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Scotsfestival is held 
aboard and alongside the 
C

lydebank-built RM
S Q

ueen 
M

ary at its perm
anent 

m
ooring in the Los Angeles 

suburb of Long B
each

FEATU
R

E
PH

O
TO

G
R

APH
S SIM

O
N

 STEPH
EN

SO
N

6
S

aturday M
ay 16, 2020 

The H
erald M

agazine
S

aturday M
ay 16, 2020 

7
The H

erald M
agazine

A
C

C
ID

E
N

TA
L

LY
 adm

it 
to an A

m
erican that you 

are Scottish and you can 
generally expect to hear 
either that they are 
Scottish, too, that it is 
their dream

 to visit 
Scotland, or that their forefathers cam

e 
from

 a place called ‘G
lass-gow

’ and perhaps 
you have heard of it? 

I am
 never prouder of our country than 

w
hen I am

 aw
ay from

 it, but living am
ongst 

such unearned devotion has often led m
e to 

w
onder just w

hat it is about our little 
nation that inspires such affection. Is it our 
renow

ned landscapes, our progressive 
politics or our m

ind-blow
ing litany of 

w
orld-changing inventions? Is it our 

w
hisky, our golf, our A

ndy M
urray? Is it 

sim
ply our legendary hum

ility?
Fortunately, I knew

 w
here to look for the 

answ
er, because each sum

m
er m

any 
A

m
ericans  dem

onstrate their affinity for 
our country by attending Scottish festivals. 
H

ere in C
alifornia, the season kicks off 

early w
ith the Scotsfestival, held aboard 

and alongside the C
lydebank-built R

M
S 

Q
ueen M

ary at its perm
anent m

ooring in 
the L

os A
ngeles suburb of L

ong B
each.

I drove dow
n to Scotsfestival – w

hose 
w

ebsite, it m
ay be w

orth noting, 
optim

istically describes C
lydebank as a 

‘quaint seaside tow
n’ – on a sunny 

Saturday m
orning w

ith T
he Proclaim

ers 
cranked all the w

ay up. A
s C

raig and 
C

harlie lam
ented, ‘A

ll the blood that 
flow

ed aw
ay, across the ocean to the 

second chance’, I joined in full-throatedly, 
even though I m

yself have long since 
becom

e that blood.

W
hen I arrive at m

id-m
orning, the 

Scotsfestival is in full sw
ing and the Q

ueen 
M

ary looks resplendent in her black, red, 
and w

hite C
unard stripes. T

here is 
now

here to buy anything resem
bling 

breakfast or coffee, but the bars are already 
doing a spectacular trade. C

urrently a 
m

onth and a half into a dry 2020, I feel as if 
I am

 letting our national side dow
n.

O
n a field enclosed by a w

hite picket 
fence, the H

ighland G
am

es are underw
ay. 

A
 w

om
an in a m

ini-kilt and L
ed Z

eppelin 
T-shirt launches a ham

m
er w

ith such pow
er 

and lack of direction that it alm
ost 

decapitates a nearby judge; this being 
Southern C

alifornia, his only reaction is to 
enthusiastically high-five her. T

he next 
event is an A

m
erican invention that 

involves using a pitchfork to toss a burlap 
sack over a high bar. L

ochaber, no m
ore.

In an adjacent area of perfectly green 
grass, a half dozen im

m
aculate sheep stand 

as if w
aiting for their close-up. I take it 

upon m
yself to educate their A

m
erican 

shepherd, Ted T
hom

pson: if he w
ants his 

sheep to look authentically Scottish he 
needs to m

uddy up their underbellies, spray 
paint them

 w
ith a blue hieroglyphic, and 

ideally set them
 w

andering loose on a 
country road. 

Ted politely explains that his sheep look 
this w

ay because they are decorative sheep, 
bred not for w

ool nor m
eat but sim

ply to 
look good w

hile being herded. Ted has 
never been to Scotland, but had ancestors 
that cam

e from
 A

yrshire. 
K

een to m
ake up for m

y sheep faux-pas, I 
inform

 him
 that A

yrshire is R
obert B

urns’ 
country. H

e is not fam
iliar w

ith ‘A
 m

an’s a 
m

an for a’ that’, but im
m

ediately gets the 
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sentim
ent, pointing out w

ith a w
ry sm

ile 
that he has a friend w

ho is a Trum
p 

supporter, and yet they m
anage to find 

m
utual ground.
I head next to the ‘C

lydebank C
ross’, a 

tented encam
pm

ent of battle re-enactors. 
T

he w
ebsite prom

ised this w
ould provide ‘a 

taste of w
hat it m

eans to be Scottish’ 
through its ‘w

oodw
ork and m

etalw
ork 

dem
onstrations’. W

oodw
ork and m

etalw
ork 

have never felt a strong part of m
y Scottish 

identity, but the re-enactors are at least 
dem

onstrating another of our national 
characteristics that I can relate to: they feel 
that they have been treated unfairly, and 
consequently are m

orose.
Specifically, they are unhappy about the 

location they have been assigned. It is hard 
to blam

e them
: next to the portaloos and 

tucked behind a row
 of m

ock-Tudor 
structures still covered in fake snow

 from
 

last season’s W
inter W

onderland, their 
encam

pm
ent w

ill not attract m
uch foot 

traffic today. T
hey dutifully clean their 

m
uskets like the good soldiers they are, but 

their hearts are not entirely in it, a situation 
they underscore by frequently setting dow

n 
their m

uskets to show
 each other YouTube 

videos on their iphones.
B

y the tim
e I have w

andered through the 
nearby ‘V

endor V
alley’, m

y ow
n heart is no 

longer entirely in it either. T
he concessions 

here sell claym
ores, chain-m

ail and pikes. 
T

he w
ebsite had claim

ed this V
endor V

alley 
w

ould ‘take you back to a Scottish m
arket’, 

but it seem
s another outlandish hope. 

Perhaps you can pick up a claym
ore at the 

B
arras if you know

 w
ho to ask, but surely no 

self-respecting G
lasw

egian stallholder 
w

ould ever post a sign in a m
edieval font 

that proclaim
s they accept ‘M

aster of the 
C

ard’ and ‘L
ady V

isa’.

I B
E

G
IN

 to suspect that that our 
A

m
erican cousins don’t love Scotland 

at all, but sim
ply B

raveheart and 
O

utlander. Y
et if this is the case, I can 

hardly blam
e them

. M
el G

ibson 
shouting for freedom

 w
hile w

earing blue 
face paint m

ight be an absurd version of our 
country, but I m

ostly exist in an equally 
delusional version of theirs, one w

here 
M

artin Sheen is President and acts on the 
scientific advice he gets from

 a w
ise-cracking 

Jeff G
oldblum

. T
his being L

os A
ngeles, even 

the Q
ueen M

ary once starred in a m
ovie, 

playing herself in the 1966 flop A
ssault on a 

Q
ueen, in w

hich Frank Sinatra uses a 
salvaged N

azi U
-boat to conduct an 

im
probable heist on the grand old dam

e.
O

utlander centres around C
laire R

andall, 
a Second W

orld W
ar nurse m

ysteriously 
transported back to Jacobite tim

es. W
ith 

each hour I spend at Scotsfestival, I find 
m

yself sym
pathising m

ore w
ith her plight. 

M
ost of the m

en here are w
earing kilts, and 

those that are not are sporting T-shirts that 
pledge allegiance to a clan on the front w

hile 
listing bloody battles on the back as if they 
w

ere stadium
s on a rock tour: Falkirk 1298, 

A
rbroath 1445, Prestonpans 1745.
I call in at one of the T-shirt stalls, but they 

of course do not have anything for 
Stephensons. W

hy w
ould they? It is an 

E
nglish nam

e, and tw
o generations back on 

m
y m

other’s side they w
ere all Irish, so no 

luck there either. I am
 a Scotsm

an that has 
never had a clan, and a troubling thought 

FEATU
R

E

all heritages, and they are playing our m
usic 

as w
ell as I have ever heard even though I 

grew
 up w

ithin earshot of the E
dinburgh 

tattoo. A
 proud parent tells m

e the band 
have been invited to the w

orld 
cham

pionships in G
lasgow

 this sum
m

er 
(now

 sadly cancelled) if they can raise the 
funds for accom

m
odation. B

efore they have 
finished the first tune, I text m

y m
other to 

ask if she has room
 for an entire pipe band.

F
E

E
L

IN
G

 happier and m
ore 

proudly Scottish than I have all 
day, I tour the stalls of the C

lan 
societies. A

s far as I can fathom
, 

these are groups w
hich allow

 
A

m
ericans w

ith Scottish nam
es to fraternise 

w
ith their fellow

 M
acL

eods, M
acM

illans 
and M

ackintoshes, as if sharing a surnam
e 

w
ith a stranger w

as a bond rather than a 
m

ild inconvenience. C
lan M

cPherson have 
the best branding – an em

blem
 of a w

ildcat, 
and the m

otto ‘Touch not the cat but w
ith a 

glove’ – and I am
 therefore disappointed to 

see that I cannot even claim
 any of the 

affiliated surnam
es listed on their stand. 

Still, I note that list includes ‘Sm
ith’, and so 

I diplom
atically suggest to the tw

o 
A

m
erican w

om
en running the stall that 

including the m
ost com

m
on surnam

e in 
B

ritain suggests that C
lan M

cPherson are 
perhaps not too fussy, and m

aybe they could 
therefore affiliate a Stephenson too.

Predictably, I am
 w

rong. T
hey explain to 

m
e how

 in 1396 the M
cPhersons arranged a 

30-m
an battle w

ith their com
rades the 

D
avidsons over the issue of w

ho w
ould 

T
he festival 

w
ebsite 

describes 
C

lydebank 
as a ‘quaint 
seaside 
tow

n’ 

A
 bar 

has been 
converted 
to evoke ‘a 
cosy pub in 
Edinburgh’s 
old tow

n’. 
It’s spot on, 
right dow

n 
to the dingy 
lighting
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now
 strikes m

e: is it possible that these 
C

alifornians, w
ith their G

lengarrys and 
Jacobite shirts and their fierce C

aledonian 
pride, are actually m

ore Scottish than I am
?

Feeling suddenly hom
esick, I am

 
fortunate to find m

yself w
andering in to the 

tent of ‘C
lan Inebriated’. Styled as a clan for 

all those w
ho do not have one, C

lan 
Inebriated’s m

otto is ‘G
u D

eoch, G
u 

C
airdean, G

u Spor’ – ‘To drink, to friends, 
to fun’. C

lan Inebriated’s m
em

bers pride 
them

selves on traditional Scottish 
hospitality, and sure enough a w

hisky 
drink is quickly placed in m

y hand and I am
 

offered a seat on a chair that turns out to 
also be for sale. Som

ebody is playing the 
chanter, and by the tim

e I have finished m
y 

drink, I am
 a m

em
ber of C

lan Inebriated in 
every sense: dry 2020, no m

ore.
W

hen I bid m
y new

 kinfolk farew
ell, they 

give m
e another drink ‘for the road’. T

hey 
assure m

e this is a long-standing H
ighland 

tradition, and w
ho am

 I to argue? 
Feeling suprem

ely Scottish  – and m
ore 

than a little drunk – I board the Q
ueen 

M
ary w

here the L
os A

ngeles Scottish 
C

ountry D
ancing D

isplay Team
 are about 

to com
m

ence a dem
onstration. T

he person 
standing next to m

e asks if I know
 Scottish 

dances and I – a proud veteran of m
any a 

late-night w
edding Strip T

he W
illow

 – 
confirm

 that I absolutely do. B
ut then the 

L
A

SC
D

D
T proceed to dance a Founder’s 

R
eel, w

hich seem
s like a Strip the W

illow
 

except it also requires PhD
s in Fluid 

M
echanics and String T

heory. T
he dancers 

had all seem
ed to be genteel retirees, but 

unleashed on a dancefloor they have 
becom

e the H
arlem

 G
lobetrotters of 

Scottish C
ountry D

ancing. I leave before 
anybody gets the idea of m

aking m
e dance.

D
ow

n the corridor, a bar has been 
converted to evoke ‘a cosy pub in 
E

dinburgh’s old tow
n’. T

hey have got it 
spot on, right dow

n to the dingy lighting 
and the folk m

usicians annoyed at being 
talked over. T

he first item
 on the pub m

enu 
is H

aggis, N
eeps and Tatties and I cannot 

resist asking the barm
an if it is popular. 

“People love to hear about it,” he begins, 
diplom

atically, ‘A
nd they even love to see it 

too. T
hey just don’t actually w

ant to eat it, 
and usually end up going to the Starbucks 
on the next deck.”

I slip disgracefully aw
ay to Starbucks, 

order m
y iced oat m

ilk latte and bagel. T
hey 

are delicious, but I notice undernotes of 
sham

e. Still, as I sit there, I hear the 
fam

iliar rat-a-tat of a snare drum
 and then 

the first skirl of the pipes. A
nd soon the 

sound hits m
e, the w

ay it alw
ays does; right 

in m
y Scottish heart. I hurry back dow

n to 
the dockside to see w

ho is m
aking this 

beautiful noise, to find out w
hich storied 

regim
ental band are visiting from

 Scotland.
B

ut they are not a regim
ent, nor soldiers, 

nor even adults. T
hey are the teenagers of 

the local G
lendora H

igh School Pipe B
and. 

T
hey look resplendent in R

oyal Stew
art 

kilts, dress black w
aistcoats and brogues. 

T
he m

usic is note perfect, their Scotland 
the B

rave the m
ost rousing I have ever 

heard. A
nd yet the m

ost w
onderful part is 

the band them
selves: they are A

ngelenos of 

taken m
atters into their ow

n hands and 
w

heeled their cannons out to perform
 their 

final display of m
usket and cannon fire 

w
here they can be properly appreciated. 

T
he location they have selected is the 

entrance to the bagpiper’s staging area, and 
the ram

m
y that results w

ould m
ake our 

ow
n country proud. K

ilted pipers yell at 
m

usket-w
ielding soldiers, and for a w

hile it 
seem

s like a m
inor w

ar m
ight break out. 

A
ncient shouts of “Fire dow

n!” and 
“M

isfire!” m
ingle w

ith m
ore m

odern and 
less printable ones. It all feels w

onderfully 
Scottish; nobody provokes us w

ith 
im

punity, and w
e do love a good stram

ash.

B
A

C
K

 at the pen, Ted 
T

hom
pson’s sheep-herding 

display is in full flow
, his border 

collie bringing out the best in 
his H

ollyw
ood-ready sheep. H

e 
asks the audience to consider if his dog is 
enjoying his w

ork; w
e see that Ted’s dog is 

not just enjoying it, but undeniably 
grinning. Ted then talks about the herding 
instinct and how

 som
e border collies are 

born w
ith it, and som

e are not. It is, he says, 
as sim

ple as that: if you w
ant to herd sheep 

you are a sheepdog, and if you do not w
ant 

to herd sheep, then you are not a sheepdog.
It occurs to m

e than that perhaps this is 
w

hat it is to be Scottish too: an instinct. 
A

nd if you feel that instinct, if the skirl of 
the pipes stirs your blood, you are Scottish. 
W

e are, by heritage and by choice, an 
inclusive people, so it seem

s fitting that 
being Scottish should not be m

uch to do 
w

ith being born in Scotland or having 
Scottish parents or even ancestors, and 
perhaps not even m

uch to do w
ith ever 

having lived there. M
aybe being Scottish is 

a choice, and one that all the bekilted 
C

alifornians w
andering around 

Scotsfestival today have got right.
N

ow
 the sun begins to set, bathing the 

R
M

S Q
ueen M

ary in golden light. C
hildren 

battle their siblings w
ith plastic claym

ores, 
the Scotch E

gg concession posts a sign 
saying E

verything Sold C
om

pletely O
ut and 

the im
plausibly good-looking sheep are 

loaded on to their tractor trailer. O
n a stage, 

the singer of a folk-rock band talks about 
how

 he and the Q
ueen M

ary w
ere both 

born in G
lasgow

 but have som
ehow

 w
ashed 

up here together, and then he launches into 
the Skye B

oat Song.
It initially draw

s a loud cheer from
 the 

crow
d, but they are quickly transported in 

to a reverie, and so am
 I. I am

 thinking of 
long-ago childhood holidays, trying to spot 
dolphins off the C

alM
ac ferry and a peat 

fire in a drafty cottage in L
am

lash. 
T

hey, presum
ably, are m

ostly thinking 
about C

laire R
andall, because the Skye 

B
oat song also happens to be the them

e 
m

usic for O
utlander. Skye no m

ore, then, 
and yet it does not m

atter: the song w
as 

anyw
ay w

ritten a century after the events it 
claim

s to depict, and the lyrics w
ere 

subsequently rew
ritten by R

obert L
ouis 

Stevenson before being altered to better fit 
C

laire R
andall’s story. H

ere again, though, 
their version of being Scottish is just as 
good and as valid as m

ine, and perhaps 
m

ore so, because it is even m
ore inclusive. 

W
ho’s like us? E

verybody that w
ants to 

be. W
e are, after all, all Jock Tam

son’s 
bairns.

stand w
here during the forthcom

ing battle 
w

ith their actual enem
y, the C

am
erons. 

W
hen the M

cPhersons arrived a m
an short 

for this spectator-sport ram
m

y, a 
blacksm

ith in the audience stepped in, 
sportingly killed m

ore than his allocation of 
D

avidsons, and hence to this day 
M

cPhersons consider all Sm
iths kin. T

his, I 
tell them

, is undoubtedly the m
ost Scottish 

thing I have ever heard.
B

oth w
om

en are regulars on the Scottish 
Festival circuit – Santa R

osa is next in the 
calendar, follow

ed by Sacram
ento – and so 

I ask them
 just w

hat the attraction is. T
hey 

im
m

ediately talk of the bagpipes, and 
describe the exact feeling I had at the 
dockside earlier: “I w

ant to cry w
hen I hear 

them
, I can’t even explain it, it strikes 

som
ething so deep of longing and loss.”

T
hey then go on to talk about the 

com
m

union the festivals them
selves 

provide: “It’s like finding lots and lots of 
distant cousins. It fills this niche inside of 
us that w

ants us to feel connected w
ith 

som
ething that is longer than our ow

n 
history here in A

m
erica.” N

ot for the first 
tim

e today, I feel a little churlish for ever 
having found such earnestly-held affection 
anything other than profound.

A
t five o’clock, the Pipes and D

rum
s 

prizegiving is held, and the G
lendora H

igh 
School Pipe B

and rightly sw
eep the board. 

O
ver in the m

ain field, the H
ighland G

am
es 

have progressed to ‘tossing the beer keg’ 
w

hich m
ay or m

ay not be an officially-
sanctioned event. D

ow
n on the dockside, 

the disgruntled re-enactors have finally 

Author Sim
on Stephenson, 

above, found Scotsfestival 
to be a fun and som

etim
es 

fantastical m
ash up of battle 

re-enactm
ents, H

ighland 
G

am
es events and tartan. Lots 

of tartan

Set M
y H

eart 
to Five, by 
Sim

on 
Stephenson, is 
out on 4th 
E

state on M
ay 

28. The ebook 
is out now

. It 
is described as 
a hilarious exploration of 
w

hat it m
eans to be hum

an


