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There are 
reminders  

of Celtic 
language all 

around us

FIONA
RUSSELL

Gaelic’s in 
our nature

The Gaelic language  
is an intrinsic part  
of Scottish heritage, 
nature and history.

Most of modern Scotland  
was once Gaelic-speaking, 
although today only a small 
percentage of the population  
use it every day.

However, there are many 
reminders of the language in the 
words that are used to describe 
the landscape, animals, birds 
and plants of Scotland. 

Here are some Gaelic words  
in Scottish nature:
Bog: There are more than  
40 different words in Gaelic for 
“bog”. In fact, the English word 
“bog” comes from the Gaelic 
language.
The Isle of Skye: The place 
name is Eilean a’ Cheò in Gaelic, 
which translates as “the isle of 
the mist”. Hopefully, there is  
not too much mist when you  
visit Skye, so you can take in  
the stunning island. 
October: The Gaelic for 
October is An Dàmhair, derived 
from damh-dàir, which means 
“deer roaring time”. Autumn  
is the rutting season for red  
deer and their eerie roars can be 
heard across hills, mountains 
and in glens.
The Cairngorms: Their  
name for this mountain range 
comes from the Gaelic An Càrn 
Gorm “the blue mountain”.  
Their Gaelic name is Am Monadh 
Ruadh “the russet mountains”, 
which describes the colour of  
the granite that dominates  
the range.
Avalanche: We have adopted 
the French word for avalanche, 
yet there is a native Gaelic  
word for the same phenomenon: 
Maoim-sneachda, meaning 
“gushing forth of snow”.
Eagle: There are 276 Gaelic 
place names in Scotland that 

known as Eilean Ì or Ì Chaluim 
Chille, the latter linking it to its 
most famous inhabitant of the 
island, Calum Cille (the “dove  
of the church”, St Columba).
Birds: The English names for 
two of Scotland’s native birds 
come from Gaelic: Ptarmigan 
(tàrmachan) and capercaillie 
(capall coille).
Foxglove: This flower is 
believed to be a fairy plant  
in Gaelic tradition. Among  
its Gaelic names is Lus nam 
Ban-sìth “the plant of the  
fairy women”.
Oak tree: The darach, or  
oak tree, is known in Gaelic as 
rìgh na coille, translated as  
“the king of the forest”.
n Scottish Natural Heritage  
are involved in an extensive 
programme of projects to 
promote the use of Gaelic  
and to boost interest in the 
language and secure its 
future as a unique and 
important part of life in 
Scotland. 

Also see an online Gaelic 
Nature Words dictionary at: 
www.nature.scot/about-snh/
access-information-and-
services/gaelic/dictionary-
gaelic-nature-words

name the iolaire, “eagle”. More 
than two-thirds are thought to 
represent the golden eagle and 
the remainder the white-tailed 
sea eagle.
A Gaelic proverb:  The 
Gaelic phrase “às an dris, anns 
an droigheann” translates as  
“out of the bramble into the 
blackthorn”. It’s the same as 
saying: “Out of the frying  
pan into the fire”.
Lochnagar: Aberdeenshire 
mountain gets its name from 
Lochan na Gàire, or “the lochan 
where the wind makes a noise”, 
near the summit. In Gaelic, it  
is Beinn nan Cìochan “the 
mountain of the nipples”.
Northern Lights: The 
Northern Lights, or aurora 
borealis, is known in Gaelic as  
Na Fir-chlis, which is literally 
translated as “the nimble men”.
Loch Lomond: The name  
for the loch was originally Loch 
Leamhain, after from the river 
that flows from it (it means “elm 
river”). The modern name comes 
from Ben Lomond, which  
in Gaelic is Beinn Laomainn, 
meaning “beacon mountain”.
Iona: The shortest place name 
in the world is the one-letter 
Gaelic for Iona – Ì. It is often 

mountain 
race is on

Strength and 
Conditioning for 
Cyclists: Off the 
Bike Conditioning 
for Performance 
and Life
Phil Burt and Martin 
Evans have worked 
with the world’s best 
cyclists, including 

the Great Britain Cycling Team. 
Now their wealth of knowledge 

can make you a stronger, faster, 
more robust cyclist. Use the 
self-assessment to identify your 
strengths and weaknesses, and 
discover the best mobility and 
strengthening moves for you.

You’ll also learn how to devise 
a personalised training plan.

Published in paperback by 
Bloomsbury Sport, RRP £16.99.

gear of
the week
Polartec winter protection 
Polartec fabric has been used to 
create two new Rab jackets. 

The mid-layer Rab Alpha 
Freak Pull On features Polartec 
Alpha and Power Grid for active 
insulation, a YKK half-length front 
zip with storm flap, chin guard, 
zipped chest pocket and slim 
fitting design. £130 from 
www.snowandrock.com 
and www.gooutdoors.co.uk 

The Rab Alpha Flux 
Hoody boasts Polartec’s 
Alpha insulation, fleece 
panels, under-helmet 
hood, YKK front zip, chin 
guard and zip pockets. 
Cuffs and thumb loops 
have Polygiene odour 
control treatment. £140, 
www.alpinetrek.co.uk

SUmmIt SpEcIAL  
Walker reaches the 

top of Lochnagar
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Entries are now open for new 
event, the Scottish Mountain 
Marathon.

The race, on June 8 and 9 is a 
classic two-day fell running and 
navigation challenge in the 
Highlands and Islands.

It is open to pairs, from novice 
to elite, who must compete as 
self-sufficient teams.

There will seven different 
courses with navigation through 
wild and challenging terrain.

As well as the traditional 
“score” formats, there will be 
four linear courses from 40km 
to 70km. 

The race weekend is 
organised by Ourea Events and 
will take place in the Attadale 
Forest. The cost is £79 per 
person before the end of April 
and £89 after that. It includes 
camping and a finisher’s meal. 
n See www.scottish 
mountainmarathon.com

book of  
the week

REAch FOR 
thE SkyE   
Neist Point 

Lighthouse on 
Isle of Skye


