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Roots

They say, “Start with the moment of realisation, of impact, of clarity”, but for me there never was one: I have always loved traditional Scottish music. It’s part of my culture, my heritage, and my roots. Our folk traditions can tell us so much about our history, our evolution as a nation, the way that we lived and the things our ancestors witnessed. Our traditional music can weave stories by fire-light, ballads and laments full of sorrow, bringing grown men to tears; Gaelic airs and puirt-a-beoul causing riotous céilidhs lasting long into the night. Our traditional folk music tells us of another time, a time of pure love, of true love, when husbands died to protect their wife's honour and so grief stricken would she be that she would lie down beside her slain husband and die from sheer heartbreak; a time of sailors’ songs, longing for the shore; songs of jovial ploughmen and songs of roving gypsies. 
That songs like this aren’t written any more isn’t because there’s less to write about, I think it’s just because people’s focus has changed – we look to the future now more than ever, its shining new technology and the promises of a better life are so appealing that the past has become almost inconsequential. 
But my roots are buried deep and no new technology could ever make me leave them behind, and for that I can only thank my father. A wise man may once have said, “Just because it’s in your dad’s record collection doesn’t mean you've got to like it,” – the operative word being record: we haven’t quite managed the transition into the twenty first century - but that doesn’t mean you can’t like what’s there. And my sister and I did. We adored what we found under the dust and layers of the past: it set our hearts on fire and made our souls come to life. Those records seemed to capture almost perfectly the intangible essence of live music, which, ever since we were little, my parents had taken us to see. I never can forget the first time we saw the house lights go down, the enthusiastic applause as the band trouped onstage or the expectant hush as they tuned their instruments. Having watched my dad perform in ceilidh bands I have become aware of his fear of performing in front of a crowd, a shy and retiring man, this fear manifested itself in his inability to look at his audience and tuning his guitar obsessively - my sister is just the same. Other musicians blink repeatedly, like rapid fire, whilst others crack terrible jokes. But they still do it; they still put themselves out there night after night, exposing pieces of themselves for scrutiny by their audience, the most terrifying thin, they still play tunes and sing songs they wrote single-handedly because they had to get that melody out of their head, they had to release that part of their story, that heart ache, that joy. And musicians do it in front of rural audiences in the middle of nowhere, in Baltic church halls and half empty theatres; they still play like their lives depend on it. They weave stories around their captive audience, transporting them back in time to the past. Their destination: their roots. 
Accessing the past has always been important to my family, but we always felt like we needed a way to bring traditional music into the twenty-first century, somehow. In 2007 we found the answer: the National Centre for Excellence in Traditional Music – Plockton High School. My sister – a guitar player – was accepted onto the prestigious programme, and my family and I watched as year after year, incredible musicians, nurtured in a remote village high school on the West coast of Scotland, told us stories of love; conjured up céilidhs; and lamented over heart aching loss in breath taking Gaelic. The young musicians wove a web of wonderment around the spellbound onlookers. How could people not know about this? Melodies would run riot in my head on the three-hour car journey home, my foot tapping all the way, an endorphin fuelled grin on my face. How could people not appreciate that the root of their heritage, culture, history, still lived on? Not just in books and old people, but in young, vibrant people, full of knowledge and the love of their craft: traditional music. 

I must admit, for a while I was jealous of my sister and her peers: their ease, their talent, respect for the tradition in which they were engulfed, the desire to keep it alive and their joy in doing so. But having given up practising the piano long ago and with no real singing experience under my belt, I knew there was no real opportunity for me there. Make no mistake, I adore singing. The first songs I learned were Scots ballads depicting battles in a dialect incomprehensible to my six-year-old ears, but the art of story telling and the emotion were conveyed quite clearly to me. An ability to connect emotionally with legendary characters and tell their stories remained with me, and I consider this basic education to be vital in many developmental stages: the ability to connect emotionally with others. The use of stories to educate is already part of our psyche - Aesop’s fables, the boy who cried wolf and Rudyard Kipling tales – are all told to us at some point. But what about children and adolescents who don’t have access, through no fault of their own, to these moralistic tales? Surely, if we introduce our children to folk music and educate them about it, there will be no knowledge gap when it comes to our history or a loss of the ability to connect with others, to empathise. With empathy on your side you can hold an entire audience – or just one person - in the palm of your hand, you can save someone by making them realise that they are not alone, and you can teach other people to be empathetic too. 
Many say that Scottish traditional music isn’t relevant anymore, that the tunes and songs from ‘back-in-the-day’ don’t apply to them, benefit them in any way or have any bearing on twenty-first century life. And my response is a question: how are tales of chivalrous knights, lovers, craftsmen and adventurers not beneficial? Their songs and melodies teach and inspire bravery, respect, admiration, empathy, and a love for that which surrounds us – whether that is someone else’s property, a landscape or a person. These simple things, these subconscious lessons, seem to be seriously lacking in modern day society and the way to connect younger generations with traditional music is by involving young traditional musicians whose arrangements are exciting and fresh, whose lives and stories can be identified with, and whose enthusiasm is infectious. 
So let me propose to you a story. A story of music, history, love and loss, of learning and passion for knowledge; with characters who intertwine stories and reality night after night, day after day, inspiring their audience to go back to their roots. 
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