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Introduction

Welcome to Cullen / Fàilte do dh’Inbhir Cuilinn

* The languages of Scotland which have left us placenames 

* The historic language situation in Banffshire

* Sources of placename information

* Pictish names

* Gaelic names

* English/Scots names

* Mixed names

* Ordnance Survey Name Books (1860s/70s)

* Gaelic names in Gaelic spelling

* References

I’d like to look at: 



Banff

Banbh

Banba       pre-Christian Gaelic goddess name came to represent Ireland

/banav/ /banu/

but Bamff in east Perthshire and Banavie in Lochaber

Ériu > Éire > Srath Éireann > Strathearn, Strathdearn

Elg > Eilg > Eilginn > Elgin; Gleann Eilg > Glenelg



Languages of Scotland 

Before the arrival of the
Scots, Anglians & Norse

Gaelic spoken in Argyll
since 450 CE, but…

Anglian spoken in the Borders
since 600 CE

Picts and Scots united by
around 850 CE

Anglian expanding in Lothians and west.
Known as Inglis

Norse settlement from
700 CE  

Pictish/
Brythonic

Brythonic
Gaelic

Anglian

Norse

Scots expanding into Strathclyde
by 945 CE.
Known as Scottis



Situation in Banffshire

Anglian (Inglis/Scots) spread along
coastal areas and expanded from the
burghs.

The Book of Deer from Buchan has
Gaelic inscriptions from 12th century.

Gaelic dominant in upland areas in 
17th century (1689).

Wholly Gaelic-speaking parishes

Gaelic-speaking communities

1891 Census - Gaelic-speaking ability
Gaulrigg      71%
Strathavon  35%
Tomintoul   24%

New Statistical Account (1840s) shows
local Gaelic speakers in a number of 
Banffshire parishes.



Sources of Placename Information

Ptolmey (1st century)

Gaelic notes in the Book of Deer (12th century)

Book of Ballymote (14th century)

(Taexali, Vacomagi)

(Achad na Cléirech, Cloch in Tiprat)

(Cé, Fidaid)

Annals of Tighearnach (8th century) (Ros Cuissini = Troup Head)

Jan Blaeu’s Atlas of Scotland (17th century) (Gaularig, Balnadallach, Raffan, Cuishny)

Ordnance Survey (19th century) (Leac a’ Ghobhainn, Uaimh Sheumais an Tuim)

F C Diack (20th century) (fanna-güchti, Teochaidh Nìll)

Ainmean-àite na h-Alba (21st century) (Fonn Dhoichtidh)



Pictish Names

Pit- ‘Farm, settlement’. Cognate with G cuid = a share, a portion. 

Aber- ‘River mouth’. Equivalent to Gaelic inbhir. 

Carden ‘Thicket, bush’. 

Gaelic borrowed aber and pit but eventually replaced some aber with inbhir and most pit with baile.

Obar Lobhair > Aberlour

BUT Kincardineshire: Obar Biorbhaigh > Haberberui > Inverbervie (Inbhir Biorbhaigh)

Obar Chiardobhair > Obar Chiardair > Aberchirder

The second part of the name is almost always Gaelic, suggesting Scots rather than Picts named them.

Peit Glasaidh > Pitglassie > Baile Glasaidh

BUT Inverness-shire: Peitidh > Petty > Peitidh

Peit Luirg > Pitlurg > Baile Luirg

Maybe these should be among the Mixed Names?



Gaelic Names - 1

From Melrose to Inchrory and from Cullen all the way to Aldivalloch, Gaelic names are everywhere.
Maol Ros Innis Ruairidh Inbhir Cuilinn Allt a’ Bhealaich

A
B
C

Achadh, ‘field’
Baile, ‘farm, settlement’
Cill/Cille, ‘church’

Achadh an Doirein, ‘field of the small oak grove’, Auchinderran
Baile na Bruaich, ‘the settlement on the bank’, Balnabreich
Cille Mhìcheil, ‘the church of St Michael’, Kirkmichael

How to spot names of a Gaelic origin: 

‘dhu, dow, duff’ from dubh, ‘black’: Craigdhu 
‘more’ from mòr, ‘large’: Cragganmore 
‘beg’ from beag, ‘small’: Derrybeg 

‘glass’ from glas, ‘grey-green’: Croftglass

‘-ach/-och, -as, -ie/-y’ from –ach, -ais and –aidh’, ‘place’: Cabrach, Crannoch, Rannas, Buckie, Tannachy



Gaelic Names - 2

A quick guide to main Gaelic placename elements: 

Allt, ‘burn’ > ‘ald, auld, ault’: An t-Allt Mòr, Aultmore
Beinn, ‘mountain’ > ‘ben, bin’: Beinn Mac Duibh, Ben Macdui

Càrn, ‘cairn, hill’ > ‘carn, cairn’: An Càrn Meadhanach, Carn Meadhonach

Blàr, ‘field, plain’ > ‘blair’: Blàr nam Marbh, Blairnamarrow

Creag, ‘rock’ > ‘crag, craig’: Creag Eileachaidh, Craigellachie 
Dail, ‘haugh, meadow’ > ‘dal, del’: Dail nan Seathach, Delnashaugh 

Dùn, ‘hill(fort)’ > ‘doune, dun’: An Dùn, Doune (Macduff) 

Druim, ‘ridge’ > ‘drum’: Druim Iubhar, Drummuir 

Gleann, ‘valley’ > ‘glen’: Gleann Fhiodhaich, Glenfiddich

Tom, ‘hillock’ > ‘tam, tom’: Tom an t-Sabhail, Tomintoul

Cnoc, ‘hill’ > ‘knock’: Cnoc an Eòrna, Knockaneorn

Inbhir, ‘confluence, river mouth’ > ‘inner, inver’: Inbhir Athainn, Inveraven/Inveravon

Innis, ‘meadow’ > ‘inch’: Innis Ruairidh, Inchrory 



Scots/English Names

The Anglian language which spread out from the Borders was the ancestor of Scots, distinct from English.

Early Anglian elements mainly south of Forth-Clyde:

bōtl:            dwelling (Maybole)
hām:           homestead (Smailholm)
tūn:             farm/enclosure *
wīc:             farm (Hawick)
worð:          field (Polwarth)

-ingahām:          homestead of the people of X (Coldingham)
-ingtūn:              farm of the people of X (Haddington)

* Banffshire has names ending in –ton, –toun, -town but are they from early tūn? No. Scots not early Anglian.

Scots/English names are usually recognisable and understood by speakers.
Sandend          Lintmill          Limehillock          Grange          Greenlaw

Much more evident in northern parishes such as Rathven and Cullen (Both Gaelic names!). 

But in southern parishes: 
Original – Burnside of Thain 
Translated – Dog’s Craig



Mixed Names

Where words from more than one language form a name: Mains of Glassaugh; Bin Hill 

Different processes at work

Mains of Glassaugh

1. When local people spoke Gaelic they called the area Glasach or A’ Ghlasach (the grey-green place).

Bin Hill

1. When Gaelic was the local language the hill was simply known as Beinn or A’ Bheinn (the hill).

2.   When Scots replaced Gaelic the name remained, spelled Glassaugh in the new language.

3.   The Mains (Scots for home farm) was set up and named after the area which had a Gaelic name, Glassaugh.

Cf. Burn of Drumcairn (Angus)

2.   When Scots replaced Gaelic the hill became known as Bin which as a word was meaningless.

3.   It was obviously a hill, so people added Hill to Bin to explain which type of feature it was.

Cf. Knockhill (Fife)



Braes of Glenlivet



Enzie



Ordnance Survey Name Books (1860s/70s)

https://scotlandsplaces.gov.uk/digital-volumes/ordnance-survey-name-books

Collections of place and building names used in the OS mapping from the 1860s/70s.

Information on:            Accepted form(s) of name

Type of place or building

Description

Location – township/parish

Informants or authorities for the name’s form

Lowland counties: Recommended spelling of name to appear on maps and plans

Organised into volumes by county and parish. (Some overlap between parishes in some counties.)

A priceless record of placenames, many of which have disappeared since collection in the 1860s/70s.











Sample page: OS/1/4/18/130 (Banffshire, Kirkmichael Parish, Volume 18, Page 130)



Sample transcription: OS/1/4/18/130

List of names as written Various modes of spelling Authorities for spelling Situation Description remarks

LEACANN A' BHOTHAIN DHUIBH Leacann a' Bhothain Dhuibh
Leacann a' Bhothain Dhuibh
Leacann a' Bhothain Dhuibh

Mr. E. McIntosh
Mr. Alexander McRae
Revd. [Reverend] J. A. McLennan

045 Part of the west face of Glen 
Avon. means Hillside of the Black 
Bothy

ALLT AN T-SIONNAICH Allt an t-Sionnaich
Allt an t-Sionnaich
Allt an t-Sionnaich

Mr. E. McIntosh
Mr. Alexander McRae
Revd. [Reverend] J. A. McLennan

045 ; 048 A small stream on the south-east 
face of Glen Avon. means Stream 
of the Fox

SLIOS MÌN Slios Mìn
Slios Mìn
Slios Mìn

Mr. E. McIntosh
Mr. Alexander McRae
Revd. [Reverend] J. A. McLennan

045 Part of the east face of Ben 
Bynac, means Smooth Side. The 
boundary between the Cos. 
[Counties] of Banff and Inverness 
passes through this feature.

Continued entries/extra info
Leacann a' Bhothain Dhuibh [note] on 45 & 48
Allt an t-Sionnaich [note] on 48



OS Name Books – Gaelic names in Gaelic spelling

Why does this matter?

‘Slock na Myawn’ in Dallas Parish, Morayshire.

On 15th February 1976, A Watson, J Duff and Betty Allan visited her [Mrs Bain’s] son Robert near Crathie, as 

someone had told us that he would probably know some local place names. Mrs Bain repeated Robert’s 

names in a pronunciation different from anything we had heard from numerous informants in Upper 

Deeside. … With growing astonishment we listened, realising that Braemar Gaelic had not died after all. 

[Watson, A & Clement, R D (1983) Aberdeenshire Gaelic. Inverness: TGSI. Vol. LII: 387]

[Slock na Myawn] A small but conspicuous hollow a short distance south of Clashconnachie farmsteading. 

Although this name is well known, no person in the district can give its derivation.

[https://scotlandsplaces.gov.uk/digital-volumes/ordnance-survey-name-books/morayshire-os-name-books-

1868-1871/morayshire-volume-07/62] [accessed 29:12:22]

Evidence for or against a residual presence of Gaelic, e.g.:

On the other hand…

‘Sloc nam Meann’ in Gaelic spelling – ‘the kids’ hollow’.



Where are the Gaelic names in Gaelic spelling?

8

5
1

53

54
378

15

1

515 in total



Conclusions

- Scots/English names are more recent than south of Forth-Clyde line.

- Usually we can understand the Scots/English names with little difficulty.

- These names are more frequent in northern parishes.

- An almost total absence of Norse names, but maybe Longmanhill.

- Names of Gaelic origin in all parishes.

- Gaelic names in Gaelic spelling in 8 of 22 parishes.

- Mixed names are usually Pictish + Gaelic and Gaelic + Scots/English.
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Tapadh leibh

Thank you
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