amazing: 
when you make people laugh at the start, the 
giddy energy in the room dissipates, the mu-
sic starts, and we know we have them in the 
palm of our hand. The moments of silence 
are amazing, as you can hear a pin drop, and 
people are on the edge of their seat listening,” 
Sorcha explains. “People are clearly hungry 
for these stories, and we’re delighted to keep 
telling them. Recently, a woman who works 
as a psychotherapist told us how helpful our 
storytelling course has been to her in her 
work. So, the rewards are endless and often 
unexpected.”

Aron and Sorcha agree that storytell-
ing has gone through a resurgence in Ireland 
- and it wasn’t until they started Candlelit 
Tales that they realized just how many people 
are working to keep the local folklore alive in 
their own communities. Stories of survival, 
pain and love are as relevant as they have ever 
been, and it seems people are happy to share 
in them. The pair have no plans to stop stok-
ing the fire - and they’re even scheduled to 
launch a book in August.

“A good story is one you will want to 
hear again and again,” says Sorcha. “An even 
better one is one you want to retell yourself, 
from many different angles, over and over.”

Candlelit
Tales
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Siblings Sorcha and Aron 
Hegarty believe in the 
power of storytelling

WWW.CANDLELITTALES.IE      @CANDLELITTALES 
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Picture this: a sixth-century Welshman 
places a leek on his helmet before going 

into battle. No, this isn’t an act of physical 
comedy - for those who participated in the 
custom, it was quite serious indeed. This is 
just one of the anecdotes readers will find in 
A Feast of Folklore: The Bizarre Stories Be-
hind British Food by Ben Gazur. 

Gazur has been interested in folklore 
since he was a child. An enthusiastic reader 
of British magazine Fortean Times, the eso-
teric stories found in its pages fascinated 
him. He didn’t realize how many people felt 
the same, however, until he discovered the                
#FolkloreThursday trend on X. 

Inspired by those connections, his re-
leased his new book in late 2024.

“I love food, and I love folklore - so it 
seemed quite natural to bring the two togeth-
er,” Gazur explains via email. “I liked the idea 
of focusing on the folklore of food because 
it is so personal. We all need to eat, and that 
has always been the case. When people in 
the past needed a cure, or a way to keep evil 
away, sometimes the only things they had to 
use were the things in their cupboards. The 
things that people used food for turned out to 
be very weird, such as curing warts by rub-
bing them with bacon, and the more I looked 
the weirder things became.”

To research the book, Gazur had to dig 
into “old and obscure” sources. Fortunately, 
he found no shortage of those. Even for time 
periods for which historical records are lack-
ing, the remnants of folklore tell us what 
those people believed in and, to some de-
gree, how they lived. 

“For instance, a lot of food folklore 
exists about curing children of whooping 
cough. That’s not a disease that particularly 
fills us with dread anymore. However, based 
on the sheer number of cures and rituals in-
vented to help it, we know how terrifying it 
must have been in those times.”

A large part of his creative process in-
volved narrowing down what he could rea-
sonably include between two covers. 

“Sitting in the library surrounded by 
these books was one of the best times of my 
life. Instead of searching out enough infor-
mation to write my book I found myself with 
too many notebooks filled with too many 
facts I wanted to share.” The sheer volume of 
folklore regarding bread, he notes, could take 
up an entire tome in itself, as bread has been 
a household staple for so many years. For ex-

ample, some believed there were supernatural 
creatures that needed to be fed by throwing a 
crust of bread over the left shoulder. “There 
is a whole field of folklore dedicated to rituals 
to make sure your bread bakes properly, too.”

A Feast of Folklore is Gazur’s third 
book. It is typical for him to go down rabbit 
holes in his research, he says, but that was 
especially the case here. “With this book, I 
seemed to always be turning up interesting 
historical oddities that I wanted to track down 
to their source.” 

Folklore is a shifting thing that you 
can never really tame...”

Fortunately for Gazur, plenty of readers 
are equally enthralled by the bizarre beast that 
is British legend. “I have been so happy that 
other people have seemed to enjoy the his-
tory of food folklore as much I have. I thought 
it would be a very niche book!”

As for the popularity of folklore in gen-
eral, the scribe has some theories on the 
widespread appeal; these ancient tales and 
traditions manage to feel universal and per-
sonal all at once, and every family has its 
own traditions - including Gazur’s. “My Nan 
thought Lucozade and eggy bread could cure 
any illness.”

At the same time, some beliefs seem to 
transcend generations and geography. “How 
many people toss salt over their shoulder 
when they spill it?”

What’s more, folklore is its own kind of 
magic. These little rituals, mundane or silly 
as they may be to some, can add some spar-
kle and hope to a difficult time. “You might 
not be able to control what’s going on in the 
world outside, but by performing a little folk-
lore rite, you feel like you can ward off some 
of the bad stuff.”

Gazur is currently working on his next 
book, but - due to his own personal supersti-
tions - he’s mum on the details. “You don’t 
want to upset the publishing gods!”
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Ben Gazur

WWW.BENGAZUR.COM 

Ben Gazur
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Owen Staton’s talent for telling tales took 
root in the historic village of Cwmavon 

near Port Talbot, in the heart of South Wales - 
an environment steeped in narrative.

"I was very lucky to have been born and 
bred in this old mining village nestled in the 
mountains,” he shares with Celtic Life In-
ternational via email, recounting his journey 
within the magical world of myth. “It was, 
and remains, an area full of story and soul." 

Attending Welsh School in nearby Pon-
trhydyfen, Staton first learned stories of local 
legends, setting the stage for his life’s work. 
"While at school I heard tales about Richard 
Burton and Anthony Hopkins, so it really was 
a great place to spend my early years.”

Now, at 52, he resides in the Vale of 
Neath, a place imbued with its own more an-
cient myths. "It is said that Gwyn Ap Nudd 
flies through the valley in a chariot pulled by 
the Cŵn Annwn, but I have yet to see them."

Staton's fascination with storytelling 
began serendipitously. "I was booked to play 
a Roman Soldier at Swansea Museum and 
would talk about life in Roman Britain.”

To fill the time, he began narrating sto-
ries that resonated with audiences, an exer-
cise that led him to craft his own tales and 
delve into ancient Welsh ghost stories. Ini-
tially, storytelling became a welcome respite 
that balanced his role as a police officer.

Over time, the allure of Welsh myths 
and legends drove Staton to bring his passion 

for storytelling to a broader audience. “Some 
people are just not yet aware of the wonders 
that they have right on their own doorstep.”

He admits that his role as a storyteller 
can sometimes be misunderstood. 

"People are unaware of what I do when 
booking.” Questions like, "What are you 
reading from?" or "What costume are you 
going to wear?" are common. Once audi-
ences experience one of his performances, 
however, their perceptions shift. “They tend 
to be quite surprised once they realize how 
immersive it can be.”

Witnessing the impact that his stories 
have on audiences is a large part of why Sta-
ton keeps telling them. 

I have had people moved to tears 
by some of the old tales. It stirs 
something deep in their souls…”

The opportunity to engage with audi-
ences holds a special significance - in particu-
lar, he recalls a stand-out show at the Edin-
burgh Fringe. "Great crowds from all over the 
world came to see the show, and the chance to 
bring these stories home to the places where 
they actually happened is always special.”

In 2021, Staton launched his "Time Be-
tween Times" podcast, further expanding his 
reach and making it easier for listeners to both 
enjoy his storytelling in the comfort of their 
own homes and benefit from the meditative 

elements incorporated into the storytelling to 
promote well-being. 

“The podcast has garnered a diverse 
listenership, with fans from Brazil, Germany, 
Australia, and beyond. It is an incredible de-
mographic, and I am amazed and humbled by 
its success.”

He notes that storytelling among young-
er people is stronger than ever these days - 
something he attributes to an increased inter-
est in traditional narratives. “I believe that we 
are in an age of discovery where people are 
drawn to stories and the old ways in which 
they were told.”

Fortunately, South Wales has no short-
age of inspiration for Staton to draw upon. 
“The mountains and the sea, the valleys and 
the rivers - everywhere you look, there is 
wonder and magic.”

In a world increasingly dominated by 
digital interactions and overload, the dedica-
tion to preserving and sharing oral traditions 
serves as a poignant reminder of the passion 
for storytelling and the power of the past to 
compel audiences worldwide.

To that end, Staton notes that he has 
no plans to cease storytelling any time soon 
and continues to expand his offerings. "The 
podcast seems to be going from strength to 
strength and I am planning a number of shows 
this year. I will continue bringing these old 
tales to new audiences for as long as I can.”

Owen Staton
Weaving Welsh legends one story at a time
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Callum Robinson’s journey as a craftsman 
and writer is deeply rooted in both the 

landscapes of Scotland and his own family 
tradition.

“My parents moved up to Scotland in 
the early 1970s, when my grandfather worked 
on the hothouses at the Royal Botanical Gar-
den,” he shares via email with Celtic Life 
International. “I was born in Edinburgh and 
grew up in the rolling countryside of East Lo-
thian.” 

His childhood home, a former 18th-cen-
tury farm building, was rebuilt by his father 
and remains a touchstone of his upbringing. 
“My parents still live in that house, and my 
father, Master Woodcarver David Robinson, 
still works there in his home workshop, where 
I learned the trade.”

Today, Robinson resides in a wooden 
house of his own making with his wife Marisa 
and their “terrible little border collie,” nes-
tled among sheep fields outside Linlithgow, 
a town renowned as the birthplace of Mary, 
Queen of Scots.

Given his father’s influence, Robinson’s 
path to woodworking was almost inevitable. 
“As a child, I felt drawn to his workshop, so in 
some ways, I have done it for as long as I can 
remember.”

Despite the early start, Robinson only 
officially began working professionally in 
the field at the age of 19. “I was tending bar 
in a quiet little hotel, drifting my days away. 
My father needed support on a large bespoke 
project, and I needed a change of direction. 
Before too long, I had fallen in love with the 
craft, and I've been doing it ever since.”

Like the wood he works with, Robin-
son’s experience as a craftsman matured over 
the years. “As I have grown, my skills have 
developed. What appealed to me throughout 

was the independence and the freedom of the 
creative life.”

He admits that, despite the fulfillment, 
woodworking is not without its struggles. 

“Honestly, it is a tough way to make 
a living; materials are getting more expen-
sive, hardwood species are struggling, and 
the shipping of items has become very chal-
lenging. And, while all of those costs have 
gone up, household incomes continue to go 
down.”

Add to that the pressures of the digital 
world. “It is difficult to maintain a meaning-
ful social media presence - which is essen-
tial these days - without that becoming very 
time-consuming.”

Robinson asserts, however, that the re-
wards of the vocation continue to outweigh 
those difficulties. “Engaging with the natu-
ral world through expressive manual labor 
speaks to something ancient in all of us. It’s 
something that can forever change your re-
lationship with the objects around you. It is 
honest, useful, stimulating, and sustainable 
work.”

His many achievements have contrib-
uted to his gratitude. “Exhibiting at the Royal 
Academy of the Arts in London was a real 
highlight. I am also proud to have created a 
store interior for Aesop - who creates such 
legendary interiors.” 

His proudest moment, however, is more 
personal. “More than anything, seeing how 
far my father has come as a woodcarver - the 
recognition his work now gets around the 
world - that's my standout highlight.”

Given his dedication, it was a natural 
next step for Robinson to write his debut 
book, Ingrained, as an intimate exploration 
of his craft. 

Two years, three thousand 
cups of coffee, more endless 
nights, delights, heartaches and 
breakthroughs than I can ever 
remember.”

The book offers readers a deeply im-
mersive experience of the woodworking 
life. “I wanted to provide a visceral sense of 
what it felt like to work with their hands in the 
modern age. To describe, as evocatively as I 
could, the sights and smells and feelings that 
working with wood can provide.”

The response has been overwhelming. 
“I have been totally blown away. This simple 
family story about a young man trying to find 
his place in the world, in the workshop, and 
amid the wonder of wood and trees, is being 
read all over the world - reviewed in places 
like The New Yorker, The Wall Street Journal, 
and The Financial Times. People are even 
reaching out to me personally – it is more 
than I ever could have imagined.”

In addition to the absorbing narrative, 
those considering a career in woodworking 
or carpentry can find guidance in the tome, 
which will soon be followed by a sequel. 

“I'm working on my next book right 
now. There's a lot more to explore in the 
wonderful world of wood, and I've scarcely 
scratched the surface!”

Callum
Robinson

WWW.CALLUMROBINSON.ORG      @CALLUM.ROBINSON.WRITES
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The wisdom of wood and words
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In an era where language learning has be-
come more important than ever, Linguic-

ity is breaking new ground by combining the 
fun of classic word games with the richness of 
multilingual expression. 

Created by Carder Starr, the app allows 
players to seamlessly switch between lan-
guages, reinforcing vocabulary and deepen-
ing their appreciation for linguistic diversity 
while learning more about their own lineage.

For Starr, the inspiration for Linguic-
ity came unexpectedly in 2013 while playing 
Words With Friends. 

“I noticed that I had the perfect letter 
tiles to spell 'palabra' - the Spanish word for 
'word,'” he recalls via email from his home 
in Rhode Island. “It struck me - why should 
word games be limited to just one language? 
What if players could switch between mul-
tiple languages in the same game?” 

With deep Irish roots tracing back to 
County Tipperary and County Roscom-
mon, Starr’s passion for language is personal. 
His late wife, Eileen Molloy, was 100 per-
cent Irish, and his visits to Ireland - first on 
his honeymoon in 1983, and again in 2011 
- deepened his connection to his heritage. 
That bond evolved and was eventually re-
flected in Linguicity’s expansion to also in-
clude Irish and Scots Gaelic.

Incorporating phonetically diverse 
languages within a word game presented a 
unique set of challenges. “One of the biggest 
hurdles was creating a seamless gaming ex-
perience where only the selected ‘Language 
of Play’ (LoP) is actively used.” The solution 
came through a partnership with an experi-
enced programmer who ensured that the app 
met the technical demands required by Apple 
and Google Play.

Starr notes that, beyond technical hur-
dles, the challenge of marketing the new app 
loomed large. “Reaching the right audience - 
whether language learners, educators, or her-
itage speakers - requires strategic outreach, 
partnerships, and visibility.”

Another issue was expanding Linguic-
ity’s language offerings. With each new 
language, careful integration of vocabulary, 
linguistic rules, and cultural context was re-
quired. “Ensuring authenticity, while keep-
ing the game accessible for both fluent speak-
ers and learners, is key.”

Despite those difficulties, Linguicity is 
now available worldwide in eight languag-
es, including Irish and Scots Gaelic. “It has 
evolved into exactly what I envisioned - a 
game that not only entertains but also teach-
es, connects, and preserves language.”

Including Irish and Scots Gaelic was 
a no-brainer for Starr who takes pride in his 
ancestry. 

“When I first created Linguicity, I fo-
cused on major Romance languages, but Irish 
and Scots Gaelic were always high on my 
list.”

The decision to add these languages so-
lidified last summer when a family from Dub-
lin knocked on his Rhode Island door looking 
for local maple syrup. 

“We started talking about Linguic-
ity, and when I mentioned adding Irish, they 
were thrilled. That moment confirmed that 
now was the right time.”

While his knowledge of Irish and Scots 
Gaelic is still developing, Starr has commit-
ted to learning them. “I recently started tak-
ing Irish classes online, and I plan to begin 
Scots Gaelic classes soon before my first trip 
to Scotland.”

The greatest reward, he shares, has been 
seeing people engage with their heritage 
through language. 

Language is more than 
communication - it’s a bridge to 
history, identity, and culture…”

Ultimately, Linguicity allows players to 
reconnect with their ancestral tongues while 
having fun. Users can interact with a lan-
guage they are learning, or reconnect with a 
lost one, reinforcing Starr’s mission to make 
language learning engaging, meaningful, and 
accessible.

“Even as cultures blend, many people 
continue to cherish their own heritage while 
respecting others. Fostering an openness 
to multilingualism and cultural exchange 
strengthens global understanding and mutual 
respect.”

Starr has no plans to stop there, offer-
ing more than mere competitive gameplay 
by developing an “immersive solo journey 
mode” where players progress through AI-
driven challenges while earning points for us-
ing multiple languages. “Users will be able to 
unlock cultural and linguistic insights, from 
Irish proverbs to the origins of Scots Gaelic 
phrases. It’s about discovery, not just com-
petition.

“Now that Linguicity is available world-
wide, the next step is getting it into the hands 
of more players. I hope to inspire curiosity, 
connection, and a love for language that lasts 
a lifetime.”

Linguicity
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One Irish American man links language, 
learning, leisure, and legacy  

WWW.LINGUICITY.APP 



CELTICLIFEINTL .COM42

39TH ANNUAL

SCOTTISH 
FESTIVAL 
& 
HIGHLAND 

GAMES
FRIDAY JUNE 13 
SATURDAY JUNE 14

SCAN QR CODE  
TO BUY TICKETS 

NOW!

DuPage County Fairgrounds 
WHEATON, IL

North America's Largest 
Bagpiping Competition Returns!
Celtic Rock - Highland Dance - British 
Car Show - Celtic Marketplace & 
Food - Dogs Of Scotland & More!
 
Chicago Scots Members Discount 
Kids 12 & under are FREE

ChicagoScots.org/festival

https://chicagoscots.org/festival/


2025 SPRING EDITION 43

“It was just another average, quiet Sun-
day, and then all of a sudden - out of 

nowhere - my phone started blowing up,” 
shares Jim Murphy, author and mental skills 
coach from his home in Ohio. “Text mes-
sages, voice mails, notes from people via so-
cial media…I had absolutely no idea what was 
happening.”

What was happening was something 
quite significant; during an NFL playoff 
match-up between the Philadelphia Eagles 
and the Green Bay Packers this past January, 
Eagles star receiver A.J. Brown was spotted 
on the sidelines during the game…reading a 
book. That book was Murphy’s 2020 moti-
vational guide to performing under pressure, 
Inner Excellence.

A minor-league baseball player who 
bounced around the Chicago Cubs organiza-
tion for several years, Murphy - who is proud 
of his rich Irish heritage - admits that he was 
a bit out-of-sorts when his on-field career 
came to a close in 1991.

“I had to do some serious soul-search-
ing,” he shares. “I knew that I loved the 
mental element of baseball - and of all sports 
really - and I got excited by the thought of 
collecting these ideas and putting them down 
in a little manual that I could pass along to 
younger players.

“Sharing my experience, strength and 
hope was incredibly fulfilling, and I felt like 
I was being called to serve. But the question 
remained, how best to serve?”

In 2010, $90k in debt and with only 
$100 in his wallet, Murphy packed up a few 
prized possessions and moved to the Sonora 
Desert in Arizona. There, he would spend 
- on average - between 50 to 60 hours each 
week over the next five years researching and 
writing Inner Excellence.

“I read everything on the subject that 
I could get my hands on,” he recalls, “and I 
interviewed anyone and everyone in the field 
that I could; athletes, coaches, trainers, man-
agers, motivational speakers, members of 
12-step support groups, spiritual leaders, and 
more. I wanted to draw upon a wide spectrum 
of wisdom in an effort to discover the com-
mon denominators of peak performance.”

Once completed, Murphy released the 
book to the world and then…

“Crickets,” he laughs. “The book didn’t 
exactly break any records on the bestseller 
lists. It may have risen as high as 8,000 or 
9,000 on Amazon, but it wasn’t like it was 
flying off the shelf.”

At one point, Inner Excellence was 
ranked as low as 523,497 on the online re-
tailer. And while he did manage to pick up a 
few coaching clients from the world of sports, 
including several MLB players and PGA golf-
ers - and side-hustled with various speaking 
engagements - success was slow.

Fittingly, perhaps, it took an Eagle to 
help the work soar to new heights.

“The day after A. J. (Brown) was filmed 
reading Inner Excellence on the bench, the 
book shot to number one on Amazon and 
elsewhere. I went from selling 5 books a day 
to selling 10,000 books a day. People were 
all over social media - commenting, recom-
mending, reviewing, influencing…to be hon-
est, it may have been a lucky break, but I feel 
vindicated for all of the time and effort I had 
put into it.”

In addition to the first five years that he 
took to put the tome together, Murphy spent 
even more time revising his ideas and updat-
ing newer editions.

“In all, Inner Excellence represents 
about 11 years’ worth of researching and writ-
ing about performance coaching. What is re-
ally interesting, when I think about it, is that 
I wrote the book to help others become the 
best version of themselves and to achieve a 
greater sense of purpose and meaning in their 
lives. In the end, though, the process likely 
helped me in those regards more than anyone 
else.”

That process led Murphy to an even 
deeper awakening.

“I am a practicing Christian, so I have 
always had a strong belief in God, and that 
faith has helped me through some very diffi-
cult times both during my baseball career and 
since retiring from the game. Over the years I 
began to understand how the spiritual life - a 
life of love, devotion, commitment, surren-
der - is critical for success not only in sports, 
but in any worthwhile endeavour. 

The principles at play in Inner 
Excellence are stars with which we 
can steer our ship through the 
seas of life…”

He expands upon those ideas in his lat-
est chart-topper, The Best Possible Life.

“The new book raises some impor-
tant fundamental human questions that we 
should all be asking ourselves regularly; How 
do I want to feel? How do I want to live? What 
do I want most? Who am I meant to become? 
Many people have told me that, after they do 
a little digging, they are often surprised by 
what they unearth.

While self-reflection is essential to stay-
ing sane in today’s often-chaotic world, Mur-
phy admits that introspection isn’t always 
easy.

“There are a million things each day 
that distract us, and it’s not like critical think-
ing is encouraged or even taught in schools 
anymore - many people, especially younger 
people, feel powerless about what is going on 
around them these days and are discouraged 
about making a difference. 

“That said, I wrote both Inner Excel-
lence and The Best Possible Life to remind 
people that while they may not feel that they 
can change the world, they can certainly 
change the world inside of them.”
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The Evolution of Inner Excellence
Jim Murphy recalls the moment that everything changed.

WWW.INNEREXCELLENCE.COM          @INNEREXCELLENCEJIMMURP

http://www.kensingtonwinemarket.com
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Katie Jane Lubiens 
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Katie Jane Lubiens might be the busiest woman in the music business. Along with fronting her own project - The Katie Jane Band 
- she is also the founder, director, and star of the Celtic Light Orchestra, the concert mistress of the ECCO Orchestra, a fiddle 

teacher, and an ambassador of Celtic music and dance in her community and beyond. Recently we spoke with her from her home in 
Portland, Oregon.
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What are your family roots?
I come from a mix of backgrounds, like 
most Americans. But after performing 
at so many Scottish Highland Games 
over the past couple of years I have 
been learning more about my ancestry. 
I am mostly Scottish, descended from 
the Keith Clan. My Grandma Katie 
Keith, whom I was named after, carries 
the last name and we can trace our 
Scottish heritage back through her. 
That’s one thing I really love about 
performing at these Scottish Highland 
Games. At their core, they are all 
about family. When I was in Scotland 
a couple of years ago, I visited the 
Dunnottar Castle where the Keith Clan 
hails from. It was so exciting to step 
inside the history of my ancestors and 
imagine what life must have been like 
for them at that time. 

When and why did you start playing 
the fiddle?

I started with the violin when I was 
in second grade, shortly after my 
parents took me to see Riverdance. 
A seed was planted that night. When 
my mom asked if I wanted to learn 
an instrument, the violin called me. 
I started by taking private lessons, 
before joining an orchestra in Middle 
School. I studied classical violin while 
attending the University of Nevada 
in Reno. Even though I loved it, I 
always longed for something different 
than classical repertoires, but I just 
hadn’t been introduced to it yet. 
After I graduated college, one of my 
girlfriends invited me to a local Irish 
session and I instantly fell in love with 
the community atmosphere, the joy 
and energy of the music, and the fact 
that you could drink beer while playing! 
I was hooked! So, each Tuesday I 
attended that little Irish session in 
Reno, and it truly changed my life.

Are they the same reasons you do it 
today?

When I moved to Portland, I decided 
to pursue music as a full-time career. 
Today I have the pleasure of traveling 
the world to perform and teach music 
for a living. As a performer, I make it 
my mission to spread the joy of Celtic 

music to audiences of all ages. My 
shows are full of vibrant energy and 
audiences always remark on how 
much fun I am having on stage. I 
perform a mix of Scottish, Irish, French-
Canadian, and original music. The 
Katie Jane Band performs for all kinds 
of events - everything from big sold-
out theater productions, national Celtic 
festivals, and Scottish Highland Games 
to small intimate performances at 
weddings, school assemblies, private 
parties, ceilidhs, and even retirement 
homes. In addition, I founded the 
dazzling Celtic Light Orchestra, 
the world’s only light-up orchestra. 
The CLO performs on our patent 
invention - Glow Bowz - LED, light-up 
violin bows that respond to players’ 
movements and dance with the music. 
Each CLO production is unique and 
features original arrangements of 
traditional and original Celtic music, 
along with folk dancing, stunning 
projections, dazzling LED lights, and 
more. I put on 3-4 concerts with the 
CLO each year. At home, I have a full 
studio of private students of all ages, 
and each time I have a new student 
I get to retell the story of my musical 
journey. I call my fiddle “My Friend-
Maker” - and it really is. It has taken 
me on so many adventures all over 
the world to the most unexpected 
places to make friends and play music. 
Nothing could be more rewarding than 
sharing music with others. It’s in my 
soul, it makes me feel alive, and I can’t 
imagine doing anything else.

What are the challenges involved 
with the vocation?

No doubt there are challenges to being 
a full-time professional musician. Being 
self-employed means that any day 
you’re not working you don’t get paid. 
There’s no paid time off, or sick days, 
no 401k matching, or health insurance 
benefits. Also, I book all my own gigs, 
and it’s been a big learning process 
for me. There doesn’t seem to be a 
consensus as to what musicians get 
paid so it’s hard to know what to ask 
for. If you ever start to calculate your 
per hour rate - between travel, loading 
in, sound-checking, performing, and 
loading out - the math isn’t pretty. 
But it’s so hard to quantify since I 
absolutely love what I do. Another 
challenge is being a woman in a very 
male-dominated industry. I sometimes 
get paid less than other musical acts 
that are led by men. Also, festivals 
rarely feature any female musicians. 
As a leader in my community, I make 
it a priority to be a strong woman 
role model by uplifting women and 
promoting equality in the music world. 
It is my hope that I can inspire girls of 
all ages to be confident leaders in their 
communities with love for each other 
as our guide.

What are the rewards?
As performers, it is said we live for 
applause. It’s hard to explain, but as we 
work so hard to create arrangements, 
rehearse for big shows, write new 
music, and coordinate logistics for 
turning a mere idea into reality - seeing 
the joy that our music and our shows 
bring people is the biggest reward. In a 
world that can seem heavy at times, I 
just want to bring light to others, make 
people feel something, and help us 
remember that there’s goodness in us 
being together in this moment as we 
experience something immeasurably 
positive and special - live music.

How have you evolved as a player 
over time?

After that first experience at the Irish 
session in Reno I was changed forever 
as I dove into the world of Irish music. 
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This led me on a journey to discover many great Irish fiddlers, 
including Martin Hayes, Tommy Peoples, Frankie Gavin, and 
my idol, Liz Carroll. From here I discovered other niches of 
fiddle music, and I fell in love with the brightness of French-
Canadian fiddling, the strength of Scottish fiddling, and the 
sweetness of Welsh fiddle music. I began making these 
Venn diagrams in my head of the similarities and differences 
between styles, which led me to create a new program with 
my students called “Fiddle Tunes from Around the World.” 
Each quarter we learn about a different regional fiddling style. 
In fact, my next big Celtic Light Orchestra production will 
follow this idea as “Celtic Light Orchestra presents The World 
Fiddle Festival.” Additionally, as a performer, I have always 
been known as a fiddler, but over the past few years, I’ve 
incorporated more singing into my shows. I have developed 
my voice, and a sound that is uniquely my own. 

What have been some career highlights?
I got to be a part of the house band for the Scottish play 
“The Strange Undoing of Prudencia Hart” by David Greig. 
This was a hilarious play about Scottish ballads, folklore, and 
love. It was a dinner theater, and the actors would run around 
and sometimes act from atop the tables! We got to play live 
music for the production, which included playing lots of silly 
sound effects on my violin in addition to actual music. What 
was particularly special about this experience for me was 
that it was such a wild and outlandish play full of creativity 
and absurdity, and it expanded my mind creatively in a way 
that made me think I might be capable of doing something 
like this myself. It is what inspired me to start the Celtic Light 
Orchestra. It is an incredible thing when you allow yourself to 
give in to your creativity, and accept any idea as a possibility, 
no matter how wild it may seem.

Is your creative process more "inspirational" or 
"perspirational"?

I draw inspiration from so many places; recordings, 
fellow musicians, attending sessions, music books, live 
performances, etc. But as far as taking inspiration and 
turning it into a full-fledged live performance, it sure takes 

a lot of perspiration to arrive at the final product. Especially 
when it comes to recording an album or creating a Celtic 
Light Orchestra production. One thing I marvel at, though, 
is the magic of having an idea that’s in your head that no 
one else can see. Then with hard work, determination, lots 
of coordinating, creating, and planning, what was once just 
an idea then becomes something that many people can be a 
part of - sometimes touching them in unexpected and lasting 
ways, inspiring them, and passing on that inspiration in a 
ripple effect. That process, no matter how much perspiration 
it takes, is the definition of magic.

What makes a good song?
An earworm!

What makes a good live show?
Taking listeners on a journey to feel something real and alive, 
to feel excitement, to reflect on what’s important, to feel 
sentimental as we remember our past, before bringing us 
back to the present to celebrate being together. All that and a 
pint of beer!

What advice might you have for young people looking 
to start playing the fiddle?

Have fun! Playing music is about having fun and expressing 
yourself. Get involved in orchestra. Play music with your 
family. Don’t be afraid to mess up and make terrible sounds. 
Give in to the music and find what makes you feel inspired! 

What's on your musical agenda for the rest of 2025?
This year is going to be the best year yet, and I am more 
motivated than ever to take my music to the next level. We’ve 
kicked off this year with a brand-new album, Wild One, 
and we’ve had multiple sold out concerts. I’m thrilled to be 
teaming up with an incredible Irish dancer for some of our 
bigger concerts this year. I’m planning a brand-new album, 
some really exciting new Celtic Light Orchestra productions, 
and a couple of big U.S. tours with the Katie Jane Band. 
It’s like the feeling of electricity in the air just before a big 
thunderstorm. 

WWW.KATIEJANEBAND.COM          @KATIEJANEBAND
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Membership in ACGA is open to
anyone with an interest in studying,
learning, or preserving the Scottish
Gaelic language, music, 
and culture.  Join today at:
bit.ly/3Jv1UVF

An Comunn
Gàidhealach

Ameireaganach

The American Scottish
Gaelic Society

acgamerica.org

facebook.com/

ACGAGaelic

@acgamerica

ACGA promotes and advances Scottish Gaelic
language and culture in North America.  We host
the Grandfather Mountain Gaelic Song and
Language Week (July 6th-11th, 2025), the US
National Mòd, and online events.  We share
learner resources and publish An Naidheachd
Againne, a bilingual Gàidhlig-English newsletter.  
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Guarding Gaelic & Preserving the Past. 
Story by Lillian Holt

American
Scottish Gaelic 

Association
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The Scottish Gaelic language is more 
than just a means of communica-
tion; it is a bridge to the past, a key 

to cultural identity, and an essential element 
of Scotland’s heritage. Yet, like the other 
Celtic languages, it faces challenges with its 
preservation and promotion. 

The American Scottish Gaelic Associa-
tion (ASGA) plays a crucial role in the ongo-
ing effort to revitalize interest in Scottish 
Gaelic. 

“I first learned Gaelic for family rea-
sons,” shares Jeff Justice, President of ASGA, 
over the phone from his home in Texas. “It 
is not my entire background, but if you want 
to understand where your people come from, 
one of the best ways is to learn the language. 
This opens up opportunities to engage with 
the literature, history, and culture of the peo-
ple.”

According to Justice, learning Gaelic is 
more than just acquiring a new language. It is 
about fostering a deeper connection to his-
tory. “Having lived in Scotland and having 
spent a lot of time in Ireland, I can certainly 
appreciate the nuances of the landscape. 

“Scottish Gaelic has at least 15 differ-
ent words to describe an elevated landmass. 
The English words 'mountain' and 'hill' sim-
ply don’t capture the full range of meanings. 
Some words, like 'cairn,' have made their way 
into English, but Gaelic offers a deeper un-
derstanding of the terrain and, by extension, 
the people.”

Beyond mere vocabulary, language is a 
vessel for storytelling in a culture renowned 
for it: Gaelic songs, poetry, and literature 
carry centuries of history and emotion that 
translations often fail to capture. “When you 
read a Gaelic poem in its original form, the 
depth of feeling is different,” notes Justice. 
“There is a rhythm and meaning that gets lost 
in translation. That is why language preserva-
tion isn’t just about keeping a language alive 
- it’s about keeping a culture alive.”

This history of preservation of Celtic 
culture is also tied to other cultures. 

“There are strong connections between 
different groups. For instance, there’s an In-
digenous American memorial in Cork, com-

memorating the generosity of the Choctaw 
people who aided the Irish during the Great 
Famine. In turn, the Irish returned the favor 
during the COVID-19 pandemic by support-
ing Native American communities. There are 
significant parallels between the cultures.” 

Protecting culture and language is also 
strongly linked to the concept of Pan-Celti-
cism, or cross-Celtic solidarity, which ASGA 
embraces. With Scotland, Ireland, and Wales 
each working to preserve their native lan-
guages, the exchange of ideas and best prac-
tices across these groups is invaluable. 

“We can learn from each other,” notes 
Justice. “The Welsh language movement 
has made incredible strides in revitalization. 
There are things we can take from their suc-
cess to help Scottish Gaelic.”

Despite the historical efforts to suppress 
Scottish Gaelic, the language is experienc-
ing a modern revival. A new generation of 
learners, many of whom rediscovered their 
heritage during COVID-19, are enrolling in 
linguistics courses.

“If there was any silver lining to the 
pandemic, it’s that the lockdowns prompted 

people to go back to school, learn new skills, 
or, in some cases, rediscover Gaelic because 
they had more time. That trend hasn’t slowed 
down; in fact, more people are enrolling in 
courses than ever before. There is a renewed 
sense of pride and identity in these languages 
and cultures, and that’s something we’re 
committed to fostering.”

Technology has also played a role in 
making Gaelic more accessible. “There are 
now apps, YouTube channels, and online 
courses that make learning Gaelic easier than 
ever before.” 

Social media has created spaces 
where Gaelic speakers can 
connect globally. That’s something 
we didn’t have in the past.”

Although ASGA does not offer courses 
directly, it has positioned itself as a key sup-
porter of Gaelic language education, provid-
ing guidance and information on courses of-
fered across North America and online that 
can be accessed anywhere. “Some people 
ask why we don’t create our own language 

Indigenous American 
memorial in Cork

“
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programs, but our mission is to strengthen 
existing ones rather than duplicate efforts. 
We do, however, contribute to events such 
as the Grandfather Mountain Games in North 
Carolina, which feature Gaelic language 
workshops.”

Along with providing information, 
ASGA organizes special events to celebrate 
the language and culture. “A couple of years 
ago, we hosted an online event celebrat-
ing the Celtic calendar, featuring a panel of 
speakers from the three Gaelic-speaking na-
tions. It was fascinating to explore the simi-
larities and differences in how these tradi-
tions are observed.” 

Looking ahead, Justice and the ASGA 
are preparing for an event in May that will fo-
cus on bringing together different Gaelic and 
Celtic organizations across North America. 

“We originally conceived it as a confer-
ence, but we realized that rather than uniting 
under one umbrella, we wish to maintain a 
diversity of organizations which strengthens 
our efforts. We shifted the focus to ‘Conflu-
ency’ - a coming together, like rivers merg-
ing.”

ASGA actively supports and collabo-
rates with various organizations at home and 
abroad. “We have strong connections with 
the Toronto and Baltimore groups. One of

our vice presidents is a senior leader 
with the New York Caledonian Society. I’m 
also a member of the World Celtic Society in 
Scotland, and I’ve been working on strength-
ening ties there.”

Advocacy is also a major focus, par-
ticularly regarding the Scottish Language Bill 
currently being debated in Scotland. The Bill 

gives the Gaelic and Scots languages official 
status in Scotland and seeks to make adjust-
ments to Gaelic and Scots education. 

“We’ve been trying to get recognition 
from groups like Comunn na Gàidhlig, as 
they are currently focused on advocating for 
the Scottish Language Bill, which we fully 
support from this side of the Atlantic.”

While the ASGA recognizes the prog-
ress made in preserving Scottish Gaelic, Jus-
tice insists that more must be done. “All six 
Celtic languages are vulnerable, if not endan-
gered. It’s critical that we work together.”

He also points out that preservation ef-
forts must be collaborative, as well as innova-
tive. 

Language preservation groups 
must connect across linguistic 
and cultural boundaries. If one 
language fails, it impacts all of us…”

“The Irish language has been heavily 
politicized, and many of us were alarmed that 
Scottish Gaelic had no presence in Scotland’s 
independence campaign 11 years ago. That 
said, if it had been included, it might have 
led to a Gaelic-versus-English debate, which 
could have had long-term negative conse-
quences for the language.

“We need to do a better job of present-
ing ourselves to the public and showcasing 
the richness of these cultures. People often 
hesitate to engage with a language they aren’t 
familiar with, but the first step is simply be-
ing willing to try. By making Gaelic more ac-
cessible and fostering pride in its use, we can 
ensure that it continues to thrive.

“Make no mistake, however,” he adds. 
“Gaelic is still here. And as long as people 
are willing to learn, speak, and share it, it will 
never truly disappear.”

www.acgamerica.org
@ACGAGaelic

“

Jeff Justice 
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Rascals Cafe
One Scottish woman strives 

to make a difference. 
Story by Tom Langlands.
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I have always considered a cafe to be a 
haven in any city. There is something 
otherworldly about escaping the hustle 

and bustle of busy streets and losing oneself 
with a coffee, a slice of cake, and a good book. 
From the comfort of a calm and warm interior, 
the view beyond the window assumes a dif-
ferent perspective. 

Rascals Cafe in The Fair City of Perth 
offers both a safe haven and a rather unique 
way of engaging with the outside world - and 
not just for its customers. The brainchild of 
Dodie Piddock, this particular coffee shop 
offers a familial approach to the care and un-
derstanding of individuals who have found 
themselves in trouble with the law, have 
spent time in prison, or those with neuro-
divergent issues that make it hard for them 
to engage with mainstream society and end 
up in a downward spiral of diminishing self-
esteem. In fact, Rascals Cafe epitomizes the 
concept of the cafe as a haven - even their ad-
vertising slogan reads, “Life happens, coffee 
helps.”

As I walked to the front door on a damp 
morning, window graphics showing two 
black, silhouette dogs’ heads - one on each of 
the main windows - noted the that the estab-
lishment was canine-friendly. Stepping in-
side, the interior - with its natural wood floor, 
wooden tables and chairs and green-painted 
dado woodwork - was clearly created by 
someone synergized with the natural world. 
On the walls hung animal portraits, including 
a Highland cow, more dogs, and two giraffes. 
Piddock met me with a warm, welcoming 
smile while the aroma of coffee hung in the 
air. 

When researching places and events 
established by individuals who demonstrably 
choose to help others, I am struck by how of-
ten it is something in that person’s own past 
that has led them down this path. Piddock is 
no exception. She began by explaining that 
it was late in life when she was diagnosed 
with attention deficit hyperactivity disor-
der (ADHD). Before the diagnosis she had 
found difficulty fitting in with mainstream 
society’s expectations which, in turn, had 
created a sense of loneliness and isolation. 
The youngest of four daughters, she recalled 
how her hard-working mother spent any 

available time undertaking charitable work - 
for which she was awarded an MBE and the 
Queen’s Silver Jubilee medal for her efforts 
as the West Midland County Borough orga-
nizer of the Women’s Rural Voluntary Service 
(WRVS). At 17 years of age, Piddock trained 
as a horse-riding teacher with her first paid 
job in Vienna. 

Looking back, she considers her young-
er self to have been apolitical and naïve, but 
during her time in Austria she met many indi-
viduals with disparate political views. Laugh-
ing, she recounts, 

A lot changed inside me then and I 
returned to the U.K. as a 23-year-
old, disillusioned, political activist.”

She joined Greenpeace, followed Cap-
tain Paul Watson when he started Sea Shep-
herd and his anti-whaling activism campaign 
and later, the Captain Paul Watson Foun-
dation. Choosing to educate others about 
animal welfare and effective husbandry, she 
taught small animal care to young farmers at 
an agricultural college in Hereford. To this 
day, Piddock remains an ardent animal ac-

tivist and it underpins the strictly vegan ap-
proach to everything on the menu in Rascals 
Cafe. 

Twenty years ago, Piddock moved to 
Edinburgh as a young mum with two chil-
dren. There she worked as a personal as-
sistant to a tetraplegic hedge fund manager, 
her empathetic approach partly borne from 
watching her Dutch mother become disabled 
in later life. That was followed by a spell with 
Brag Enterprises - a social enterprise char-
ity founded in Fife to help relieve poverty 
in areas affected by the collapse of mining 
and other heavy industries. From there, she 
moved to Apex Scotland - a charity work-
ing alongside the criminal justice system 
and aimed at helping those in trouble with 
the law or in danger of becoming so. For two 
years she worked with four senior schools 
in Dundee, all of which were experiencing 
high student exclusion rates for behavioral 
problems. Piddock notes that the old adage 
applies; it is more often a case of individuals 
with problems rather than problem individu-
als. Some of those excluded were children 
who are neurodivergent.

“

Dodie Piddock 
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Seeing opportunities where others see 
intractable difficulties, she notes, “Neuro-
divergent children have brains, they just use 
them differently. We need to rethink how 
we give them opportunities rather than cast 
them aside. The charity sector should not ex-
ist. It only does so because of the failure of 
the public and private sectors.” 

In 2019, Piddock established Starting 
Step as a company with charitable status. 
The idea was to create a restaurant and train-
ing center adjacent to Perth Prison. 

With a firm belief that it is both mor-
ally reprehensible and unsustainable to ex-
ploit animals to feed the world’s growing 
population, the center was intended to pro-
vide inmates with a better understanding of 
horticultural practices and promote a more 
sustainable way of feeding people. It would 
also offer them job opportunities and sup-
port both during and after completion of their 
sentences. Sadly, Covid struck at the wrong 
moment and the project was shelved. 

Undaunted, Piddock and her partner 
Ron Tasker set up Rascals Cafe in 2022. 
Tasker has over 50 years of experience in 
the hospitality industry and together they 
believe there are great opportunities for em-
ployment within this sector, especially given 
the growing demand for vegan products. Pid-
dock explains that the current system for as-
sisting offenders and those with neurodiver-

gent issues isn’t suitable for purpose, “Most 
funding for assisting these individuals comes 
with a timescale attached. 

Each person is different, and it is 
impossible to ascertain for how 
long they may need support. To 
give them an opportunity with a 
fixed end date creates pressure and 
doesn’t help anyone. When time 
and money runs out, they are simply 
abandoned...”

For that reason, Rascals Cafe acts more 
like a family support group, helping individu-
als to turn their lives around or to find ways 
of coping with their difficulties. Students 
(Piddock dislikes terms such as “clients” or 
“service users”) work on a rolling rotation of 
three on duty at any one time, fulfilling a vari-
ety of roles within the cafe, safe in the knowl-
edge that this is an open-ended opportunity 
for training and support. The cafe is already 
proving popular with locals and visitors alike, 
partly because of the products provided and 
the holistic approach to food production, but 
also on account of the way it helps people in 
need.

While Rascals Cafe is the product of a 
lifetime of connected events underpinned by 
a strong core belief that everyone should be 
given the best possible chance in life, Pid-

dock says that it is nonetheless just the be-
ginning, “The Starting Step charity is now 
ready to develop the training kitchen garden. 
It is a known fact that horticulture brings a 
multitude of benefits including better physi-
cal and mental health and the ability to work 
with a diverse group of people of all ages, 
including inter-generational work. Horticul-
ture brings joy to people by growing plants, 
boosts wellbeing, and supports the environ-
ment, economy, and food security. This is 
badly needed to help close the green skills 
gap.” 

With the U.K. horticulture industry 
generating £5billion annually and providing 
employment for over 674,200 people, the 
dream would be to establish a dedicated hor-
ticulture college, founded on the principles 
of reducing human impact on animals, de-
veloping more sustainable food sources that 
are environmentally beneficial, and providing 
training and job opportunities for individuals 
struggling to find their place in society.

Piddock was very close to her late father 
and remembers once asking him, “What is 
the point of the human race?” His reply was 
simple but profound, “I don’t know collec-
tively of any point; however, I know that an 
individual has the power to make the world a 
better place from having been in it.” 

WWW.RASCALSCAFE.COM      WWW.TOMLANGLANDSPHOTOGRAPHY.COM
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For 900 years, the Solway Firth has 
separated Celtic Scotland from Eng-
lish Cumbria - an ancient ethnic di-

vide, you might imagine, but the truth is more 
interesting than that.  

The Scots, who gave the country its 
name, were late arrivals from Ireland. For cen-
turies after the Roman withdrawal, both sides 
of the Solway were ruled by native Celtic king-
doms, speaking Cumbric, a language similar 
to Welsh. Taliesin, the legendary Welsh bard 
lived in one of them, the elusive kingdom of 
Rheged.  

Beyond Taliesin’s epic poems, we know 
very little about Rheged. However, in 2017, 
archaeologists Ronan Toolis and Christopher 
Bowles published a book claiming to have 
found both its royal stronghold and its fate on 
a remote hilltop on the Scottish side of Solway 
Firth. Thus, Trusty’s Hill was my first destina-
tion on a journey to discover three lost Celtic 
Kingdoms.

Dumfries, the regional centre where I 
was staying, is home to 33,000 people. It feels 
slightly run-down, with second-hand stores 
in the centre and fast-food outlets lining the 
main roads. It was the birthplace of Peter Pan 
and the resting place of Scotland’s national 
poet, Robert Burns. Its few surviving older 
buildings are mainly made from local red sand-
stone, dark and solid.

A huge intercontinental-style bus serves 
the route, down narrow country lanes, to-
wards Gatehouse of Fleet, the village near 
Trusty’s Hill. The contrast is stunning; the 
small, terraced cottages lining the main street 
are like many in Dumfries, but these are beau-
tifully maintained, and smart restaurants have 
replaced the fast-food joints. Britain is unique 
in this respect: to move to the rural country-
side is a dream for many, but only a reality for 
the well-to-do.

Climbing a narrow track towards Trusty’s 
Hill, my way was blocked by a fallen tree.  
Scottish access law is different from the rest of 
Britain; you can walk almost anywhere here, 
in theory, but that doesn’t stop landowners 
erecting barriers of barbed wire. The detour 
took me over fences, though bogs and bram-
bles, until I stumbled upon the path to the top 
of the hill.

An iron grill, protecting the carved 
stones I had seen in the book, indicated that I 
had found the site. Two rocks stand on either 
side of the entrance to the ruined fort. Beside 

one of them is a basin carved into the rock, and 
it is here that Toolis and Bowles believe that 
the kings of Rheged were anointed. While the 
grill is now overgrown with moss, one can still 
make out the strange outline of a double disc 
and a sea monster amongst the doodles and 
graffiti of later generations.

Two things struck me while standing in 
the sunshine and looking across the hills to-
wards the Solway Firth; compared to earlier 
Celtic hillforts, this site is very small. If this 
really was the royal stronghold, it was difficult 
to imagine a court meeting inside it.  

And, in addition, I will say one thing 
for the ancient Celts - they chose 
some beautiful places to build.

During my descent, I spotted a herd of 
stoutly built horned cattle. They looked up, 
saw me, and charged. I didn’t hang around, 
running around a hillock, out of their sight, 
towards the nearest wall, which was covered 
in barbed wire. Lacerated hands or trampling 
hooves - what a choice! I waited for a while, 
and they didn’t reappear. Slowly, I edged back 
into their sight. They looked up, decided I 
wasn’t worth the effort, and went back to 
chomping their straw.

I eventually found another track, leading 
down to the road, and another bus, towards 
Kirkcudbright, where the Stewartry Museum 
holds the finds from Trusty’s Hill. Although 
there are only fragments on public display, 
the curator let me handle them through rub-
ber gloves. Lumps of “vitrified stone” - melt-
ed through intense heat - reveal the fate of 
Trusty’s Hill in the seventh century. Accord-

ing to Toolis and Bowles, additional wood was 
brought in to create “a spectacular advertise-
ment of power and the total destruction of the 
defeated regime.” They believed that the de-
stroyers were Anglo-Saxons from Northum-
bria. 

But was this really the royal seat of 
Rheged? Others are not so sure. 

Tim Clarkson is a historian who has writ-
ten several books on this period. “The frus-
trating thing about Rheged is that we don't 
know where it was or indeed what it was.  Al-
though Trusty’s Hill was clearly a stronghold 
for a sixth-century king, neither his name nor 
the name of his kingdom is known. ‘Rheged’ 
is certainly possible, but I don't think we can 
change 'possible' to 'likely' now.”

Whatever the status of Trusty’s Hill, the 
Northumbrians certainly did extend their con-
trol during the seventh century. That was not 
the end of the story, however. 

A visit to Dumfries Museum, on another 
hilltop overlooking the town, helps to ex-
plain what happened next. Part of its collec-
tion is dedicated to the Vikings, who attacked 
the Northumbrian coast in 793AD, gradually 
making their way around the Scottish coast. 

There are weapons and carpenters’ tools; 
they came to raid, but also to settle. Shifting 
relations between Vikings, Celts, and Anglo-
Saxons would shape the history of this area for 
the next three centuries.

One room is full of carved stones, from 
Roman times to the Middle Ages. I recognized 
one of them as a small “hogback stone” as, a 
few years ago, I had visited the best-known 
and best-preserved hogbacks in Scotland, 
in Govan Old church, near Glasgow. These 

“

Penrith Castle
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arched and decorated stones are often asso-
ciated with Viking settlement, though none 
have been found in Scandinavia. After a Vi-
king attack on Dumbarton Rock, the native 
Celts retreated inland, creating a new capital at 
Govan, and a new kingdom: Strathclyde. The 
Govan stones were carved there, although by 
whom we don’t know.  

As Viking attacks weakened Northum-
bria, Celtic Strathclyde was able to expand. 
How far south their kingdom stretched re-
mains uncertain, but my next destination of-
fered a clue.

Penrith, on the edge of the English Lake 
District, is a small town, half the size of Dum-
fries. 

Penrith hosts an array of historic 
sites, including two medieval castles, 
a fortified manor house, a Roman 
fort, and three neolithic henges.

Outside the railway station stand the 
sandstone ruins of Penrith castle, built in the 
later medieval period. As the jewel in Penrith’s 
historic crown, it has been beautifully land-
scaped, with a dedicated park by its side.

The older buildings along its high street 
are also built of red sandstone, giving it a 
similar feel to Dumfries, although the hills 
are closer to the town here. The next site I 
had come to visit was tucked behind the high 
street, in the graveyard of St. Andrews church. 
The Giant’s Grave is an arrangement of two 
tall crosses, with their arms broken off, and 
four hogback stones, dating from the tenth 
century. Beneath them is reputed to lie Owain 
Caesarius, legendary King of Cumbria. Nine-
teenth century drawings show intricate carv-
ings of spirals and circles on these stones, al-
though time and rain have since eroded them.

What was the relationship between the 
Celtic kingdoms of Strathclyde and Cum-
bria? The few written sources are confusing 
and contradictory. Most historians believe 
Strathclyde changed its name to Cumbria as it 
expanded southwards, into what is now Eng-
land. Some think they were two separate king-
doms, while others note that Northumbrian 
rule survived here for longer.

Clarkson believes all three scenarios 
are possible but feels that “the conventional 
view” - that Strathclyde expanded - “offers 
a more plausible interpretation.” Either way, 
Cumbria (or “Cumberland,” as part of it be-

came known) was named after “native Brit-
ons whose language and identity survived 
throughout the Northumbrian period and be-
yond.”

Here, near the village of Eamont Bridge, 
Athelstan - the Saxon King of England -con-
vened a peace conference in 927AD with the 
kings he had allegedly defeated. Amongst 
them was one Owain, whose kingdom is un-
certain. Who does Clarkson believe Owain 
was?

“Our oldest source is a version of the 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle written in the elev-
enth century. It named one of the attendees as 
'Owain, king of the people of Gwent,' in South 
Wales. Later, in the twelfth century, the Eng-
lish writer William of Malmesbury described 
Owain as 'king of the Cumbrians.' I tend to fa-
vour William's identification of Owain, seeing 
the Eamont meeting as primarily for northern 
rulers rather than their Welsh counterparts. If 
Strathclyde had expanded into Cumbria, then 
Owain was its King.” 

A medieval stone bridge now spans the 
River Eamont, which may have marked the 
boundary between Celtic Cumbria and Ath-
elstan’s England. It is too narrow to carry all 
the traffic, which must wait for a signal at ei-
ther end. Most historians believe the treaty 
was sealed somewhere around here, at that 
spot or one of the other historic sites nearby.  
I decided to explore two of them: a neolithic 
henge called Arthur’s Round Table and an-
other called Maybury Henge. A single stone 
stands there today, high above the village, 
with Penrith in the distance.

My final destination, Carlisle, is where 
the separate Celtic identity of Cumbria came 
to a violent end. On the English side of the 
border, Carlisle is the only city for miles 
around.

The city centre is currently under heavy 
construction, moving traffic away from the 
citadel, which acts as a gateway to the centre. 
On the opposite side of the centre, Carlisle 
Castle stands high above the River Eden and 
the parkland, which lines its floodplain. 

Carlisle is Britain’s most besieged 
castle, resisting or surrendering to 
10 sieges between the Norman 
Conquest and the Jacobite Risings.

When William of Normandy conquered 
England in 1066, Cumbria lay beyond his 

control. Whether the Lords of Carlisle owed 
any allegiance to the King of Scotland is an-
other disputed question. Clarkson believes 
the Northumbrians were back in control, but 
we know the Cumbric language was still being 
spoken here. It took until 1092 for William’s 
son, William Rufus, to conquer Cumbria and 
create the lasting border between England and 
Scotland. He built the first castle on this site 
shortly afterwards.

A volunteer guide, David Troughton, 
welcomed me to its inner keep. Unlike the 
other sites I had visited, Carlisle Castle has 
survived intact. It has been extended, re-
paired, and rebuilt many times. The first castle 
was thrown up in haste, using earthworks and 
timber. The inner keep was built to replace it 
30 years later, by Henry I.

If you visit Carlisle, take one of the 
guided tours of the castle - while the rooms 
are empty, the guides know the stories that 
each one conceals. In the dungeons beneath 
the keep, some of the stones have been hol-
lowed out, and licked, by Jacobite prisoners, 
desperately seeking any drops of moisture. 
In one of the rooms above, the same rock has 
been carved into curious images, of people, 
beasts and heraldic symbols, by a medieval 
guard who may have dreamed of becoming a 
stonemason. They reminded me of where my 
journey began - Trusty’s Hill.

Cumbria’s Celtic past has now faded 
from popular memory. Today, most Cumbri-
ans would consider themselves to be English. 
All that survives of the Cumbric language are 
place names and a few numbers. Only poems 
and legends, passed down to us by the bards 
of medieval Wales, preserve the memory of 
the Old North, where Celtic warrior kings once 
fought to defend their precious independence.

“
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Nestled in the historic landscape of 
Morado, Portugal, a unique cultural 
endeavor is taking root.

Brigantia, a modern-day Celtic village, 
launched this past February 1. 

Fittingly, the project coincides with the 
start of the ancient festival of Imbolc, reflecting 
its core theme - that of renewal, community, 
and the continuity of traditions. Thelma Rocha, 
the visionary behind this ambitious undertak-
ing, is an actress and cultural historian with deep 
ties to both Portugal and the United Kingdom. 
Together with her colleague Ewan Cameron, 
they are building more than just a theatrical site 
- they are resurrecting a way of life.

Rocha’s inspiration for Brigantia stemmed 
from her twenty-year career as an actress in the 
U.K., where she discovered striking cultural 
similarities between northern Portugal and the 
Celtic traditions of Scotland, Wales, Ireland, 
and northern England.

“Storytelling is at the heart of Celtic cul-
ture,” she shares. “In the northern mountains of 
Portugal, our grandparents would gather by the 
fire, making chorizos, sharing wine, and passing 
down stories - just as I saw in the U.K. I began 
to look more deeply into those similarities.” 

Her research led her to explore the histori-
cal links between the Brigantia tribe, an ancient 
Celtic people whose presence stretched from 
Portugal to northern England. The name Brig-
antia itself has deep cultural and spiritual sig-

nificance, drawing from both the Celtic goddess 
and the revered Saint Brigid, whose influence is 
still felt in the Braganza district of Portugal. Ro-
cha highlights the importance of honoring this 
legacy, as Brigantia aims to connect people to 
not only history but the deeper spiritual and 
communal aspects of Celtic life.

“I eventually realized that St Brigid was 
a saint adored and worshipped in the district 
of Braganza (in Portugal), and if you travel to 
this little district, you will find that many of the 
saints here are women.”

Brigantia is not merely a historical 
reenactment, however - it is 
envisioned as a living community 
where people can immerse 
themselves in the Celtic way of life...

Visitors and residents alike will participate 
in storytelling, traditional music, communal 
feasts, and customs that have endured over 
centuries.

“We want people to experience Celtic cul-
ture in real-time. We want people from different 
Celtic communities to share food, stories, and 
music just as they did in ancient times. Ulti-
mately, there is more that unites us than divides 
us.” 

Cameron concurs: “The experience we 
are creating is not about seeing sites or observ-
ing only, but interacting, by various means, one 
of which Thelma terms as ‘landscape theatre’.”

Beyond the rich cultural aspects, the set-
tlement of Brigantia also aims to reconstruct 

traditional Celtic architecture. As such, Rocha 
has enlisted the expertise of architects, histo-
rians, and anthropologists to ensure historical 
accuracy.

“We have very dedicated builders and ar-
chitects who are precisely reconstructing Celtic 
ruins here in Portugal, helping us lay the foun-
dation. We are using historical maps and exca-
vation reports to recreate the structures exactly 
as they were.”  

The village’s design includes natural pools 
for blessings and purification rituals, with the 
sacred number three playing a key role in the 
layout, reflecting the Celtic Triskele and the 
cycle of life, death, and rebirth. The initiative 
seeks to create an immersive environment 
where participants can take part in authentic 
experiences, from making traditional crafts to 
engaging in ancient forms of music and dance. 

“The end goal is an actual living settle-
ment where people can come and visit and 
stay for an extended period of time,” continues 
Cameron. “We are still in the process of ex-
panding the village to accommodate that.”

Despite its noble vision, Brigantia has 
faced numerous challenges, including logisti-
cal hurdles and bureaucratic red tape. Brexit 
has complicated international collaboration, 
making it more difficult for artisans and scholars 
from the U.K. to contribute. Funding remains 
an ongoing challenge, as Rocha and her team 
actively seek support from cultural organiza-
tions and European grants.

“Although, at times, it has been difficult to 
get the people needed into Portugal, it’s won-

Thelma Rocha
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derful how we can somehow come together and 
overcome barriers. When I met Ewan - who is 
with the Wild Moon Morris dancers - we were 
able to get the dancers for the launch where 
they teamed up with traditional dancers from 
Portugal.”  

One of the biggest obstacles has been 
resistance from the Church. Some factions see 
the project as reviving pagan traditions and 
have even issued death threats. Rocha remains 
undeterred.

Celtic culture has survived 
invasions, persecution, and erasure. 
It lives on in our traditions, our 
emotions, and our connections. 
Brigantia is proof that these stories 
are still alive…”

Despite the opposition, local support for 
the project is growing. Some of the older wom-
en in Rocha’s own grandmother’s village have 
welcomed the initiative, even serving up meals 
and sharing their own family traditions. Many of 
them recall older customs and ways of life that 
closely resemble Celtic practices, reinforcing 
the project’s authenticity and its place in Portu-
gal’s cultural fabric.

“We have managed to overcome obstacles 

by building trust, sharing cups of tea, and sitting 
with people to explain our vision. That’s how 
cultural change happens - through human con-
nection.”

Beyond the village itself, Rocha and Cam-
eron have a grander vision: establishing a Celtic 
tourism route linking Portugal, Spain, France, 
and the U.K. They are actively seeking funding 
from the European Union to develop this initia-
tive, hoping to attract cultural travelers and his-
tory enthusiasts to walk the path of the Celts. 
The project also seeks to collaborate with his-
torians and anthropologists to map out key sites 
and deepen the understanding of Celtic migra-
tion and settlements.

Cameron, who hails from Scotland, sees 
Brigantia as part of a wider movement reviving 
lost traditions.

“There’s a renaissance happening,” he 
says. “Folklore and ancestral traditions are be-
ing reclaimed. Brigantia will be a place where 
that revival comes to life.”

Brigantia will also host major Celtic events 
throughout the year, including gatherings for 
reenactments, festivals, and workshops on 
traditional crafts, music, and storytelling. Vol-
unteers from Scotland, Wales, and Ireland have 
already signed up to help construct the village, 
demonstrating the cross-border appeal of the 

project.
The long-term vision includes building a 

network of similar settlements across Europe 
that will function as hubs for Celtic heritage, al-
lowing people to experience history in an inter-
active and meaningful way.

In addition, Rocha envisions the settle-
ment as evocative of the matriarchy so preva-
lent in the recurring Celtic motif of the divine 
feminine. “We are looking to contribute to a 
renaissance of what has been forgotten, spe-
cifically, women’s role within the folkloric and 
cultural community, and how we can learn from 
that in today’s society.”    

With its recent official launch, Brigantia 
has taken its first steps into actualization, with 
visitors from around the world attending to wit-
ness and participate in the rebirth of a Celtic 
village. Rocha and Cameron encourage those 
interested in supporting the ongoing project 
to visit the website for updates, volunteer op-
portunities, and upcoming events. They em-
phasize that anyone can take part, whether as 
a visitor, a storyteller, a musician, or a builder 
contributing to the settlement’s expansion and 
growth.

“We are inviting spring, renewal, and 
community,” Rocha says with a smile. “This is 
just the beginning.” 

“
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Verdun, Quebec

Come for the competitions,
stay for the fun!
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Citânia de Briteiros 
and Celtic Portugal
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Recently, my wife Linda and I grew 
weary yet again of what turned out 
to be a particularly harsh winter sea-

son even for our rugged selves accustomed to 
the raw, bitter North Atlantic winds coming 
in off the coast of Nova Scotia. Unlike most 
of our fellow Canadian snowbirds, however, 
we seldom escape to tropical destinations for 
fear of being too hot. Instead, we seek out 
moderate temperatures in lesser-known and 
less-touristy European destinations.

That is how we ended up bivouacked 
on a back street in the town of Amarante in 
northern Portugal, where we encountered not 
a single other North American tourist, but 
instead we were surrounded by some gor-
geous rivers, forests, and mountains worthy 
of hiking and adventure. It also put us within 
striking distance of what Lonely Planet calls, 
“One of the most evocative archeological 
sites in Portugal, Citania de Briteiros” - the 
ruins of a Celtic settlement dating back to the 
Iron Age.

Portugal had been kind to us on many 
occasions, and it is an easy country to feel at 
home in, even if you don’t speak Portuguese. 
Our only bad experience ever was in Sintra 
where an overly aggressive tuk-tuk driver 
railroaded us into an unpleasant and expen-
sive ride to the Pena Palace, an over-crowded, 
over-priced tourist hotspot well worth avoid-
ing. In fact, perhaps it was the over-populari-
ty of places like Sintra that had guided us this 
time north and away to Amarante where few 
people spoke English but treated us like lo-
cals anyway - which is always the way we like 
things to be if we can be so lucky.

We flew to Lisbon by way of London, 
an easy connection if you don’t mind shell-
ing out big money for a night at the Heath-
row Hilton Garden. From Lisbon, we drove a 
few hours north on the excellent Portuguese 
toll highways. To get to Amarante, we turned 
inland past Paredes and Penafiel until we 
crossed Rio Tamega and eventually motored 
our way uphill from the river to a rented cot-
tage with a magnificent view over the river 
valley.

Walking around the outdoor market in 
town the following day, we couldn’t help but 

notice how many vendors were selling pe-
nis shaped pastry. We should not have been 
surprised. Had I bothered to read up on my 
Fodor’s, I would have known that “the deeply 
religious town is a surprisingly racy experi-
ence - bashful visitors may blush at the sight 
of super-sized cakes that are unquestionably 
phallic in form.” These bolos (cakes) are said 
to be in honor of a local 13th century saint, 
Sao Goncalo, who was famous as a marriage 
matchmaker although the direct connection 
between the pastry and the saint remains 
somewhat vague. It did, however, remind me 
of an article I had read by Andrew Weir titled 
“Pride, Potency and Sin,” wherein he noted 
that, “Celtic society, like all patriarchal so-
cieties had the penis symbol at its core.” He 
goes on to point out that, “The British Isles 
must once have been littered with phallic 
stones, pillars and carvings.” And Ireland, 
he points out, probably still has the most of 
them that are still standing. 

So, even though we were not in Ireland 
or another brazenly obvious phallic fanati-
cal territory, here was a hint that we were in 
Celtic country.

Researchers have remarked that 
there were undoubtedly large 
Celtic settlements in many places 
around the Tamega River Valley.

Even the name of the river itself is most 
likely derived from the name of the Tamagani 
people, an ancient Celtic tribe of northern 
Portugal and Spain. Many other towns in the 
region also have names derived from Celtic 
origins. Although our goal was to ultimately 
make our way to the most famous Celtic 
settlement in the region, we decided to get 
away from the highways and larger towns by 
renting e-bikes and riding an extensive por-
tion of the Tamega Ecotrail, an abandoned 
railway line that took us out of Amarante for 
25 kilometres to Celorico de Basto. We biked 
through several small, idyllic rural villages 
and past backyard gardens but also through 
blackened forests where out-of-control 
wildfires had devastated the area only a few 
months prior. Such fires, we were told, were 
becoming more and more prevalent during 
that time of year in the region, another re-
minder that nowhere on the planet is immune 
from the ongoing crisis brought on by global 
warming.

“
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The weather had been perfect for the 
round-trip 50 kilometres we covered that 
day, and aside from being a bit saddle sore 
and having had my first nasty encounter with 
stinging nettle (I thought it was wild mint), 
we both agreed it was the bike ride of the cen-
tury for us. 

For our pilgrimage to Citania de Brit-
eiros, however, we were not so lucky. De-
spite the ominous weather forecast, we left 
out comfortable cottage and headed towards 
the historical city of Gumaraes on our way to 
the ruins. Guimarães is sometimes called the 
birthplace of Portugal as it was the first capital 
of the country in the 12th century. 

Located there is the “Celtic Castle,” ref-
erencing the Celtic people who once popu-
lated the region. Despite the label, it was built 
in the 10th century by Countess Mumadona 
Dias as a defense against Norman and Moor-
ish invasions and not really of Celtic origin at 
all.

As the day progressed, we sadly realized 
the Portuguese weather predictions were ac-
curate. The rain poured down and the wind-
shield wipers could not quite keep up with 
the onslaught, but we soldiered on, nonethe-
less. In the tiny village of Briteiros, the cars 
lined the streets with barely enough width for 
us to squeeze through. It was Sunday morn-

ing, after all, in this most loyally Catholic 
country, and everyone was at church despite 
the deluge. Beyond the town, the road snaked 
up into the hills. The rain seemed to increase 
even more the higher we went. I was ready to 
pack it in and save it for another day, but my 
intrepid spouse (sometimes a bit more head-
strong than her husband appreciated) insist-
ed we journey on to our destination.

I was taking the narrow switchback turns 
at a consistent 10 kmph and wiping my sleeve 
on the windshield to keep open a porthole of 
visibility. And then, suddenly, our Google 
map lady’s voice announced, “You have ar-
rived at your destination.” I pulled the car 
off onto the bumpy side of the road and saw 
nothing but forest and rain. I made a loser’s 
plea again that we should just call off the 
hopeless quest, but instead, Linda jumped 
out into the deluge and looked around. Sure 
enough, she spotted a tiny sign and a narrow 
path on the other side of the road indicating 
that the site was further uphill. “Let’s just sit 
here and wait out the rain,” she said.

So, we did.
Or at least we gave it nearly a half hour 

for an abatement. No luck. The rain relented 
only briefly and then returned with a ven-
geance. 

My grandmother Minnie would 
have said, “It’s raining cats and 
dogs,” although I never understood 
the context of that colloquial 
phrasing.

At that point, the windows of the car 
were completely fogged up and it was as if 
we were sitting in a cloud. It was kind of like 
that scene with Leonardo DiCaprio and Kate 
Winslet inside the car in the hold of the Ti-
tanic - only without the sex.

Well, you can only wait out the northern 
Portuguese rain so long before you grow rest-
less and a little bored. Thus, it was decided by 
the more ambitious of us two to simply take 
our chances and go explore Citania de Brit-
eiros, come hell or high water.

So, that we did. We trekked up the hill to 
see what there was to see.

Oddly, another car had stopped, and a 
small contingent of environmentally ill-pre-
pared folks who looked like they just came 
from church raced up ahead of us. I assumed 
we were headed to an unattended site like 
many we’d visited in the west of Ireland, but 
it turned out that there was a stylish official 
entrance building of glass and brick. As we 
approached it, those who preceded us were 
turning around and breaking into a jog back 

“
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down the hill. This did not bode well.
Inside, however, it was warm and dry, 

and a young woman looked at us with an 
unwelcoming frown. Being my father’s son, 
the first words out of my mouth to her were, 
“Do we have to pay to get in?” Clearly, she 
understood my English because her frown 
deepened and said, “Yes.” Probably the peo-
ple before us had asked the same thing (only 
in Portuguese) and decided it wasn’t worth 
the money. But when I asked how much, I 
learned it was a mere three Euros each.

I paid the money, received an honest 
smile, and was ready for us to venture back 
into ancient times when she said, “Wait. 
Stop. Take these.” And she handed us two 
large and sturdy umbrellas.

The rest, as they say, was pure magic.
Ken Feisel writing in Archeology Maga-

zine (of which I hope one day to have a gift 
subscription) has this to say about the site: 
“Covering roughly 50 acres on a high outcrop 
with sweeping views of the Ave River Valley, 
a hillfort site in northwest Portugal known as 
Citânia de Briteiros was home to more than 

1,000 people between around 200 B.C. and 
A.D. 300. Archaeologists have been exca-
vating the site, some eight miles north of the 
medieval city of Guimarães, since the 1870s.”

So, there we were, setting out into a spi-
der web maze of trails in the pouring rain atop 
Sao Romao Mountain, walking pathways that 
had been trodden by people of the Castro 
culture many centuries ago. I was still worry-
ing about wet feet, but Linda was entranced 
and without having to beat me over the head 
with her umbrella, her wonderment was in-
fectious.

We had the place to ourselves. The mist 
was rising from the ground. And suddenly, 
we were surrounded by the immaculately 
restored walls of round rock homes that had 
once housed families who lived and thrived 
here on this mountaintop. At first, I thought 
there might be a few dozen of these wonder-
ful, curved dwellings, but there were many 
more. This had been a very large village of not 
just homes but family compounds, commu-
nity halls, and an acropolis surrounded by an 
impressive rampart. Someone had obviously 

done an amazing job of resurrecting Citânia 
from the distant past and preserving it for 
Celtic seekers like us. So, as the mystique of 
the abandoned community drew us into this 
most wondrous lost world, I couldn’t help 
but feel most appreciative of the restoration 
work.

And that someone had a name, as it 
turned out. Accord to Lonely Planet, “When 
archaeologist Dr. Martins Sarmento excavat-
ed the site in 1875, he discovered the founda-
tions and ruins of more than 150 rectangular, 
circular and elliptical stone huts, linked by 
paved paths and a water-distribution system, 
all cocooned by multiple protective walls.”

Yes, 150 stone huts. In their day they 
would have had thatched roofs that sheltered 
the families living in those dark but perhaps 
cozy one-room dwellings. As we ventured to 
the acropolis itself at the top on the ancient 
stone pathways, it became more apparent 
how well organized this community was. If 
it had been a clear day, we would have had 
a magnificent view of the Ave River Valley, 
but that didn’t much matter. I was trying to 

Citania de Briteiros
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keep us on the designated path that had been 
sketched out to us when we entered the site, 
but it seemed to take way too much cerebral 
energy, so we gave up on that and allowed 
ourselves to wander freely. It was, to use an 
overused term, otherworldly.

There were just the two 
of us - pilgrims of sorts, escaping 
from the current political and 
social woes of the 21st century - now 
wandering aimlessly, soggy and 
joyful, giving ourselves over to what 
remained of a lost civilization.

I realize that sounds a tad melodramatic, 
but this is coming from a guy who gets eas-
ily bored by well-manicured, highly rated fa-
mous historical sites.

As far as things go, I guess you could call 
this place a hidden gem, an evocative loca-
tion that sets the imagination wandering back 
into the past. Certainly, the remnants of these 
stone structures are impressive in their intri-
cate architectural stonework but also, accord-
ing to Ken Feisel, “The Castro people crafted 
elaborate gold and silver torcs, fashioned 
pendants featuring spiral and rosette motifs, 
and carved stone statues and engraved walls 
that decorated ritual bathing complexes.” 

The park authorities tout the site as, 

“One of the most expressive proto-historical 
fortified towns in the Iberian Peninsulas” as 
well as “one of the most paradigmatic sites” 
in the history of the country. Expressive, yes, 
and as a paradigm, then Citânia de Briteiros is 
rightfully an “ideal standard.”

At the height of the Celtic community’s 
heyday it may have had as many as 1500 resi-
dents. And then something changed, and the 
community must have gone into decline. 
Later, the pesky invading Romans arrived and 
occupied the site in the first century AD, and 
it is believed that the village was ultimately 
abandoned in the second century.

On our way back to modern civiliza-
tion, we ambled downhill to the remains of a 
thermal bath and its symbol-laden monolith. 
Then we returned our umbrellas at the visitor 
centre and retreated to the shelter of our car. 

As we cautiously drove back down Sao 
Ramao Mountain, the rain finally slowed 
down, and by the time we were walking 
around the square at noon in Guimares, the 
sun was out. We had most certainly returned 
to our own century as the crowds filled the 
square. When we sat down for lunch and ex-
plained to the server that our dripping coats 
were the result of spending the morning hik-
ing around Citânia de Briteiros, he claimed he 
had not heard of such a place, and quite pos-
sibly we were pulling his leg. This made us 
feel all that more satisfied that we had expe-
rienced such mystical magic moments all to 
ourselves at such an important portal into the 
past that is probably most often overlooked.

Lesley and Linda

WWW.LESLEYCHOYCE.COM 
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Australia’s
Celtic Connection
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If you ever happen to find yourself in the 
quaint seaside community of Glen Innes, 
New South Wales, there is an outdoor in-

stallation you simply must see for yourself - 
the Australian Standing Stones.

“The Standing Stones are an array of lo-
cal granite that stand approximately 3.5 me-
ters above the ground,” shares Judi Thomas, 
chair of the Standing Stones management 
board via Zoom. There are 38 stones in the 
main array, 24 stones in a circular shape that 
represent the hours of the day, with four car-
dinal points, accurately surveyed in terms of 
true north and south.”

The Standing Stones are more than just 
a stunning public art installation, however - 
they are a symbol of Australia's Celtic con-
nections.

“Then there are three central internal 
stones,” Toms continues, “and the very cen-
tral stone is known as the Australia Stone, 
which is sort of like a connecting stone. We 
describe it as connecting Australian Celts to 
the site, because it is actually classified by our 

National Trust as Australia's national monu-
ment to Celtic heritage in Australia's devel-
opment. That central Stone also picks up on 
that connection with Celts around the world 
to Australia. 

“We also see it as a connecting link be-
tween ancient Celts and modern Celts. There 
are stones on either side of that central stone; 
one of them is known as the Brittonic stone, 
and the other is known as the Gaelic stone, 
and they reflect the language sources of the 
ancient Celts.”

The origin of the Standing Stones goes 
back to 1988, when Scotland sought to gift a 
rock cairn to acknowledge the bicentennial 
of European settlement down under. Many 
communities campaigned to home the rock, 
and while that cairn wound up in Sydney, it 
gave the Celtic Council of Australia an idea 
how to bring pockets of Celtic communities 
across the continent together at Glen Innes.

“It got the Celtic Council of Australia 
thinking that there wasn't actually any spe-
cific acknowledgement of Celts in general in 

Australia - not specific Celtic lines like Scot-
tish or Irish, but just the generic diaspora,” 
continues Toms. “So, they then went back to 
those communities that put in their nomina-
tion to see if anyone would be interested in 
homing another initiative and we were cer-
tainly interested.

“There were Cornish with tin mining in 
the area here, and also Irish with various con-
vict labour throughout here as well and some 
spattering of Welsh. All of that information 
was collated and sent off to the Celtic Council 
of Australia. Glen Innes was then awarded the 
honour of creating this monument.”

Australia isn't the first country 
people associate with the Celtic 
diaspora, but Celtic peoples have 
been part of its history since the 
first ships of the British Empire 
landed at Port Jackson to establish 
a penal colony.

“The first boatload of convicts arrived 
in 1788, and amongst those convicts were 
people of Celtic background,” explains Pa-
mela O'Neill, president of the Celtic Council 
of Australia. “It can be quite hard to sort the 
immigration records to Australia, because 
very often, the place of origin is elided a little 
bit. So, a lot of Scots and Welsh, for instance, 
show up as English in the records.

“That said, there is certainly a recog-
nizable Irish element amongst the convict 
population. Some of the early governors were 
Scots. We had a Cornishman - Bligh, the fa-
mous one from the mutiny on the Bounty, a 
Cornish vessel. Then there was the Irish fam-

“

Pamela O'Neill



2025 SPRING EDITION 73

ine and the Scottish clearances, and then in 
the 1850s, gold was discovered in Australia, 
and many people from Celtic countries came 
for the mining. So, we have quite a lot of Celt-
ic influence very early in the colony.”

Australian author Victoria Cox can trace 
her Celtic lineage back to a case of grand theft 
bovine.

“My Irish connection goes back to 
about the mid-19th century,” Knox recounts 
in a call with Celtic Life International. “Mar-
garet O'Sullivan, who was born in Cork, was 
convicted of stealing a cow. Now, this is really 
interesting, because you don't steal a cow and 
hope to hide it - so what was the purpose in 
stealing one? Well, if you remember, that was 
a terrible time in Ireland as millions died with 
the potato famine. I believe that Margaret 
stole a cow because it would give her family 
something to milk before the cow was found 
and returned to its rightful owner. But she 
also knew that she would be arrested, and I 
think she chose a life on the other side of the 
world, rather than to die of starvation.

“It would have been the only way to 
have emigrated for these people as they were 
poor.” Knox opines. “But the women in our 
family tree are the most extraordinary people, 
and Margaret was tough; she was sentenced 
in Waterford at the court for ten years. She 
was only about 17 or 18 years old when she 
got on that ship, which took about six months 
to arrive in Tasmania, the most southern state 
in Australia.”

Things worked out as well as they could 
for Margaret, as Knox tells it; she found a skill 
in embroidery, which kept her out of prison 
(which is still standing today in Hobart) for 
much of her sentence and then married an-
other penal colony colonist before relocat-
ing to northern Tasmania, near Launceston, 
where she remained until her death in 1904.

“What a plucky woman, and what a 
thing to do. She never saw home again. Never 
saw her siblings or her parents. It was quite 
extraordinary, these people that came and 
pioneered the other side of the world.”

Knox has a knack for getting histrionic 
with history - it's her bread and butter these 
days. After careers in both nursing and opera 
singing, she decided to make a go at becom-
ing an author. Her first book, In Spite of All 
Terror, was published in 2016, and featured 
the recurring character Clement Wisdom in-
serted into real-life historical skullduggery. 

“The whole Clement Wisdom series 
came about from a question on a television 
program,” Knox reveals. “The question was, 
‘who or what were the scallywags?’ Well, 
they were Churchill’s scallywags. It was, of 
course, a euphemistic term for a group called 
the auxiliary units, which were a clandestine 
group of guerrilla fighters that were set up in 
the summer of 1940 as a direct response of 
the fall of France. It was in finding out about 
the auxiliary units that sparked the first book.  
By the time I got to the end of that book, the 
main character, Clement Wisdom, had really 
developed legs.”

Since his first adventure, Clement Wis-
dom has travelled to the north of Scotland, 
Cambridgeshire, and - most recently - Syd-
ney, Australia.

“The fourth book is called West Wind 
Clear. I did a huge amount of research for that 
one as it's largely about code breaking. I do 
my own research, and I love finding little his-
torical details that I can hang a story on. I use 
real characters in the book, from Commander 

Rupert Long, to Commander Eric Nave espe-
cially, who was an Australian code breaker.”

The decision to bring Rev. Wisdom to 
the southern hemisphere was partially borne 
from necessity - like the rest of the world, 
Knox was housebound during the pandemic 
and couldn't travel afar for research. So, she 
stuck close to home.

“I had to write about places I knew, so 
my upcoming book, Codenamed Sorrow, is 
set in Sydney, and it builds up to the Japanese 
invasion of Sydney Harbour in May of 1942.”

It is material like this - the actual history 
of Celts in Australia - that O'Neill wants to 
see gain traction amongst down under de-
scendants.

“People come to Celtic from a lot of di-
rections,” O'Neill explains, “and a lot of them 
have these kind of fantastical ideas about 
what Celtic is, and half of it is tosh. For me, 
I aim to gently introduce people to the facts, 
which are much more exciting and interesting 
and wonderful than the fantasies that people 
build up. You can't just say ‘that's not the way 

Victoria Knox
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it was’ - rather, just introduce that material to 
people in a gentle way and help them to ex-
plore it for themselves.

One of the things that is a threat 
to Celtic culture is it being replaced 
by this kind of fantasy that was 
never there.”

Alongside her role as the president of 
the Celtic Council of Australia, O'Neill is 
also a teacher and school administrator. She 
is the principal of Australian School of Celtic 
Learning, which she herself founded in 2017. 
She is also the Sir Warwick Fairfax Lecturer 
in Celtic Studies at the University of Sydney, 
where she does her best to share the history, 
the culture, and the language of the real Celtic 
peoples of Australia. 

“My interest in Celtic things is basically 
an academic one,” shares O'Neill, who cur-
rently tutors a number of students in Gaelic, 
some of whom commute to class via Zoom, 
including one as far afield as the Isle of Skye. 
“I finished my Bachelor of Arts degree with 
a major in Old English and developed a re-
ally strong interest in Celtic stuff, particularly 
early medieval Celtic. 

“One of the things that's interested me 
in my study of Scottish Gaelic-speaking mi-
grants is the vast difference in their experi-
ence. On the whole, the culture here doesn't 
survive in the same kind of strong pockets 
like it seems to do elsewhere. One of the 
factors that is at play here is that when they 
come to Australia, they get dispersed over 

massive geographical areas, so any survival 
of the culture is hard won. It is a campaign of 
little bits.”

But those little bits, when connected 
meaningfully, can have a larger effect. That's 
why something like the Standing Stones are 
so important to Celtic identity in Australia - 
they act like a magnet.

Rhonda Bombell runs the Australian 
Celtic Festival, which brings Celts from 
across the country to Glen Innes every year. 
While no one is excluded, the festival cycles 
through Celtic nations to highlight in rota-
tion.

“Every three years, we do a cycle of 
Brittany, Cornwall, and Wales,” Bombell ex-

“
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plains. “Then we do the Year of Scotland, 
then the Year of Ireland and the Isle of Man.”

Bombell notes that the Australian Celtic 
Festival brings their sleepy town to life, with 
people from all across this vast nation coming 
together with one goal; to better understand 
and appreciate their Celtic heritage.

“When you come to Glen Innes as a 
visitor, or even if you're just passing through, 
you can see the town really embraces the fes-
tival - everyone really looks forward to it each 
year. For me, the best thing about the event is 
that I get to learn more about Celtic culture.”

“It is growing, and we are finding that 
people are becoming more interested in their 
ancestry,” adds Toms, who works closely 
with Bombell. “A growing interest in DNA 
ancestry has really made it much easier for 
people to look at their own identity. And we 
also see many people at the festival looking 
for information on their ancestry. In fact, we 

have a section within the event that is specifi-
cally set aside for the Scottish and Irish clans, 
and the other Celtic societies as well.”

Even O'Neill - who points out that the 
ancient Celts never actually built standing 
stone monuments like the Australian Stand-
ing Stones - can't deny the power they have 
to bring the Celtic Australian Diaspora to-
gether.

“I have a troubled relationship with our 
stone circle because, of course, stone circles 
are Neolithic, and our first understanding of 
people that we can identify as Celtic is in the 
Bronze Age. So, the stone circles were al-
ready there. I've reconciled myself to it from 
the perspective that Celts certainly lived 
amongst stone circles, because they are in the 
areas that became Celtic. 

“But it has kind of grown on me, and 
there's no doubt it is a beautiful site. I had 
the Croft Celtic Cultural Centre and Cafe in 

a building on site at the stones, and people 
came because they wanted to get in touch 
with their Celtic ancestry, or heritage, and 
they would come in and have really long 
conversations. It was fantastic, because in 
amongst making them coffee or cooking 
them scones, I would be able to talk to them 
about the origins of their clan, or the lan-
guage, if they had an interest in that direction. 
It's another example of how it doesn’t matter 
why they come; if they come, they will ask 
questions about it.

“There's that fabulous saying, which 
is possibly from a slightly dubious context 
in origin,” grins O’Neill. “It doesn't matter 
where you work up your appetite as long as 
you eat at home.”

WWW.CELTICCOUNCIL.ORG.AU
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As Chris Muise tells us, 
imitation is the sincerest form of flattery
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Our regular readers will no doubt be 
familiar with Irish supergroup Celtic 
Woman. Founded in 2004, the all-

female quartet - and several of the artists who 
have been members over their 20+ year his-
tory - has graced the pages of Celtic Life In-
ternational many times.

There is also no doubting the band’s im-
pact on the Celtic Diaspora, including “down 
under,” where a seven-member musical hom-
age - Australian Celtic Women - are passing 
that influence along.

“We came together through our shared 
Celtic roots, and a deep passion for Celtic 
music passed down through our families,” 
shares the group’s award-winning singer and 
Bodhran player Miranda Starr in an email ex-
change. “Although each of us was born in 
Australia or New Zealand, our heritage is rich-
ly woven with connections to Ireland, Scot-
land, and Wales. Every member of our band 
has grandparents or great-grandparents from 
these Celtic nations, which has inspired and 
influenced each of our musical journeys.”

“The band's genesis was during the 2021 
Australian Celtic Festival, when I thought to 
myself ‘life is short, and I fancy a Celtic jam.’ 

Watching my husband's band play, I said, why 
not? But the songs my husband's band plays 
were too manly and pub-centric for my taste - 
we weren't ready to swap five-star venues for 
sticky floors.” 

Taking a cue from their Irish counter-
parts, Starr decided to form an all-woman 
Celtic group - ultimately naming it in honour 
of the original - and began planning and put-
ting a crew together during the COVID-19 
pandemic lockdown.

“The whole band is passionate about 
music. We've all won awards in our various 
disciplines. I have performed overseas in resi-
dencies at numerous five-star venues and re-
sorts in corporate bands. Our fiddler, Melinda 
Coles, plays 13 instruments and won a schol-
arship at the age of seven to study with Dr. 
(Shinichi) Suzuki in Japan. Two of our lead 
vocalists - Kathryn King and Gabrielle Jack 
- are both award-winning, classically trained 
singers who have dazzled audiences world-
wide with their breathtaking performances. 
Pianist Jeannine Phelan also trained classically 
at the Conservatorium, while Camille Layt, 
our bagpiper, has played internationally as a 
pipe sergeant and soloist, and has even writ-

ten books on the instrument.
Last, but not least, our drummer Mela-

nie Smith has travelled extensively across 35 
countries, playing primarily in rock and metal 
bands, and is now savouring the energy, pas-
sion, and fun of Celtic music. 

Every member in the band has 
performed professionally for years 
in their own fields, and we all love 
music - it must be in the genes!”

“We also wanted to champion older 
women in music, so everyone in the band is 
over the age of 35, seasoned, and diva-free. 
Rehearsals kick off with a drink and a giggle - 
with our Celtic roots, everybody just loves to 
tap along with music and have fun.”

Australian Celtic Women often collabo-
rates with other Celtic performers from across 
the outback. As they started booking big-
ger venues, the band began working with the 
Scottish/Irish troupe The Shamrock Dancers, 
as well as local and area pipe and drum bands 
looking to share the stage. 

“For us, it's all about having a great time, 
producing a quality show, and also ensuring 
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everyone in the band is allowed to express 
themselves and show off a little,” says Starr. 

“We rehearse a lot to ensure the quality 
of our songs is top notch. But we also have 
fun on stage and off, and it shows. “In addi-
tion, because we come from diverse musical 
backgrounds, we all have a lot to share, and we 
come up with different ideas about our songs 
and our shows. We can go from haunting 
cello, tinkling ivories, and soaring vocals to a 
rock anthem, or we might just dance around 
the stage to a jig while encouraging the crowd 
to join in. We even throw in an opera song or 
two, to keep the audience guessing.”

Ultimately, Australian Celtic Women is 
all about bringing the Celtic vibe.

“It's not uncommon to see the crowd 
laughing one minute and tearing up the next,” 
notes Starr, “While it's more of a concert vibe, 
we love when people get up and dance. At fes-
tivals, we take it up a notch by diving into the 
crowd to dance and sing with everyone - it's 
like a Celtic celebration on overdrive!”

The secret, Starr shares, is in the music; 
each song needs to connect with some part of 
the listener's heart – something that, luckily, 
Celtic music is well-known for.

“Whether it is sad, emotive, or just plain 
fun, a good song is a song that makes you 
feel, and we want to make the audience feel 
something. Every song has the opportunity 
to take you back to a time when you smiled, 
cried, or remembered something important 
to you - an ability to take you out of the day-
to-day drudgery and simply enjoy life in the 
moment.”

Australian Celtic Women is only a few 
years into its tenure, and Starr admits that 
juggling the responsibilities of home life and 
day jobs while trying to grow the band can be 
a challenge. But the challenge is worth it in 
exchange for what the gig gives back to them.

“Performing in an all-woman Celtic band 
offers a multitude of rewarding experiences 
that extend beyond the music itself. 

It is a unique platform for 
celebrating and preserving the rich 
cultural heritage of Celtic traditions 
that run deep here in Australia, 
while also promoting female 
empowerment and collaboration…”

“The camaraderie and shared passion 
among band members foster a supportive and 
inspiring environment, encouraging creativity 
and innovation in musical expression. In ad-
dition to all this, it's about being able to work 
with amazing people that we genuinely care 
about and enjoy spending time with.”

She and her bandmates don't plan on 
resting on their laurels - or riding the name 
recognition of their northern hemisphere pre-
decessors - they have hit the ground running 
in 2025. 

“We have just finished recording our 
first CD and are currently writing originals for 
our next one. We have been asked to record a 
Christmas album, but that might have to wait 
until next year. We have a number of ticketed 
shows at cultural centres, town halls, and en-
tertainment venues coming up this year, and 
we’re also hoping to continue our momentum 
and travel to France to the legendary Festival 
Interceltique de Lorient in 2026 or 2027. So, 
yes, we are busy, but we are loving every min-
ute of it.”

“

WWW.CELTICWOMEN.COM.AU        @AUSTRALIAN.CELTIC.WOMEN
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April 28 to 4 May 2025

Australian Celtic Festival – Celtic Food Trail
 

Indulge in the flavours of the Celtic nations on the 
ACF Celtic Food Trail! 

Local businesses are bringing Celtic-inspired dishes and brews to life in the week leading up to and throughout the festival
weekend. Savour hearty stews simmered to perfection, freshly baked soda bread with golden crusts, and sweet treats that
melt in your mouth. Warm up with a smooth Irish coffee, sip on local beers, and discover menus brimming with flavour.

Whether you’re after a comforting meal, a festive drink, or a new favourite dish, you’ll find something to satisfy every
craving in Glen Innes Highlands during the Australian Celtic Festival. Join us for a delicious celebration of Celtic heritage!

https://www.australiancelticfestival.com/celtic-food-trail/
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At 33, Scotland’s Andrew Donaldson is considered one of the world’s greatest marathon swimmers. Among his many 
accomplishments, he holds the world record for having the fastest time to complete the Oceans Seven marathon. In 2022, he set 

a new record for swimming across the English Channel, completing the 33-kilometer crossing in 8 hours. Following that, he became 
the first Scottish male to swim the North Channel crossing between Ireland and Scotland. In 2023, he was voted “Man of the Year” 
and “Performance of the Year” in the World Open Water Swimming Association awards. In 2024, he broke the world record for the 
Manhattan Island Swim (swimming around NYC), completing the course in just 5 hours and 41 minutes. He currently holds the world 
record for the fastest swim across the Cook Strait, the waters between New Zealand’s North and South Islands. Recently we spoke with 
him from his home in Western Australia.
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CL: What are your family roots?
AD: I grew up in a very active family on the west coast of 
Scotland. We were always outdoors doing things; my parents 
took my sister and me on hikes, and we played badminton, 
golf, rode our bikes all over the place. I think my folks just 
needed some sort of outlet to get us out of the house and tire 
us out, essentially.

CL: How, when, and why did you initially get into 
swimming?

AD: My older cousin was the first in our family to take up 
swimming - specifically club swimming. My sister followed 
him into the pool, and I ended up getting pulled along to all 
these swimming competitions on weekends. It was inevitable, 
I suppose, that I would follow in their footsteps. 

CL: And you took to it right away?
AD: So much can be done for the body and the mind and 
the spirit just by getting outside and exercising, being in 
nature - it's one of the reasons why I love swimming and 
why I eventually came across to open water swimming and 
outdoor swimming because of that connection to nature. 
And again, that comes back to my childhood growing up in 
Scotland. I love being outdoors, and that love was passed 
down from generation to generation. Both my father and my 
grandfather loved to travel and took an interest in the world 
and that spread to both me and my sister. Swimming was, 
and remains, the vehicle that takes me around the world. I 
moved here to Australia because of swimming.

CL: The weather is better than back home, I’m sure.
AD: I didn’t want to say it, but yes, living here certainly has 
its advantages. My mother is Indonesian, so the warmth is in 
my blood, which is what you want as a cold-water swimmer. 
The thing about being Scottish is, there are certain intangible 
benefits of having grown up there, and dealing with the 

weather is one of them. Scots, by nature, are tough stock - 
gritty, resilient, with a backbone carved out by centuries of 
struggle. We aren’t afraid to roll up our sleeves and get to 
work.

CL: Hard work has a bit of a bad reputation these days.
AD: Agreed. My experience has been that hard work will 
take you there, and then smart work will take you further. 
Those are life lessons that I was fortunate to learn from both 
my father and my grandfather - two proud, hardworking 
Scots who always encouraged us to be the best version of 
ourselves and help others.

CL: So, self-mastery and service?
AD: Yes, that is an excellent way of putting it. I mean, and I 
suppose like a lot of people, every once in a while, I scratch 
my head and ask myself “Why am I doing this?’ and ‘Why am 
I pushing myself so hard here?’ And that allows to me reflect 
and to remind myself that it is not enough to merely challenge 
myself - that’s only half the job. The other half is about 
challenging and inspiring others. As I have learned, when you 
help the people around you, you help yourself in the process.

CL: Is leaving some sort of lasting legacy something 
you consider?

AD: Yes, only recently, but more and more. I was in Hawaii 
last year and there they talk about thinking ahead and 
making decisions based on looking 7 generations into the 
future - that’s a really long time. We ought to be thinking 
more than just about ourselves and how we can set up future 
generations for success. And if I can move the needle just a 
tiny bit through what I do then I will feel good knowing that I 
have contributed in some way. 

CL: Do you feel any sense of obligation to give back, 
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given your status and celebrity?
AD: Celebrity! I like that! I don’t feel like a celebrity, nor do I 
really look like one, but I will take it! No, not really in the sense 
that I don’t feel any added pressure to be anyone other than 
who I am.

CL: Do you connect with the 
Scottish Diaspora when you travel?

AD: You know, I should really leverage - if that is the right 
word - the Scottish network much more than I do, and I 
should probably start sooner rather than later. When I began 
open water swimming here in Australia, I didn't meet very 
many people in the Scottish ex-pat community, and certainly 
not many in the sporting world. There are lots of Scots here - I 
mean, look at the number of Highland Games and festivals 
that take place in this part of the world each year - it’s just 
that they are not so much in my immediate sphere. When it 
comes to sports, Scots are, admittedly, a little behind, and 
I hope that I can help to play my part to change that going 
forward by inspiring more young people at home and away to 
get more involved with sport.

CL: Speaking of going forward, what are your plans for 
2025, and for the years ahead?

AD: I have a lot of both personal and professional goals 
that I am hoping to accomplish. I am aware that my role in 
swimming will likely change over time - I have no plans to 

stop challenging myself at this point, but I see myself perhaps 
becoming an ambassador for the sport down the road. One 
thing that really excites me is the idea of putting together 
some sort of ultramarathon swimmers team from around the 
world, all of us pooling our resources and swimming under 
one banner to raise funds and awareness for various global 
causes and charitable organizations. I am very much a part 
of this community, and I can tell you that these are incredible 
people with incredible stories to share and huge love in their 
hearts. And this would be another way that I could continue 
my mission to promote both mental health and ocean health.

CL: And you are involved with this year’s Dressed to 
Kilt fashion show in NYC!

AD: Yes! Although to be honest, I am not quite sure how I 
got roped into that, and I’m not quite sure how I feel about it 
yet! I’ve never done anything like that before, and - I admit - I 
am a bit nervous, maybe even downright frightened - which 
is kind of silly when you think about it; walking a runway in a 
kilt in front of hundreds of people - with all of those cameras - 
should be a walk in the park compared to the challenges that 
come with marathon swimming!

@ANDY.SWIMMING 
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www.seanoriordanphotography.com
@seanorphoto

I was born in Co. Limerick. My fam-
ily come from the town of Kilmal-
lock, on the border between Cork 

and Limerick, but I was raised near the 
small village of Ardpatrick at the foot of 
the Ballyhoura mountains. It was a fan-
tastic place to grow up and it gave me 
my love of the outdoors. 

I currently live and work in Aus-
tralia, however I will be moving home 
to Ireland in the coming months.

I always enjoyed taking pictures 
and I love hiking and the outdoors, so 
naturally I gravitated towards landscape 
photography. As a youngster, I often 
spent time fishing during the summers 

and when I would see a nice sunset 
or something that caught my eye, I 
wished I had a camera. 

In the early stages of my photog-
raphy journey, I was willing to do any-
thing to get a good image. Often stu-
pidly this meant going out when it was 
not safe or pushing through an all-night 
drive when I was sleep deprived. Not 
smart - but it led to me getting shots 
I knew nobody else was getting. I be-
came known for the lengths I would go 
to get an image. I still like to capture my 
adventures and the fleeting moments 
that I know may never happen again.

A big highlight for me has been 

capturing some very unique landscapes 
in Ireland and elsewhere that I know 
may never be captured. I like to be good 
at what I do and put in the hard work to 
stand out.

I am all about the adverse weather. 
If I am struggling for motivation, but I 
know a storm is coming, I get inspired 
to get back out there with the cam-
era - it is chance to be different and do 
something that no-one else is doing.

A good photo is something that 
stops people scrolling for longer than 
5 seconds. It should captivate atten-
tion and make the viewer think. A good 
photo has a wow factor.

https://gssongs.com/
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What fills your heart?
Speak to anyone who has been to Ireland and they'll always have something
special to say. That's because these lands have a unique way of leaving your
heart feeling truly full. It could be the warmth of the locals, often said to be
the friendliest in the world. It could be the fun of an impromptu music session
in a cozy Irish pub. Or it could be the heart-stopping drama of our coastline,
with its jagged headlands and soaring sea cliffs. Whatever it might be, isn't it
time you found out?

Fill your heart with Ireland. 

Temple Bar Archway, Dublin

https://www.tourismireland.com/
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Kris Ramsay
Although I am Australian by birth, my 

ancestry is entirely European, and I 
have always felt a profound connec-

tion to my Scottish heritage. My great-grand-
father, David Normand, was born in Scot-
land, and grew up in Perthshire. Following 
his service in the Black Watch, he emigrated 
to Australia. The Normand family name has 
long been associated with the MacLeod Clan 
of Harris.

There is considerable artistic talent on 
both sides of my family. Recognizing my 
childhood interest in drawing, my family en-
couraged me to continue. Visual arts played 
a significant role in my education - fine arts, 
woodwork, and metalwork. It was a means 
of expression and communication, as well as 
an invaluable escape during the challenges of 
adolescence and self-discovery. After high 
school, my family, aware of my fondness for 
my Scottish heritage, gifted me a Celtic-style 
ring, igniting my interest in exploring the 
Celtic art style. 

It wasn’t until 2014, when I completed 
my artwork S’Leatsa mo chridhe gu bràth 
(My Heart Belongs to You Forever) - a Celt-
ic-styled acrylic painting on canvas depicting 
a couple embracing, with the man holding 
her heart in his hand - that I was profoundly 
impressed by my own work and the personal 
growth it represented. I resolved to create a 
collection of Celtic Art and - given that Celtic 
Art is not commonly recognized in Australia 
- I aimed to elevate awareness of this tradi-
tional and cultural form. 

When I first started creating Celtic art, 
my knowledge was limited to a few simple 
knot designs. Utilizing the gifted ring, I be-
gan to develop these designs independently. 
Initially, I relied on freehand drawing to cre-
ate original designs. In 1998, I was presented 
with ‘The Celtic Art Source Book’ by Court-
ney Davis, which remains a valuable refer-
ence. The artwork provided new inspiration 
for my explorations in Celtic art. Elements, 
evident from my years studying courses such 
as design fundamentals and Interior decora-

tion, have influenced and aided in the cultiva-
tion of my own unique style. I’ve moved from 
geometric experimentation, to curves and 
flow, reflective of my studies in art deco and 
art nouveau. No longer do my works consist 
of only knotwork but now include all aspects 
reflective of Celtic art. 

In my practice, I apply sincerity, origi-
nality, and integrity. With consideration of 
both historical and future contexts, I offer a 
modern and contemporary response to older 
traditions and cultural beliefs, making Celtic 
art relevant to the present while respecting 
its artistic tradition. By exploring resources 
accessible to the Celts, I recreate the organic 
platform and add depth to encourage view-
ers to examine the dimensional illusions that 
characterize my work. The goal is for each 
piece to provide a cultural experience that is 
accessible to everyone.

All works copyright Kris Ramsay 2025 and 
remain the sole property of the artist

@kr_celtic_artist
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WWW.BRIGIDMCLAUGHLIN.COM      @BRIGIDMCL

I grew up in central New South Wales, 
Australia, on a Merino Sheep Stud locat-
ed between the small towns of Nyngan 

and Warren. I had an idyllic childhood sur-
rounded by animals, nature, and adventure. 
My family are dedicated, third-generation 
merino wool producers. The McLaughlin 
family hail from Bushmills in Northern Ire-
land, and our relatives, the Holtermans, still 
live in the original family farmhouse a short 
distance from the town.

Today I reside in the Sydney suburb of 
Haberfield, known for its Federation archi-
tecture and large sprawling gardens. To me it 
feels more like a country town than a suburb, 
with a very tight community and a slower 
pace than many of the neighbouring areas.

I have always been interested in fash-
ion and have wanted to be a designer since 
I discovered it was a job. I have constantly 
created, in many different forms, however 
fashion design was always constant. From 

an early age I made things, cardboard sub-
marines from old boxes, stylish accessories 
for pet cats and lambs, wooden animals from 
timber off-cuts, I drew, painted, then I made 
my own clothes. I was very fortunate to have 
a father and mother who loved the arts and 
fostered creativity. As a creative no other in-
dustry combines all my great loves - design 
in all its forms, textiles, art, photography, mu-
sic, dance.

My creative process is both inspirational 
and perspirational. I am a collector, so my 
work often starts with a ramble through my 
collections of vintage or artisanal textiles. 

My key strength is in my quality natu-
ral fabric selections, the exclusive textile 
designs, and my command of colour. My sig-
nature style and philosophy remain constant. 
As a niche design house, we create handcraft-
ed designer clothing in natural fibres, where 
timeless design meets sustainable, nature-
positive artistry.

Our store/design studio is a welcoming 
space where customers can see our collec-
tions coming together; the hustle and bustle 
of fabrics being cut, samples being sewn, 
patterns being made. We pride ourselves in 
working as a traditional design house where 
we make all patterns and samples in-house, 
while also embracing new technologies such 
as digital pattern making.

The reasons why I’m still involved in 
the industry today remain the same, and my 
compulsion to create is just as strong as ever. 
What I love most is that I’m in the business 
of making people happy. Dressing well is em-
powering. The joy the perfect outfit brings to 
my customers and myself is always a thrill. 
As a dedicated team, we all fuel each other’s 
passion, and it is this combined creativity 
and resourcefulness from which the beauty 
evolves.
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BRUCE'S SCOTLAND TOURS
Bruce’s Scotland Tours provide personalised touring experiences throughout Scotland. 
Owned and operated by Bruce, tours can be tailored to cater for any interest and requirements. 
We pride ourselves upon being the only tour operator in Scotland who provides a fully 
personalised service with itineraries constructed from scratch to fulfil your every requirement 
and request. 

Tours can be designed to last anywhere from a few days to two or three weeks.  

We can help you build the trip of a lifetime simply starting with your arrival date or equally we 
can work with existing arrangements to design a tour best suited to you and your party.  

Please explore our site to find out more about the company and see a sample of some of the 
places it is possible to visit in the beautiful country we call home.  

www.brucesscotlandtours.com
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Australian
Celtic Cuisine

Ingredients 

Pastry
4 cups (600 g) plain flour, plus extra for dusting
good pinch fine sea salt
1 tsp baking powder
⅓ cup olive oil, plus extra for greasing
1 egg, beaten, plus 1 extra egg to glaze
1 cup (250 ml) milk

Filling
2 tbsp olive oil
1 large onion, finely diced
1 red capsicum, halved, deseeded and cut into thin strips
500 g roma tomatoes, chopped
⅓ cup fresh flat-leaf parsley, chopped
1 tsp fine sea salt
½ tsp coarsely ground black pepper
200 g drained, tinned tuna in oil
Resting time 2 hours

Galician Australian Empanada Instructions

To make the pastry, place the flour, salt and baking powder in a bowl, mix, then 
make a well in the centre. Add the oil and beaten egg and gradually incorporate 
the flour into the liquid. Start adding the milk, a little at a time, until the mixture 
forms a slightly sticky and elastic dough (but not wet). You may not need all the 
milk depending on the size of the egg you are using or add slightly more if too 
dry. Bring the dough together with your hands. Place on a plate, sprinkle with 
a little flour, cover with plastic wrap, and chill in the fridge for 30–60 minutes. 
Meanwhile, to make the filling, heat the oil in a frying pan over medium heat. Fry 
the onion until soft but not coloured, stirring regularly. Add the red capsicum and 
chopped tomato and cook for 3 minutes, or until just starting to soften. Take the 
pan off the heat, add parsley, salt and pepper, and mix everything together. Leave 
until cool (20–30 minutes). Drain the oil from the tuna, break into smaller chunks 
and add to the tomato mixture. Preheat the oven to 200˚C/Gas 6 and lightly oil a 
flat baking sheet. Weigh the pastry, remove 120 g for decoration and divide the re-
maining weight by 5. Roll two-fifths of the pastry into a ball and put it to one side. 
Form the rest into a slightly larger ball. Roll out the larger ball of pastry until it 
forms a circle about the size of a large plate (35 cm) and place on the lightly oiled 
baking sheet. Spoon the cooled filling into the centre of the pastry and spread it 
out towards the edge, leaving a 4 cm border all the way around. Brush the border 
lightly with beaten egg. Roll out the remaining pastry slightly smaller than the 
base of the pie (about 32 cm) and gently place it over the filling, leaving a 4 cm 
edge all the way around. Bring the base up to meet the smaller pastry disc and 
fold it over, pressing and rolling into a rope shape to make a sealed pastry edge. 
Alternatively, press edges together with a fork, supporting the pastry underneath 
with your fingers, then roll the edge over. Roll out the 100 g pastry into a long, 
thin shape, then cut thin strips to decorate the top of the empanada. Brush the 
top with beaten egg, cut a small hole in the centre and line with a small length of 
pastry and place remaining pastry strips to decorate. Make a couple of small slits 
in the top to allow the steam to escape. Bake in the centre of the oven for 35-40 
minutes until the pastry is golden brown and the filling is hot. Serve warm or cold.
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Ingredients 

1 tbsp rice bran oil, or other neutral oil
1 onion, finely chopped
1 celery stalk, finely chopped
1 carrot, finely chopped
1 cup cabbage, finely sliced
1 cup green beans, thinly chopped
1/3 cup water
1 tsp corn flour (cornstarch)
1 cup cooked pearl barley
1/2 batch vegetarian haggis
1 tsp stock powder
12-14 spring rolls wrappers
egg yolk or milk for sealing wrappers
extra oil for frying
soy sauce for dipping

Ingredients 

4 cups self-rising flour
1 teaspoon salt
1 tablespoon butter, softened
1 cup milk
½ cup water

Ingredients 

500g ready-made puff pastry (you could 
use short-crust if you prefer)
7 tbsp Bird’s Custard Powder
6 tbsp caster sugar
1 litre (about 2 pints) milk
200g icing sugar
5 tsp cold water
Flour for rolling out the pastry

Scottish Australian
Haggis Chiko Rolls
The best of Scotland and Australia.

Irish Australian 
Damper Bread
Not unlike Irish soda bread, Damper 
bread was a staple of the early 
Australian settlers' diet. Traditionally, 
the dough was cooked directly on the 
coals of an open fire. 

Welsh Australian 
Ice Slices

Instructions

Take the spring rolls wrappers out of the 
fridge to defrost. Heat oil in a large frypan 
over medium heat. Add onion, celery, 
carrot, cabbage and green beans (I added 
them as I chopped them). Fry for about 12 
minutes from when the onion goes in - the 
vegies should be quite soft.  Meanwhile 
dissolve corn flour in water. Add barley, 
haggis, stock powder and corn flour 
mixture. Cook for another few minutes until 
mixture thickens. At the point mixture can 
be kept in the fridge until you are ready to 
use (I kept mine overnight). To roll up the 
mixture into spring roll wrappers, place 3 
tbsp of filling along the middle third of each 
sheet, fold in the sides and then roll up 
(as in photos above). Dab a little egg yolk 
or milk on the end of the wrappers before 
finishing rolling up to seal the edge. Heat 
about an inch of soil in a small saucepan 
over medium heat. Check mixture is hot 
enough by putting a crumb in - if it sizzles 
it is ready. Place a few rolls in at a time and 
turn regularly with tongs until deep golden 
brown. Drain on kitchen towel. Serve warm 
with some soy sauce for dipping.

Instructions

Preheat the oven to 425 degrees F (220 
degrees C). Grease a baking sheet. Stir 
flour and salt together in a large bowl. Rub 
in butter until mixture resembles coarse 
crumbs. Make a well in the center; pour in 
milk and water, then stir until dough comes 
together. Turn dough out onto a lightly 
floured surface and form into an 8-inch-
diameter round loaf. Place loaf onto the 
prepared pan; cut a cross in the top using 
a sharp knife. Bake in the preheated oven 
for 25 minutes; lower the temperature to 
350F (175 C) and continue to bake for an 
additional 5 to 10 minutes. The loaf should 
be golden brown, and the bottom should 
sound hollow when tapped.

Instructions

Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F and line 
a baking sheet with greaseproof baking 
paper. Roll out the pastry into a rectangle 
about 20cm x 40cm/8in x 16in and then 
cut it into two, so you are left with two 
squares. Place the pastry onto the lined 
baking sheet, prick all over with a fork, and 
cover with another layer of greaseproof 
paper. Then put another baking sheet on 
top to weigh it down. If you have enough 
baking sheets, you can cook both at the 
same time, if not, cook them one after 
the other. Bake in the oven for about 20 
minutes until crisp all over. Allow to cool 
on a wire rack. While the pasty is baking, 
make the custard by heating the milk in a 
saucepan until simmering and then tipping 
it onto the custard powder and sugar that’s 
been mixed with a little milk in a large 
bowl or jug. As you tip the milk in and 
mix, the custard should become thick and 
glossy. Allow to cool, stirring regularly to 
stop a skin forming. When everything has 
cooled, you can start to assemble. Start 
with one layer of the pastry and top with 
the custard (it should be really quite solid 
by this point but still spreadable), top with 
the other pastry layer. In a jug or bowl, mix 
the icing sugar and water to form a smooth 
paste. Tip it over the top of the pastry and 
spread to the edges. Place the whole thing 
in the fridge for 15-30 minutes to really 
solidify. Remove from the fridge and using 
a sharp knife, cut the confection into eight 
rectangles.
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Ingredients 

150 g (1 cup) plain flour
1 large egg, lightly beaten
375 ml (1½ cups) milk, approximately
2 tsp butter
60 g (¼ cup) apricot jam or 
your favourite flavour
80 ml (⅓ cup) double cream
250 g strawberries, hulled and sliced
icing sugar, for dusting
Standing time 10 minutes

Ingredients 

1 tbsp olive oil
1 large brown onion, finely chopped
500g extra lean beef mince
1 tbsp corn flour
3/4 cup beef stock
3/4 cup tomato sauce
2 tbsp Worcestershire sauce
1 tbsp barbecue sauce
1 tsp Vegemite
2 sheets frozen short crust pastry, thawed
2 sheets frozen puff pastry, thawed
1 egg, beaten

Ingredients 

50g butter
1 large brown onion, peeled and finely diced
3 cloves garlic, minced
500g beef mince
1 tsp Vegemite
2 large potatoes, peeled and cut into 1cm 
cubes
2 carrots, peeled and cut into 1cm cubes
1 cup diced pumpkin (peeled and cut into 
1cm cubes)
5 sprigs thyme
½ cup chicken stock
1 tsp Worcestershire sauce
salt and black pepper, to season
2 tbsp finely shredded parsley
6 sheets frozen puff pastry
1 egg, beaten
tomato sauce, to serve

Bretagne Australian 
Strawberry Crepes

Manx Australian 
Meat Pies

Cornish Australian Pasty

Instructions

Sift the flour into a bowl and make a well 
in the centre. Add the egg and a little milk 
into the well, then gradually whisk in the 
flour, slowly adding more milk until you 
obtain a smooth, thin batter. Strain the 
mixture through a fine sieve into a jug 
and stand for at least 10 minutes before 
cooking the crêpes. Melt the butter in a 20 
cm crêpe pan, then whisk the hot, melted 
butter into the crepe mixture. Pour enough 
mixture into the hot pan to thinly cover the 
base. Cook for 1 minute or until the edges 
start to brown. Turn and cook the other 
side for 30 seconds, then transfer to a 
plate and repeat with the remaining batter, 
stacking the cooked crêpe as you go. To 
assemble, spread each crêpe with a little 
jam and cream and top with 4-5 slices of 
strawberry. Fold the crêpes and dust with 
icing sugar just before serving.

Instructions

Heat oil in a saucepan over medium-high 
heat. Add onion. Cook for 3 minutes or 
until soft. Add mince. Cook for 8-10 min-
utes, stirring with a wooden spoon, or until 
browned. Mix corn flour and 1 tablespoon 
of stock to form a paste. Add the remaining 
stock, Tomato sauce, Worcestershire sauce 
and Vegemite to mince. Bring to the boil. 
Reduce heat to medium-low. Simmer for 8 
minutes or until thick. Cool. Preheat oven 
to 220°C. Place a baking tray into oven. 
Grease 4 x 8cm base measurement pie 
pans. Cut 4 x 15cm circles from short crust 
pastry. Use to line bases and sides of pans. 
Fill with mince. Brush rims with water. Cut 
4 x 15cm circles from puff pastry. Place 
over meat. Press to seal. Trim. Brush with 
egg. Season. Place pies onto hot tray. Bake 
for 20 to 25 minutes or until golden. 

Instructions

Heat the butter in a large saucepan 
over medium heat and fry the onion and 
garlic until softened. Add the mince and 
Vegemite and fry until the mince is well 
browned. Add the potatoes, carrot and 
pumpkin and fry for about 5 minutes, 
stirring frequently. Add the thyme, chicken 
stock and Worcestershire sauce and 
season very well with salt and pepper. 
Cover with a lid and cook for a further 5-10 
minutes until the vegetables are softened, 
stirring occasionally. Stir through the pars-
ley and allow to cool to room temperature. 
Adjust for seasoning. Remove the puff 
pastry from the freezer and allow to thaw. 
Using a dinner plate as a guide, cut each 
pastry sheet into a large circle. Place about 
a cup of filling into the centre of each 
pastry circle and fold into a half-moon 
shape. Crimp along the side of the pastry 
to seal in the filling without any air pockets. 
Repeat for the remaining filling. Heat your 
oven to 200C. Place the pasties on a lined 
baking sheet and brush with beaten egg. 
Bake for 25 minutes or until well browned. 
Serve with tomato sauce.
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If you are a parent, you might struggle 
trying to find the right extracurricular ac-

tivities to enrol your kids in, especially if 
you want them to connect with their cultural 
identity. 

Imagine the additional challenge of find-
ing such a program when outlets for your cul-
tural expression are hard to find in your area. 
And, if your area is 7.7 million square kilome-
tres across, you can start to put yourself in 
Felix Meagher's shoes.

“My wife and I, Christine, have four 
children,” Meagher tells Celtic Life Interna-
tional via Zoom. “And at the time, this was 
about a quarter of a century ago, my sister-
in-law had five. We wanted our kids to be ex-
posed to Irish music. I came to it later in life 
because my father was very reluctant about 
his Irish background, as a lot of people in 
Melbourne were for a long time.”

The dream was to send all nine young-
sters to the Willie Clancy School in Ireland 
to learn traditional Irish song and dance for a 
summer, but - as they were living in on the 
exact opposite side of the world in Victoria, 
Australia - the sheer cost involved quickly 
put a kibosh on that idea.

“Back then, I was living in Croydon, 
Port Fairy - a suburb of Melbourne - and I was 
very involved in a local event called the Port 
Fairy Folk Festival, which has been going for 
nearly 50 years,” Meagher continues. “One 
of my best friends in life, who founded that 

gathering, said, 'Well, why don't you have it 
here?' 

“With nine kids and us, we thought, 
well - we've got an audience, and we've got a 
quorum. So, we did.”

That was the start of the Lake School 
of Celtic Song & Dance, which welcomes 
families from across Australia and the world 
to a campsite in Koroit, three hours from Mel-
bourne, for a week each summer in January 
(remember, it's Australia). There, students 
study trad instruments, including fiddle, 
harp, bodhrán, flute, uilleann pipes, guitars, 
and more.

Meagher has run the camp since the 
start but recently stepped back from its op-
erational responsibilities. 

The new president, Jim McAlinden, has 
been a regular at the Lake School for over a 
dozen years. He notes that enrolment has 
grown exponentially from the original 25 stu-
dents that attended the first year of the camp 
in 1999.

“I think we had about 300, 310 students 
this year. As well as the tutors, their partners  
and there might have been a number of tu-
tors' children who didn't actually register but 
logged into classes anyway. So, you are talk-
ing around maybe 350 to 360 people in all 
that come into this small village town.”

“With the families, I reckon it's more 
like 500,” Meagher chimes in.

Cora Browne, assistant chairperson at 

Lake School, came to Australia from Water-
ford, Ireland, when she was 15. She had lost 
track of her Irish culture in spending her ado-
lescence immersed in Australian culture but 
attending the Lake School as an adult with 
children of her own has helped her to redis-
cover it.

Coming to Lake School and 
hanging out with people who 
really appreciate culture has given 
me a place to stand...”

What started as a small affair is showing 
no signs of slowing down. 

“I would like it to grow and become 
bigger,” says McAlinden. “The actual town 
of Koroit is actually waking up to their own 
Irish culture and background, as there are 
many families here whose roots come from 
the early 1900s and 1800s. But we're not just 
looking backward, we are looking forward. 
The school is not just a little thing in the 
background - it has a massive impact.”

Meagher concurs. “In terms of its influ-
ence, it really punches above its weight. It 
took a while to build, but the fact that people 
come indicates that they have decided to 
dedicate some of their life to this. And once 
you get a bunch of dedicated people, you can 
change the world.”

Lake School of Celtic Song & Dance
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WWW.LAKESCHOOL.COM.AU       @LAKE_SCHOOL_KOROIT_LSK
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Celtic Collection Australia

Neck Warmer 
Snood/Shrug
100% Merino Wool

 with Labyrinth symbol
Glen Innes Highlands Shop

$30 (AUD) 

www.gleninneshighlands.shop

Neither Despise 
Nor Fear

Novel By V M Knox

$34 (AUD) 

www.vmknox.wordpress.com

Lagore 
Spiral Brooch
Celtic Dreaming 

$240 (AUD) 

www.celticdreaming.com

Glen Gowrie 
Highlands Gin

Glen Gowrie Distillery 

$85 (AUD) 

www.glengowriedistillery.com.au

Australian Celtic
Festival 2025 T-shirt

100% Organic Cotton. 
100% Australian Made. Locally 

made in Glen Innes by The Organic 
Tshirt Co. All sizes from XXS to 3XL

Glen Innes Highlands Shop

$40 (AUD) 

www.gleninneshighlands.shop

https://www.gleninneshighlands.shop/products/100-merino-wool-shrug-indigo-navy?_pos=1&_sid=aaf88bd49&_ss=r
https://www.gleninneshighlands.shop/products/100-merino-wool-shrug-indigo-navy?_pos=1&_sid=aaf88bd49&_ss=r
https://vmknox.wordpress.com/order/
https://vmknox.wordpress.com/order/
https://www.celticdreaming.com/product/lagore-spiral-brooch/
https://www.celticdreaming.com/product/lagore-spiral-brooch/
https://glengowriedistillery.com.au/product/highlands-gin/
https://glengowriedistillery.com.au/product/highlands-gin/
https://www.gleninneshighlands.shop/products/australian-celtic-festival-acf-2025-t-shirt?_pos=10&_sid=3f76cb8c9&_ss=r.
https://www.gleninneshighlands.shop/products/australian-celtic-festival-acf-2025-t-shirt?_pos=10&_sid=3f76cb8c9&_ss=r.


CELTICLIFEINTL .COM104

EMBROHIGHLANDGAMES.CA

86   EMBRO

ONTARIO’S OLDEST HIGHLAND GAMES!ONTARIO’S OLDEST HIGHLAND GAMES!

HIGHLAND GAMES!
JULY 1, 2025
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The sound of bagpipes typically con-
jures up visions of somber ceremonies. 

But for Ally, a 29-year-old piper from New 
England, bagpipes are anything but typical. 
Incorporating a blend of progressive rock, 
heavy metal, pop, and folk influences, she is 
redefining what it means to be a modern piper 
while still paying homage to her heritage.

“I am American,” she shares, clearing 
up a common misconception. “My mother’s 
side is Irish, and my dad - who legally adopt-
ed me when I was 12 - has Scottish heritage”

It was her father’s Scottish lineage that 
first sparked Ally’s passion for the pipes. 
“When my dad adopted me, I got a new last 
name and a ton of Scottish heritage to learn 
about.”

From family tartans to crests and all 
points in between, she dove headfirst into her 
newfound roots. “The educational videos I 
watched about Scotland had bagpipes in the 
background, and I just loved the sound.”

Her fascination eventually became a re-
ality after attending a parade with her mother. 
Seeing bagpipes for the first time, she begged 
for lessons. “About a year later, I got a prac-
tice chanter for Christmas and started taking 
lessons in the spring with a local youth bag-
pipe band.”

What began as a foray into traditional 
competition, evolved into the unconvention-
al. “I would call my style ‘progressive.’ It’s 
clear that I have traditional roots, but much 
of my style sounds more like what you might 
expect to hear from a lead guitar.” 

That fusion of genres challenges any 
preconceived notions about the instrument.

“The bagpipes are extremely misunder-
stood. I have been accused of ‘faking it’ often. 
Even people who know how bagpipes work 

have been skeptical at times as I play in un-
common settings and sounds.”

Her innovation with the instrument did 
present logistical challenges. 

“The bagpipes have a limited range and 
aren’t traditionally in a key that plays eas-
ily with other instruments,” she notes. As 
such, she partnered with G1 Reeds to design 
a chanter in the keys of B and B minor, pro-
viding greater musical flexibility. “My proto-
type was modified further to play strictly in B 
minor,” she adds, reinforcing her devotion to 
being distinct.   

This departure from a customary sound 
became a staple of her live performances also. 

“When I was starting out, I didn’t know 
where to begin with sound equipment. Bag-
pipes aren’t as developed in the musical 
world as guitars or violins. It’s still a very DIY 
operation, but I am excited to see where it 
ends up.”

So far, that vision has paid off. 
“I have had the opportunity to play for 

incredible audiences,” she shares. From a 
NASCAR race to football halftime shows and 
live performances for WWE wrestlers Bret 
Hart and Drew McIntyre, she has brought 
bagpipes to unlikely audiences.

I often get comments from fans 
saying, ‘I never thought I’d be a fan 
of the bagpipes.’ That’s one of the 
greatest compliments I could ever 
receive…”

Not surprisingly, Ally is optimistic 
about the future of piping.

“I have seen many young folks embold-
ened to take up the pipes. However, many 
children, especially girls, fall out of it in their 

teenage years. Pursuing music education 
with bagpipes is difficult because music edu-
cators often lack knowledge about the instru-
ment.”

As such, Ally wishes to change the ste-
reotypes surrounding the instrument. “Bag-
pipes are pigeonholed into being a funeral and 
parade instrument. I had to create options for 
myself. I hope more pipers can function like 
other musicians, doing session work, gigs, or 
starting their own bands.”

Her plans for 2025 are as ambitious 
as her music, with an upcoming album of 
original music and a tour that will span ven-
ues across the Northeast and Midwest this 
spring, followed by the Celtic festival circuit 
in the summer. Two songs from the album 
- released under the name “Piper Ally” - are 
already available on streaming platforms.

“I plan to continue pushing the bound-
aries of the pipes this year and seeing where 
that takes me and the instrument.”

Despite her young age, she shares ad-
vice for potential young pipers.

“Stay true to yourselves. If it’s your 
dream, push for it and make it possible. And 
for parents or teachers, don’t belittle the im-
pact of discouraging a passionate young mu-
sician. Support their dreams.”

www.piperally.com
@piper.ally
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Ally
One American piper marches to 
the beat of a different drummer
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CANMORE
HIGHLAND
GAMES

CANMORECANMORECANMORE
CELEBRATING CELTIC CULTURE IN THE CANADIAN ROCKIES!

August 
30/31

CANMORE HIGHLAND GAMES
SATURDAY, AUGUST 30 &  SUNDAY, AUGUST 31

TASTE OF THE HIGHLANDS
SATURDAY, AUG 30

THE CANMORE CEILIDH
SUNDAY, AUGUST 31

Advance tickets & info at: canmorehighlandgames.ca

Git yer 
tartan on!

Our non-profit organization fosters the history 
and culture of Scotland through educational 
scholarships and preservation of heritage land-
marks and properties in Scotland. Become a 
Scottish Heritage USA member today! MEMBER BENEFITS: 

- Free admission to all National Trust 
properties in the UK and North 
America. 

- Print subscription to The Trust  
magazine and Scotland Magazine. 

- Digital subscription to Celtic Life 
International and Scottish Heritage 
USA e-newsletter. 

AND MORE! 

https://canmorehighlandgames.ca/
http://www.scottishheritageusa.org/
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The story behind Hannah Beer’s fiddle 
playing is as vibrant as the tunes she 

plays and the persistence that she personifies. 
From her reluctant beginnings with the violin 
to embracing the fiddle with a fiery passion, 
Beers' journey is a testament to perseverance 
and the transformative power of music.

“My roots are mostly Scottish,” she 
shares via email from her home in Invercar-
gill, New Zealand, which she describes “as a 
great place to live if you can tolerate the cold!” 

And while her early environment may 
have been chilly, her warmth is as apparent as 
her enduring dedication to her craft.

Interestingly, Beer’s introduction to 
music wasn’t exactly love at first sight. “I 
started learning classical violin when I was 11 
years old because my mum put me into les-
sons. I hated it and wanted to quit because I 
really wanted to learn the cello, but my mum 
said it was too expensive.”

Her resistance shifted a year later when 
she stumbled upon Mairead Nesbitt, a fid-
dler whose performances with Irish super-
group Celtic Woman are world-renowned. 
“She danced around the stage while she 
played, and I was just so inspired!” Studying 
Mairead’s videos sparked a newfound moti-
vation and Beer began practicing diligently, 
even donning dresses and running barefoot 
across her lawn. “My poor family must have 
got so sick hearing the same tune over and 
over again!” 

In her third year of classical violin stud-
ies, Beer met Marian Burns, transitioned to 
fiddling and began exploring a range of styles. 

“I discovered the world of Canadian 
fiddling and took online lessons from world-
class players. I also started teaching my own 

students and doing heaps of performances.”
Although her perseverance paid off, it 

also led to health concerns. “The hardest 
thing for me has been dealing with burnout,” 
she reveals. After a traumatic event at age 
15, Beer threw herself into music as a cop-
ing mechanism. “Unfortunately, this caused 
me to burn out repeatedly, and I learned that 
simply ignoring your problems doesn’t make 
them go away.”

Her struggles culminated in hospitaliza-
tion, forcing her to pause and focus on recov-
ery. 

“I learned the hard way that a work-life 
balance is very important and that no one is 
invincible,” she reflects. Perfectionism has 
also been a persistent challenge. “I would 
beat myself up over every little mistake, feel-
ing I needed to be the perfect performer and 
teacher.”

Sharing her talents with others helped 
the young fiddler to triumph over her trou-
bles. 

Teaching others how to play the 
fiddle properly and seeing them 
progress is extremely rewarding…”

Other career highlights include compet-
ing in the New Zealand Gold Guitar Awards, 
performing with Marian Burns  and attending 
fiddle camps like ScotStringNZ. She has em-
braced each opportunity for personal growth 

with a continuous commitment to her craft. 
“Recording my single, playing in beautiful lo-
cations like Cathedral Cove, and teaching my 
fiddle ensemble are moments I will always 
cherish.”

Collaborating with other musicians has 
also been fulfilling. “I loved performing as a 
duo with Sacha McLeish - we call ourselves 
The String Faeries.”

As a player defined by passion and per-
sistence, Beer encourages young musicians 
not to give up, especially in the early stages. 
“The first year will likely be really hard, but 
with practice, it gets easier. Make sure you 
listen to fiddle music - it helps a lot. And for 
adults thinking about learning the fiddle, re-
member that it is never too late to start.”

Her experience bears this out. “I started 
with terrible technique, playing both out of 
tune and out of time - practice hasn’t made 
me perfect, but I have made a lot of progress.”

For 2025, Beer’s focus remains on bal-
ancing the basics. “This year, I don’t have too 
much on the musical agenda as I am mostly 
focusing on my health.” However, she does 
have plans to enter a busking competition, 
create a short fiddle course, and continue to 
share her music with her social media fans 
and followers.

“I have a long way to go with my fiddle 
playing, but I have also come a long way. I 
hope my music inspires others to learn and 
find joy,”

@hannahbeerfiddler

Hannah 
Beer Strings, Strength, 

and Spirit
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 GlengarryHighlandGames.com

JOIN US FOR 
THE ULTIMATE

CELTIC 
EXPERIENCE!

Piping, Highland Dancing, 
Heavy Events, Scottish 

Fiddling and the best in 
Celtic Entertainment.

AUGUST 1-2
2025

MAXVILLE, ON

Home of the 
North American Pipe Band 

Championships™

(613) 527-2876

 Friday Night Tattoo

The Derina Harvey Band

22002255  AAnn  RRíí  RRáá  MMoonnttaannaa  IIrriisshh  FFeessttiivvaall
AAuugguusstt  88,,  99,,  &&  1100,,  22002255

BBUUTTTTEE,,  MMOONNTTAANNAA

MMTTGGaaeelliicc..oorrgg

https://www.glengarryhighlandgames.com/
https://www.mtgaelic.org/anrira
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Scottish Country Dancing may be a quint-
essentially Scottish tradition, but it has 

found a passionate advocate in Gabor Turi, 
a Budapest native who has dedicated much 
of his life to introducing and cultivating the 
cultural activity in Hungary. 

“I do not have any Scottish roots or 
family relations,” shares the 50-something 
via email with Celtic Life International.” Born 
and raised in Budapest, his first encounter 
with Scottish dance came in 1982 at a college 
Christmas party. “My English teacher had 
recently visited Scotland and taught us two 
ceilidh dances,” he recalls. 

The Scottish dance scene in Hungary 
during the 1980s was sparse, relying on spo-
radic exposure from travelers and enthusi-
asts. “In 1988, a band called MÉZ, playing 
mostly Irish pub music, became a point of 
attraction,” Turi explains. During concert 
breaks, attendees would attempt Irish jigs and 
reels. By 1990, these gatherings had evolved 
into weekly events, providing Turi with a 
foundation to explore and eventually teach 
Scottish dancing.

The turning point came in 1992 when 
he and his fellow dance teachers acquired a 
publication and cassette from the Royal Scot-
tish Country Dance Society, which inspired 
a core part of the club’s repertoire, and intro-
duced them to the intricacies of ‘strathspey’ 
- a uniquely Scottish form of dance. 

The inception of authentic Scottish 
techniques sparked a pivotal debate within 
the Hungarian Scottish Country Dance com-
munity, however; some wanted to continue 
blending Hungarian and Scottish folk styles, 
while others, including Turi, sought to em-
brace the “proper Scottish way.” The group 
eventually split, and Turi became the leader 

of those interested in learning traditional 
techniques.  

“I spent many weekends, and even 
weeks, in various European countries to learn 
and practice,” he notes. His dedication paid 
off when he became the first Hungarian to at-
tend the prestigious RSCDS Summer School 
in St. Andrews, Scotland. “Eventually we 
became an official association, affiliated with 
the RSCDS, and started to organize Europe-
an trips for Hungarian dancers, to gain expe-
rience and make new friendships.” 

The official club in Hungary now boasts 
80 members and a robust training program. 

For Turi, Scottish Country Dancing is 
more than mere movement - it is a celebra-
tion of music, culture, and community. 

Scottish dance is successful because 
of its communal nature…”

“The set dances, the excellent music, 
the changing partners, and the intricate for-
mations require teamwork, creating a wel-
coming atmosphere for newcomers.”

The cultural exchange facilitated by 
SCD has been transformative for many par-
ticipants. 

“At first, you just join the dances. Then 
you realize how incredible traditional Scot-
tish music is. Eventually, you start visiting 
Scotland, wanting to see the places men-
tioned in the dance titles.” Turi now spends 
his holidays in Scotland, developing deeper 
ties to the culture.

SCD has also become a family tradi-

tion for him. “I met my wife through Scottish 
Country Dancing,” he shares. Their daugh-
ter, now in her early 20s, is following in their 
footsteps and has begun training to become 
an RSCDS-certified teacher. Together, the 
family participates in demonstration teams 
and international events, showcasing the ac-
tivity’s appeal across generations.

Despite concerns about youth engage-
ment, Turi is optimistic about SCD’s pros-
pects in Hungary, highlighting the success 
of “dance houses” and formal Scottish Balls, 
which provide opportunities for young peo-
ple to socialize. “These events are like an al-
ternative to online dating,” he jokes, adding 
that they have played a role in maintaining 
the vibrancy of the SCD community which 
he remains dedicated to maintaining. He is 
presently organizing Hungary's 14th Inter-
national SCD weekend - a biennial event that 
attracts dancers from across Europe - which 
is scheduled for this coming October.

Turi’s contributions have not gone un-
noticed. He was awarded the Scroll of Hon-
our by the RSCDS for his pioneering efforts 
and is a dedicated teacher inspiring others to 
achieve their own certification while consis-
tently emphasizing the transformative power 
of Scottish Country Dancing. 

“Dancing Scottish is the perfect way to 
get closer to Scottish culture. It starts with 
the dances and music but grows into lifelong 
friendships. We are committed to fostering 
connections and celebrating this beautiful 
tradition.” 

“
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Gabor 
Turi 
Fun and friendship on the 
dance floor
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            garrett county

celtic festival &
      highland games

JUNE 7, 2025
Friendsville, Md.

Presenting Celtic traditions of Appalachia since 1988
Near Deep Creek Lake resort area in Mountain Maryland

Music, Dance, Athletics, Workshops & Celtic Fun!
Free for kids! Tickets at GCCelticFestival.com

SUPPORTED BY GARRETT COUNTY ARTS COUNCIL, MOUNTAIN MD GATEWAY
TO THE WEST HERITAGE AREA, MD HERITAGE AREA AUTHORITY

BUY TICKETS NOW!
NHSCOT.ORG/BUY-TICKETS

CHEERS
   FIFTY
 YEARS!

TO

NH HIGHLAND
GAMES AND 
FESTIVAL 
SEPT. 19-21, 2025
LOON MTN RESORT
LINCOLN, NH

https://gccelticfestival.com/
https://www.sphg.ca/
https://nhscot.org/
http://www.bcgg.org/
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Hot Cross Buns 

Ingredients 

500g (1Ib 2oz) bread flour
300ml (11oz) milk, plus 2 tbsp more
50g (2oz) butter, unsalted
85g (3oz) caster sugar
1x 7g sachet fast-action yeast
1 egg		
150g (5oz) sultanas
100g (3½oz) mixed peel
1 orange zest
1tsp ground cinnamon
1tsp mixed spice
1tsp salt

For the cross
100g (3½oz) plain flour, plus extra for dusting

For the glaze
100g (3½oz) apricot jam

the CELTIC CHEF
with Gary Maclean 

Slàinte Mhath! - Gary
www.garymacchef.com 
@Gmacchef
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The history of the hot cross bun is lengthy and com-
plex. People have been making variations of these for 

thousands of years; the ancient Egyptians used small round 
breads topped with crosses to celebrate the gods. The cross 
divided the bread into four equal sections representing the 
four seasons. Closer-to-home, hot cross buns have been 
synonymous with Easter celebrations for over 800 years. 
The are very popular in Scotland, and tend to contain a little 
more spice than others found in the U.K. This recipe makes 
16 buns.

Instructions

Bring the milk to a boil, remove it from the heat and add the butter. Leave to cool until it reaches baby bottle temperature (37˚C). Put the bread 
flour, salt, cinnamon, mixed spice, caster sugar and the sachet of yeast into a bowl. Make a well in the centre. Pour in the warm milk and butter 
mixture and then add 1 beaten egg. Mix well and then bring everything together with your hands until you have a rough sticky dough. Tip on to 
a lightly floured surface and knead the dough until it is smooth and elastic and bounces back when you stick a finger into it. Put the dough in 
a lightly floured bowl, cover it with cling film, and leave to rest until it has doubled in size and a finger pressed into it leaves a dent. Once it has 
doubled in size, tip in the sultanas, mixed peel, and the zest of orange. Knead into the dough, making sure everything is well mixed. Leave until it 
doubles in size, again covered with cling film. Once doubled in size, divide the dough into 16 even pieces. Roll each piece into a smooth ball on a 
lightly floured work surface and arrange them in the baking tray lined with parchment. Leaving enough space for the dough to expand. Care-
fully cover but not too tightly with some oiled cling film and set aside to prove. Preheat the oven to 200˚C. Mix the plain flour with 5 tbsp water 
to make the paste for the cross add the water 1 tbsp at a time, so add just enough for a thick paste. Spoon into a disposable piping bag and cut 
a small tip of the end. Pipe a line along each row of buns, then repeat in the other direction to create crosses. Bake for 20 minutes until golden 
brown. Meanwhile, place the apricot jam into a small saucepan and heat the jam to create the glaze. As soon as the buns come out of the oven, 
brush the hot glaze over the top of the buns and leave them to cool on a wire rack.
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83

109 High Road, Port Hood
Nova Scotia, B0E 2W0

902-631-5980

contact@thefiddleandthesea.com
www.thefiddleandthesea.com

Ensuite rooms. Near sandy beaches
on the warmest waters in eastern Canada.

Experience the living Celtic Culture

AN FHIDHILL AGUS AN FHARRAIGE, B&B

https://fergusscottishfestival.com/
http://www.thefiddleandthesea.com/
http://www.oideas-gael.com/en
http://www.scoticreations.com/
https://www.vascottishgames.org/
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My career in whisky, which started in 
2003, has coincided with one of the 

biggest surges in growth the Scotch whisky 
industry has ever seen. Beginning in the 
first years of the new millennium, the sec-
tor grew seemingly exponentially for more 
than two decades until things started get-
ting wobbly in 2023. It may still be too early 
to know whether we are in the midst of a 
post-boom bust or merely a market correc-
tion. One thing is certain, however; we are 
not where anyone thought we’d be just three 
or four years ago, and - in retrospect - we 
should have seen this coming!

Scotch whisky has a proud history that 
reaches back centuries. The first record of 
distilling in Scotland was Friar John Cor’s 
famous “eight bols of malt…wherewith to 
make aqua vitae” in 1494. This was not the 
water of life’s inception, but merely the first 
recorded reference to it in Scotland. For the 
next three centuries, whisky-making in the 
country was largely local, small-scale, and 
illicit.

The oldest commercial distilleries in 
Scotland date from the 1760s and 1770s, 
and a few from that time, such as Glentur-
ret (1763), Bowmore (1779), and Strathisla 
(1786), are still operating today. It wasn’t 
until 1824, the year after the passage of 
the Small Stills Act, that the first boom in 
whisky production truly took off. In the de-
cade that followed more than 250 distilling 
licenses were issued, and by 1836 there were 
230 legal distilleries operating. A quarter of 
these would close by 1843, and only 25 from 
the era are still around today.

The Victorian whisky boom took place 
at the tail end of the 1800s. It was fueled 
by the global expansion of Blended Scotch 
whisky and saw at least 50 distilleries open 
their doors between 1865 and 1901. The vast 

majority of them opened in the last decade 
of the era. Blended Scotch surged into the 
void left by phylloxera’s devastation of Eu-
ropean grape vines, which had caused a mas-
sive drop in wine production. Spotting what 
looked like an opportunity for a quick profit, 
banks and investors pumped money into the 
Scotch whisky industry which funded ex-
pansions and new distilleries. This specula-
tion caused the volume of malt whisky stock 
maturing in warehouses to surge to a nearly 
7-fold increase in the 1890s, until the bub-
ble burst in 1901.

The hangover from two World Wars and 
the Great Depression delayed the industry’s 
recovery until the mid-1950s when the next 
big boom began. Over the next twenty years, 
exports surged 500 percent, 28 new distill-
eries were opened, and most of the existing 
distilleries were modernized and expanded. 
The Tomatin Distillery alone added 21 new 
stills between 1956 and 1974 to the two it 
had made do with since opening in 1897. It 
went into liquidation in 1985 but was saved 
the following year when it was acquired by a 
Japanese firm. In the early 1980s, with the 
global economy reeling, 4 times more whis-
ky was sitting in bond than two decades ear-
lier. Twenty-three distilleries locked their 
gates, twenty of them forever. 

The 21st century whisky boom, 
the fourth in the Scotch industry’s 
commercial history, has run out 
of steam in recent years…

And there are some interesting historical 
parallels with the three earlier growth cycles, 
not least the fact they have all lasted roughly 
20 years. Beginning in the late 2000s the 
industry began cranking up production con-

siderably. Many distilleries began produc-
ing 24/7, adding capacity and cutting pro-
duction times. In the early 2000s, the two 
largest single malt brands, Glenfiddich and 
Glenlivet, had the ability to produce 10M 
and 6M litres a year. Today they are both 
able to produce a staggering 21M litres. And 
over the same period, 52 new malt whisky 
distilleries have opened in Scotland alone, 
with still more to come, and many hundreds 
more around the world.

As with the Victorian boom, the 21st 
century boom was fuelled by easy credit and 
no shortage of speculation. Like the post 
WWII boom, which left Scotland with a 
Whisky Loch in the 1980s, the industry has 
grossly overproduced for the last two and a 
half decades. Are we facing another bust, or 
will things be different this time? What does 
the future hold for Scotch whisky? 

Although the demand for Scotch whis-
ky has slowed globally in the last couple of 
years, the industry had broader and deeper 

roots today than it has at any time in its 
history. I believe the interest in single malt 
whisky, which has grown organically for 
more than two decades, will ensure the in-
dustry has a bright future. But, in my opin-
ion, prices have risen too high, there are too 
many distilleries, and too much production. 
In the next few years, we can expect most 
distilleries to slow down, and sadly, many 
others to close. Retail whisky prices will also 
need to come down to counter this econom-
ic slump. 

While filling yet another proverbial loch 
of whisky over the last twenty years, the 
captains of this iconic industry have forgot-
ten two of the immutable principles which 
govern our Universe: what goes up must 
come down, and nearly all booms are fol-
lowed by a bust. 

WWW.KENSINGTONWINEMARKET.COM 

DRAM
with Andrew Ferguson
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http://www.kensingtonwinemarket.com
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Celebrated May 1, Beltane (pronounced BELL-
tayn) is the Gaelic May Day Festival, the 

second of the four greater pagan fire Sabats of the 
Wheel of the Year and the apex point between the 
spring equinox and the summer solstice. Beltane 
is “high spring” when the increased warmth of the 
sun leads to the blooming of flowers and the earth’s 
readying for the planting of crops. It is a time for 
connecting with life-affirming energies. A promi-
nent deity is Flora, the Roman goddess of flowers, 
who has the power to create new life and birthed 
the Tree of Life.

Beltane has many symbols. In Celtic mythol-
ogy, the “Green Man” is a tree-like figure who acts 
as the guardian of all living things. The Maypole, 
a tall structure with ribbons tied from its height, 
symbolizes fertility. The divine masculine energy 
of the sun as provider and protector is anchored 
within the divine feminine energy, the land itself. 
The ribbons are symbols of energy, gifts to encour-
age connection to the spirit world. Festival colours 
are white for the pure light of the feminine, green 
for the lushness of new growth, and red for fiery 
energy and passion. Crowns for women were cre-
ated from the Hawthorn flower, associated with 
wisdom, and interwoven with Lily of the Valley 
(joy and the return of spring), primrose, (youth and 
growth), roses (love, beauty and the divine femi-
nine), and elder to ward away negative energy. 

Beltane is a festival of life, and - in ancient 
times - a giant bonfire lit the night while people 
gathered to feast and celebrate nature’s beauty 
and rhythm, dancing barefoot on the warm earth. 
In Celtic lore, the “Aos Si” or faeries, oversee the 
blooming of flowers, and are invited to come and 
dance with the revelers and bestow blessings as 
they dangle from the ribbons of the Maypole. Belt-
ane was about “connecting” with the passion of 
spring. Dancing and reveling led to new love and 
lovers. The pagan tradition of ‘hand-fasting’ - the 
union of a couple for a year and a day - was a pre-
cursor to marriage the following spring (and why 

May and June are still such popular times for wed-
dings). 

Interestingly, it was maidens who proposed 
hand-fasting to their partners, and if they weren’t 
satisfied with the union, they could dissolve it the 
following Beltane. 

With the coming of Christianity, the raw 
earthiness of Beltane became frowned upon, and 

went underground during the Reformation of the 
16th and 17th centuries. Beltane was reinvented 
in private celebrations, while its essence was dis-
guised through the play of children around the 
Maypoles of May Day celebrations. Its survival was 
through the resistance of people who kept the old 
ways alive in secret. 

Today, May Day still reflects 
resistance, as organized 
Labour and environmental groups 
promote social and environmental 
justice on that date.

Another important deity of Beltane is Áine 
(Anya or Anu), the Irish Faery Queen and goddess 
of wealth and sovereignty. She was the goddess 
wife of the King of the ancient Irish Province of 
Munster in the South. She embodies the fertility of 
the land with the sun’s vitalizing power. Áine em-
bodies the Celtic values of integrity, authenticity, 
creativity and reverence for Mother Nature. She re-
minds us that sovereignty means more than one’s 
personal power and happiness, that we live in a web 
of life, tied to our natural environment, and to each 
other. We need community to survive. This spring, 
it seems difficult to ignore how the world we know 
is being challenged by a variety of social, economic 
and environmental shocks. Hyper-capitalism 
and its mass consumption is leading to increased 
economic and social injustice. Meanwhile climate 
change is creating further insecurity. Being sov-
ereign at the individual level is not a virtue when 
injustice prevails around one. Beltane can be a way 
of bringing together our communities to celebrate 
the beauty and renewal of spring, and that together, 
connected to nature and each other, we will sur-
vive, perhaps even thrive in difficult times. Make 
Beltane a celebration or resistance against the 
forces that would see us divided and conquered. 
It’s time to light the fires. 

Sage's CIRCLE
with Candice Marie Sage, PhD

Beltane - May Day as 
an Act of Resistance 
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Embark on a bespoke journey through Ireland, 
Scotland, England, and Wales designed just for you.

Discover the magic of Ireland and the UK with 
Sheenco Travel, the leading name in luxury, 
tailor-made vacations. Stay in historic castle 
hotels, explore breathtaking landscapes, and 
enjoy private chauffeur tours or self-drive 
adventures that let you connect with your 
Celtic heritage at your own pace. From family 
heritage trips to exclusive honeymoon and
golf getaways, we craft every detail to ensure
you enjoy the vacation of your dreams.

As a proud Irish-owned and operated 
company, we provide unparalleled
expertise, ensuring authentic, seamless, 
and truly unforgettable journeys.

Reconnect with Your 
Celtic Roots
In Luxury

Call Sheenco Travel 888-674-3244 
or visit us at:  www.sheencotravel.com 

Availability is limited—reserve your tailored experience today.

www.sheencotravel.com
TOLL FREE: 888-674-3244

Start planning your dream Celtic adventure today!

http://www.sheencotravel.com/



