
SUBMMISSION FROM ALASTAIR CAMPBELL OF AIRDS, UNICORN 
PURSUIVANT OF ARMS 

 General

It is probably not fully understood how important tartan is as an icon to many 
millions of people around the world. 

Here in the Highlands, the Oban Games does well to attract some 5,000 
visitors each year. 95 per cent of these are tourists. I have attended, among 
many others, the Santa Rosa Highland Games in California where over 
60,000 visitors attend on each of two successive days.95 per cent of these 
visitors are of real or fancied Scottish descent. 

To the millions of overseas Scots, tartan plays a major part in identifying and 
recording their Scottish connection. The recent plan to replace ‘Tartan Day’ in 
the USA because ‘tartan’ apparently means something to a relatively small 
proportion of the US population totally misses the point that Tartan means a 
very great deal to that small proportion who number many times the entire 
population of Scotland. The same thing could be applied to the large Scottish 
element in Canada, Australia, South Africa and New Zealand where having 
Scottish ancestry is a matter of pride and where the wearing of tartan gives it 
visible expression. 

But it is not only the attraction of tartan’s colour and design that appeals; it is 
the attribution of a specific connection that makes it special, a connection to a 
clan or family, a regiment, or even a football club. It was probably the adoption 
of Highland dress by Regiments of the British Army during the 18c that first 
connected a uniform tartan to a specific group; by the end of that century the 
idea of Clan Tartans had begun to take root although it is to be noted that 
even by 1822 and the Royal Visit several Clan Chiefs were having to enquire 
what their Clan Tartan might be. 

This marketing tool was eagerly seized on by the manufacturers who 
produced ‘clan’ tartans on demand and then extended the idea to produce a 
bewildering series of ‘District’, other geographic and Commemorative tartans 
by the hundred. If there isn’t already a Tesco tartan, there no doubt will be. 

It has become the convention that it is the Chief of a Clan who designates his 
Clan Tartan; it seems open to anyone to invent a tartan and call it what they 
will. Hence the existence on record of a ‘Hunting Campbell’ sett which far from 
having any further significance, turns out to be the invention of a Toronto 
resident called Campbell who invented and named the tartan. 

Another instance is that of the tartan designed specifically by and for the late 
Lord Thomson of Fleet which was claimed as his Clan Tartan by the late 
MacTavish of Dunardry, Chief of the Clan MacTavish, on the grounds that 
Thomson was the translation of the Gaelic MacTavish. 



The current situation is unregulated and this leads to a great deal of myth, 
confusion and nonsense. This in turn contributes to the equivocal view of 
tartan held by many Scots. 

The Lord Lyon

Unlike tartan, Scottish Heraldry is strictly regulated and backed by the Law; 
this has led to the Scottish Heraldry system being acknowledged as the best 
in existence. 

The only link with tartan originated with the need to describe and register 
tartans which appeared in the grant of arms - usually in the form of tartan clad 
supporters. This was extended to recording in Lyon Court Records Clan 
tartans when requested by duly authorised Chiefs and of officially designated 
tartans of States or Provinces or organisations of equivalent status. 

Role of the Keeper of the Register of Scottish Tartans

There appears to be no mention in the proposed Bill for a classification role 
for the Keeper. 

I believe that this is a lost opportunity. It may be argued that such a system of 
classification is implicit and does not have to be spelt out but I suggest the Bill 
would be a much stronger and effective one if this was the case. 

There is all the difference in the world between a duly authenticated Clan 
Tartan and one invented for purely commercial reasons. 

Such a system does exist to a degree in the STA and the Scottish Tartans 
Register but I believe it should be tightened up and made a specific task for 
the Keeper. 

Such a move would lessen the current confusion on the part of the user of 
tartan and would very much strengthen the authenticity of tartan to its long-
term advantage. It would also increase the authority and standing of the 
Keeper. 

Minor Points

The Policy Memorandum para 4 says that initial lobbying was carried out by a 
tartan manufacturing industry pressure group; in fact the group of which I was 
a member and which was later joined by the Lord Lyon had only two members 
at all connected with the manufacturing - Mrs. Deirdre Kinloch Anderson and 
Brian Wilton of the Scottish Tartans Authority. Other members were outwith 
the industry and the focus was very much on the future well-being of tartan as 
such. 

 



The role of Mrs. Kinloch Anderson in initiating the whole idea of a Bill has 
been vital to its successful outcome and this should be given recognition. 

The appointment of a deputy to the Keeper is to be welcomed; however it 
needs to be understood that expertise in the subject of tartan is not to be 
gained overnight and the importance of the role to be played in all this by the 
two existing bodies - the STA and the STWR cannot be overemphasised. 

Summary

The opportunity should be taken to increase the authenticity and standing of 
Scottish tartans - not merely to assist the commercial marketing of the 
product. This will in any case benefit but it is important to stress the Register 
as an independent rather than just a trade-led body. To this end some system 
of classification of tartans is vital and should be incorporated in the Bill. 

But the Bill is very much to be welcomed, and if properly organised will have 
an entirely beneficial effect on one of Scotland’s most enduring symbols. 

  


