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Shinty and the Year-end Traditions

Shinty boasts a long history amongst
the peoples of Northern Britain.
Between evidence from Ireland and
Scotland the sport can be traced back
several thousand years and has long
been an important ingredient of Gaelic
culture and community life. Christmas
and New Year’s celebrations in the
Highlands have included shinty for
many generations and this is one of
the ways in which the sport has
survived down through the centuries.

It is noteworthy that the Christmas
and New Year’s Day traditions in
Scotland have cross-fertilized
somewhat, an intermingling of holidays
that likely have roots in ancient solstice
and year-end celebrations. In the
Highlands, Christmas observations
were complicated by the struggles
between Protestant and Catholic
traditions. The Presbyterian Church
discouraged the celebration of
Christmas — in fact Christmas was a
normal working day in Scotland until
the 1950s. Hogmanay, the Scots name
for New Year’s Eve, was the more
widely celebrated holiday in Scotland,
and 1its festivities included First-
Footing, community gatherings and
shinty. First-Footing, a tradition still
carried on in Scotland today, refers to
the first visitor to cross the threshold
after midnight on January 1t. These
visitors usually bring a gift of food,
drink or fuel for the fire, and a dark
haired man is believed to bring good
luck to the house in the New Year.

New Year’s Day itself, called Calluinn
in Gaelic (a term sometimes
interchangeable with Nollaig), often
included a shinty match played
between clans, villages, parishes, or
districts. This tradition was noted early
on by those collecting folklore in the
Scottish Highlands, including R. C.
Macl.agan and John Francis Campbell.
The nineteenth century Antiquarian
William Shaw Mason wrote that shinty
had been played on Christmas and
New Year’s Day throughout the
Highlands and Ireland for generations,
an observation echoed by Reverend

Ninian MacDonald, author of the first
history of shinty. One of the carliest
first-person accounts of a holiday shinty
match comes from famous traveler and
writer Dr. Samuel Johnson who
journeyed throughout the Highlands.
In an episode edited out of the
published version of his book, Johnson
writes about shinty on Coll in the
1770s.

About ten days at Christmas time, the
people of Coll make merry. All the men
in the island are divided onto two parties.
Each party is headed by a gentleman, the
Laird heads one, and Captain Maclean
another; or other two gentlemen of the
family are leaders. There is a ball thrown
down in the middle of a space above the
house, or on a strand near it; and each
party strives to beat it first to one end of
the ground with clubs or crooked sticks.
The club is called the “shinny.”

Many other New Year’s shinty
traditions were recorded in the 19th
and early 20th centuries and they show
many variations. Sometimes the match
was played on a fallow acre (it being
midwinter) or the estate of the local
laird. For instance the Grand Shinty
Match at Inveraray was played on the

Castle lawn, while the match at
Kilberry took place on a un-ploughed
field, and elsewhere it might be played
on ice. Sir Aenas MacKintosh writes:

In Strathdearn, at the time of New Year,
the ball was hit off the High Road, at
the old boundary between Moy and
Dalarossie, it was then played over walls
and fields and ditches until it got too
dark to see, or till it ended in a free fight,
almost the entire male population joining
in the fray. The celebrations that took
place after the game were far from
pussyfoot.

continued on page 2

Julius & Max on Skye —see page 4
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In the far north there are reports of
New Year’s matches played on the
beach in Thurso and other locations
in Sutherland. In fact this tradition was
renewed in 2006 when a Christmas
game between East and West
Sutherland teams was played on Farr
Beach, perhaps a delayed response to
the remarks below (from The Celtic
Monthly, November 1892):

We were present the other evening at the
Glasgow Caithness Gathering and we
were delighted to hear the Chairman,
Rev. Dr. Walter Ross Taylor refer in
regretful tones to the decay of “knotty”
in his native country. On New Year’s
Day when he was young, a hundred lads
would take part in a shinty match on
Thurso Sands. This year the sands were
deserted. “Knotty” was a manly game,
and developed healthy bodies and strong
muscles, and he thought it was a matter
for serious consideration if the young
men of Thurso who did not now engage
in this splendid pastime were physically
as strong as the past generation who
benefited by this exercise. He feared they
were not, and hoped that the youth of
Caithness would waken up and revive
this old and delightful game. The Dr’s
remarks were loudly applauded, and we
trust they will have due effect in the proper
quarter.
X X X
These games were contested between
two halves of a community (one side
of the river versus the other, for
instance), or even between districts
and parishes. Teams of 30, 45 or more
would play from dawn to dusk, taking
breaks for food and drink through the
day. In some areas there was formality
to the play, and in others players might
join in and sit out as they pleased. As
part of the holiday celebration the
match was sometimes preceded by the
singing of seasonal songs, and often
the teams and spectators were led to
the pitch by one or more pipers. It was
reported that in 1880 the Marydale
congregation proceeded directly from
Mass, led by a piper, to watch the
Strathglass Shinty Club play on St.
Stephen’s Day (26 December).

"This was a community event with all
the attendant baggage that implies and
holiday matches presented an
opportunity to settle old scores amidst
the melee — in some areas these games
had a reputation for being extremely
rough. Of course the players’ conduct
and successes brought honour to their
communities, and while bragging rights
were always at stake, an additional

prize might be offered to the
contestants. A hogshead of whisky
might be the reward, or a special
dinner. In some locales the laird hosted
a ball on the evening after the match.
In this way the shinty game was folded
into a larger community celebration of
the year-end holiday.

The tradition of the year-end shinty
match has even been observed outside
of the Highlands. In 1844 the Inverness
Courier reported that several score of
Highlanders who were living in
London gathered on Christmas Day
for the traditional “shinny” match.
After a short break for refreshments at
a nearby pub, they returned to the
pitch and played until sunset. In
Australia, Scottish settlers included
shinty in their celebrations as early as
1840, and in 1857 the Geelong district
saw the first annual Highland
Gathering on New Year’s Day which
included races, Highland games, and
the “great Shinty Match!”
X X X
If many aspects of the Highland Games
are artificial, the fostering of shinty
revived a pastime which was genuinely
old. Shinty or camanachd is a variant
of the ancient Irish game of hurley, whose
ancestry goes back to the sagas. It was
played by Ca Chulainn, whose
superhuman feats in the game were
recounted. Shinty flourished through the
vicissitudes and cataclysms of Highland
life as an unorganised contest between
the men and boys of neighbouring parishes
or districts. The biggest gatherings
traditionally took place at Yule and New

Year. Even now, although camanachd
has been formalized by leagues and rules,
feelings run very high at local contests.

The quote above, from Periods in
Highland History (by I.F. Grant and
Hugh Cheape), well summarizes the
arc of shinty’s story thus far. Despite
outside pressures, Highland traditions,
language and music enjoy a new vitality
in the present day, and New Year’s Day
games are still played by the likes of
Beauly and Lovat. As we look forward
to our own New Year’s Day match the
following words, published by the
Celtic Monthly in 1896, seem a fitting
way to close:

We hope that, with the extraordinary
revival of shinty that has taken place of
late, the time-honoured New Year’s Day
match will be duly observed by the Gaelic
race, whether it be in the *“land of brown
heath and shaggy wood,” the southern
cities, or in the distant lands across the
sea.
X X X
Most of the above information relating to
shinty traditions was derived from the work
of Hugh Dan MacLennan, who has written
extensively about shinty, its history and
place in Highland Culture. Mr. MacLennan
has been part of the shinty world for many
years as player, journalist, Camanachd
Association officer and general advocate.
My thanks to him for educating us all about
this great sport!

The image below was taken from a map of
Scotland (1851) and the etching on page
one comes from the Penny Magazine (1835),
tinting added by the author.

Michael Bentley, December 2007
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lomain na Nollaig

From J. F. Campbell’s Popular Tales of
the West Highlands Vol. I11; p. 28.

Nollaig is Christmas, and is also used
for New Year’s day. The derivation is
probably NODH, new; LA, day;
French noel; Welsh, nadolig; Irish,
nodhlag; Manks (sic), nollick; Breton,
nadolig. The Highland customs which
prevail at this season smack rather of
pagan times. Processions of boys go
about on New Year’s eve shouting
curious rhymes, some of which are full
of the names which pervade the
Ossianic poems; curious ceremonies
are performed, and the singers are
rewarded with food. I hope some day
to be in a position to say more about
the old Christmas customs; they are
mentioned in Chambers’s nursery
rhymes.

The game of shinny is usually played
at this season, and the great game used
to come off on the day of the great
“Nollaig,” New Year’s day, old style.
The game is played in all parts of the
United Kingdom as “hocky,”
“hurling,” etc. and something like it
is still played in the far east on
horseback. To drive the ball from one
goal to the other is called LETH
BHAIR, a “half hale;” to drive it back
again is BAIR, a “hale;” and to win a
goal at the man’s game is nearly as
great a feat as to gain in battle. In some
parts of the Highlands hundreds used
to be engaged, all excited to a degree
that those who have been at a public
school, or who have read Tom Brown’s
account of football, may perhaps
understand.

X X X
John Francis Campbell was a famous
collector of folktales and folklore in the
Highlands, recording oral traditions during
the mid-19th century. Part of a scholarly
movement in folktale collecting that included
Jacob Grimm (Grimm’s Tales), Campbell
had a noteworthy career as lawyer,
statesman and public servant as well.
Having grown up on Islay where his family
held estates, Campbell wrote of playing
shinty as a child with the boys on the farm.

ABOVE Boleskine playing Lochaber at
Foyers in January 1991. (from SHIN'TY!
by H. D. MacLennan)

New Player’'s Workshop
on January 6, 2008

Our first proper Session of 2008
will be a workshop for new
players, though it is open to
anyone. Our focus will be on basic
skills, including hitting, passing
and stopping, and so this is an
excellent time to come out and
try shinty for the first time or
brush up on the skills you have
been developing. We are
scheduled to begin at 1 PM at our
Santa Clara site, and for more
information contact Michael
Bentley (mshinty@norcalshinty.com)
and/or visit the NCCC website
(www.norcalshinty.com).

NCCC Shop Online

Now you can help support shinty and
get cool gear at the same time! Visit
the NCCC shop at CafePress (sece
URL below) and check out the various
items available for direct order.
CafePress is a reputable online
merchant and can securely handle
credit card payment and the items will
be shipped directly to you. All profits
go to the NCCC Development Fund!
Visit www.cafepress.com/norcalshinty for
more details.

NEWS:

On The Beach:
New Year’s Day 2008

This year we are adding a twist to
our New Year’s Day match.
Following long standing Scottish
traditions, we will be playing on the
beach! Start time is noon, to coincide
with low tide, at a “secret” location
near Half Moon Bay. Check your
email for further details!

2007 AGM Success!

The 2007 Annual General Meeting
was held after our Fifth Annual
Challenge Match on November 18.
Many topics were discussed,
including approaches to training, the
2008 schedule of events and even
the formation of a Bay Area Shinty
league. More details will be
published in the months ahead, but
suffice to say that 2008 looks to be
another exciting year!

X X X
Rule-of-the-Month:

One-handed Swings

(32.12.1) A player who intentionally
uses his caman in a violent or
dangerous manner shall be penalised
by the award of a free-hit to be taken
by the opposing side at the place where
the offence occurred.

(32.13.1) A player shall be cautioned if
he is guilty of reckless or dangerous
swinging of the caman.

The wording of these two rules makes
it clear that the key to whether a one-
handed swing is legal or illegal is
whether it is judged to be dangerous
by the referee. One-handed swings
made when in close proximity to other
players will always be regarded as
dangerous, so it is best to have two
hands on the caman whenever
possible, both for control and for safety.

It should be noted that it is perfectly
legal to hold the caman with one hand
when tackling, cleeking, or trying to
block a ball. It is also legal to use small
one-handed flicks when dribbling or
even for short passes. The key here is
to use a small controled motion,
flicking with the wrist and not with
the whole arm. Remember that most
rules have a basis in player safety!
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ABOVE Max McKay (center left) and
Julius Talyansky (center right), selected as
honourary Captains for the Ewan
Morrison Cup played between North and
South Skye teams, tend to the pre-match
coin flip.

LEFT Max and Julius patrol the wing
during play.

BELOW The teams celebrate afterward
and wonder how these Californians
managed to learn shinty at all!

Two Californians
Play Skye
By Julius Talyansky

In my woefully short time playing
shinty, traveling to Scotland to play
and learn has been the culmination of
a year's effort and training. This past
September I was given the opportunity,
along with Max, to play with teams on
Skye, and in a Cup match, no less.

The Scots, with their sense of humor,
made us captains — we took it in stride
pretty well, with Max earning the
nickname "El Capitano" and myself
being stuck with "Jimmy" (not jealous,
no sir). Being part of a Scottish match,
in the thick of it and responsible for
your position, was certainly a sobering
experience. Nothing teaches you
quicker than the sharp and sudden
realization that if you screw up now,
you'll be made fun of on an
international level.

Seeing a senior-level game flow around
you, and having to react to it, was one
of the finest shinty experiences I have
had so far. As the NCCC grows in size
and skill, I hope more of us get to travel

XX X and experience shinty where it should
be experienced — around some of the
finest countryside, people, and drinks
anywhere.

Julius’ Shinty Haiku
Shinty balls can hurt
Especially to the groin
I wear a cup now.
NCCC Calendar for the  Y//2008 (TUES) HOGMANAY/NEW YEAR'S MATCH............... NOON ..oooervverecrveesse TBA
. 1/6/2008 (SUN) NEW PLAYER'S & SKILLS WORKSHOP ............ L00PM............. SANTA CLARA
First Quarter of 2008 1/13/2008 (SUN) TRAINING/SCRIMMAGE ......oocccccccerrc o L00PM............. SANTA CLARA
"The dates for the 1st Quarter of 2008 111912008 (SAT) TRAINING/SKILLS w..vooeeeesereeecseseseesee 9:00 AM oo SANTA ROSA
are set, but please check the 400508 (SUN) TRAINING/SCRIMMAGE .o 1:00 PM oo SANTA CLARA
schedule page (URL below) before
. . 2/3/2008 (SUN) TRAINING/SCRIMMAGE ........coovsecccoorreone 1:00 PM...oorcco SAN MATEO
setting out as the locations may
change. Updated info will be posted 2/17/2008 (SUN) TRAINING/SCRIMMAGE ........cccooevriivireriiannens 1.00 PM.............. SANTA CLARA
to the website. Please address any  2/23/2008 (SAT) TRAINING/SCRIMMAGE .......ccc.oocecivrcioine 900 AM............... SANTA ROSA
questions to Michael Bentley  3/2/2008 (SUN) TRAINING/SCRIMMAGE ........cccccovvimmrernrirnriinnenns 1:00 PM..ovvoriren. SAN MATEO
(mshinty@norcalshinty.com). 3/16/2008 (SUN) TRAINING/SCRIMMAGE ........oooveeverrcscenn LO0PM............ SANTA CLARA
NCCC SCHEDULE PAGE: 3/22/2008 (SAT) TRAINING/SKILLS .occcccvereeereeersssseesssrreees 9:00 AM .......ooo... SANTA ROSA
(www.norcalshinty.com/schedule.ntml)  3/30/2008 (SUN) TRAINING/SCRIMMAGE ........oovvveeennrericenn 1:00 PM...oooerneens SAN MATEO
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