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A Wee Note from the Editor 
If you’ve ever confused your Kelpies with your Selkies, 
you are in the right place. If you’ve heard that the Loch 
Ness Monster has a Canadian cousin, but can’t quite 
remember its name, you’re certainly not alone. And if 
you’ve ever pored through a tale of Scottish folklore and 
wondered “What on earth is this creature that the story 
keeps mentioning?” this Field Guide was made for you. 

Scotland’s magical creatures have lived for centuries in 
stories whispered by firesides, carried across oceans by 
emigrants, and passed down through families who knew 
that myth and history are never entirely separate. These 
beings are not relics of a forgotten past. They are part of Scotland’s living imagination—
guardians, tricksters, shape-shifters and companions - reflecting the land itself: wild, 
beautiful, and a little untamed. But to many descendants of the Scottish diaspora – and 
even to many Scots today – they are not entirely familiar. 

The Scottish Unicorn’s Field Guide to Magical Scottish Creatures is not meant to be 
exhaustive, scholarly, or intimidating. It is meant to be welcoming. Think of it as a 
friendly companion for the curious—whether you are deeply rooted in Scottish heritage, 
newly discovering it, or simply drawn to the magic of its stories. 

Here you’ll meet well-known figures, such as the Loch Ness Monster, and others you 
may never have encountered before. You’ll learn enough to nod sagely if someone 
mentions a Ghille Dhu or references a Scottish mountain named after the Cailleach. 
You’ll be able to pronounce Daoin Sith with confidence, distinguish your Selkies from 
their seal-skin kin, and your forest spirits from the shadows they inhabit. Most of all, 
you’ll come to discover why these creatures are still so beloved and continue to capture 
imaginations far beyond Scotland’s shores. 

So pour yourself a cup of something warming, settle in, and step gently into a magical 
world. We’re glad you’re here and we hope you have some fun on a winter’s eve with 
The Scottish Unicorn’s Field Guide to Magical Scottish Creatures.  

Blyth Douglas 
Editor, The Scottish Unicorn   
Website:  www.scottishunicornnetwork.org
Facebook:  www.facebook.com/scottishunicornnetwork
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The Unicorn

Scotland’s National Animal

Origins: The Unicorn Before Scotland

The unicorn did not begin its long life in human 
imagination as a gentle or decorative creature, nor 
did it originate in Scotland. References to unicorn-
like beings appear far earlier and far beyond 
Britain, woven into the writings of ancient 
civilizations who believed such creatures inhabited 
distant lands. 

One of the earliest known descriptions comes from 
the Greek physician and historian Ctesias, writing 
in the fourth century BCE, who described a 
powerful, single-horned animal said to roam India. 
Later Greek and Roman writers, including Pliny 
the Elder in the first century CE, repeated and 
embellished these accounts, attributing 
extraordinary strength and healing properties to the 
unicorn’s horn. 

By the Middle Ages, the unicorn had become 
firmly embedded in European thought through medieval bestiaries—illustrated 
manuscripts that blended natural history, legend, and moral teaching. In these texts, the 
unicorn was portrayed as swift, solitary, and fiercely independent—an animal that could 
not be captured by force. It was said to be strong enough to fell a horse, elusive enough to 
vanish at will, and dangerous to those who underestimated it. 

The unicorn’s horn, later known as the alicorn, was believed to neutralize poison, purify 
tainted water, and cure illness. In a world where disease and contamination were constant 
threats, this belief gave the unicorn profound symbolic power. Narwhal tusks, often 
mistaken for unicorn horns, were displayed in royal treasuries across Europe as objects of 
immense value. 

Medieval bestiaries portrayed the unicorn as a creature of paradox. It was wild and 
untamable, yet also associated with virtue and moral purity. Legend held that a unicorn 
could not be trapped through strength or cunning, but would approach only one who was 
pure of heart. This was not submission, but recognition. 

Unlike beasts that symbolized brute dominance, the unicorn came to represent authority 
without cruelty and strength without conquest. Long before Scotland claimed it as its 
own, the unicorn already stood for something rare: Power guided by restraint. 
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Scotland Claims the Unicorn: A Nation Reflected in a Myth 

By the 12th century, Scottish kings had already adopted the unicorn into royal 
symbolism, making it one of the earliest and most enduring emblems of the Scottish 
crown. This was not a decorative choice, but a deliberate one.  What did the unicorn’s 
image represent to Scottish people of that time?   

Scotland was a small kingdom with powerful neighbors, repeatedly forced to defend its 
independence, its very right to exist. Its national identity was shaped not by imperial 
ambition, but by endurance and resilience. In the unicorn, Scotland found a creature that 
mirrored how it understood itself. 

Where the lion symbolized rule through dominance and expansion, the unicorn 
symbolized sovereignty by right. It could not be mastered or subdued. In choosing the 
unicorn, Scotland aligned itself with a vision of authority rooted in moral strength rather 
than military conquest. The unicorn was not chosen because it was a fantastical creature, 
but because it expressed an ideal: A nation that governed itself by principle, restraint and 
endurance. 

In Scottish heraldry, the unicorn is famously shown chained. This detail is often 
misunderstood by modern viewers. The chain does not signify captivity or weakness. 
Instead, it represents discipline and responsibility. The unicorn’s power is so great that it 

must be restrained—and not by 
force. The unicorn submits only to 
rightful authority, never to 
coercion. The inclusion of the 
unicorn in Scottish royal heraldry 
unmistakably conveyed the 
message that a Scottish king could 
restrain a unicorn’s tremendous 
power through respect for his 
authority. 

A Queen, a Court, and the 
Refinement of the Unicorn 

The unicorn’s symbolism in 
Scotland continued to evolve over 
time, particularly during the reign 
of James III and the arrival of his 
queen, Margaret of Denmark, in 
1469. 

Margaret brought with her a 
refined Northern European court 
culture in which symbolism, 
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heraldry, and mythic animals played a central role in expressing royal identity. Queens in 
the 15th century were not passive figures. Through patronage, ceremony, and domestic 
court life, they helped shape how symbols were understood, displayed, and transmitted. 

During Margaret’s lifetime, the unicorn increasingly appeared not only as a symbol of 
kingship, but as one of moral authority, courtly virtue, and restraint. Under her influence, 
the unicorn’s meaning softened without losing strength. It came to represent balance: 
Power guided by wisdom, authority tempered by conscience. 

This refinement mattered. It allowed the unicorn to move beyond the battlefield and the 
seal into the cultural life of the court—woven into textiles, art, and ceremony. It became a 
symbol not only of sovereignty, but of legitimacy, order and purity of heart.  

In this way, the unicorn evolved from a purely martial emblem into a fully national one—
capable of expressing Scotland’s values as well as its strength. 

Union and Identity: The Lion and the Unicorn 

More than a century later, 
the unicorn’s symbolism 
took on new political 
meaning. 

In 1603, James VI of 
Scotland succeeded 
Elizabeth I of England, 
uniting the crowns of the 
two kingdoms. With this 
union came a new heraldic 
arrangement: the Scottish 
unicorn and the English 
lion standing side by side 
on the Royal Arms. 

The pairing was 
deliberate. The lion and 
the unicorn represented 
two distinct traditions of 
sovereignty—different 
histories, different philosophies of power—held in formal balance. The unicorn remained 
chained, as it had long been in Scottish heraldry, retaining its symbolic meaning of power 
by right and acknowledged authority rather than by force. 

Rather than diminishing the unicorn’s significance, this union elevated it. Scotland’s 
national animal now stood equal in stature as a supporter of the royal arms along with the 
lion —its identity intact, its symbolism unchanged. 
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The Unicorn in Art, Story, and Stone

The unicorn did not remain confined to heraldry. In the late medieval period, it became 
the central figure in some of Europe’s most celebrated works of art, most famously The 
Hunt of the Unicorn tapestries. The purity of a unicorn – who many believe symbolizes 
the figure of Christ in this series of tapestries – is an evident theme. The scenes are rich 
with symbolism: pursuit and resistance, capture and survival, violence and reverence held 
in uneasy tension. 

Centuries later, the unicorn still commands 
attention, particularly in Scotland. At Stirling 
Castle, visitors can walk among modern 
recreations of unicorn tapestries, restoring the 
creature to its rightful place at the heart of 
Scotland’s royal story. Across the country, 
unicorns appear in architecture, sculpture, seals, 
and public art—sometimes fierce, sometimes 
playful, sometimes regal and always 
unmistakable. 

In more recent storytelling—from children’s 
tales to modern fantasy—the unicorn continues 
to appear as a symbol of purity, integrity, and 
moral truth, themes familiar to readers of works 
such as Harry Potter, in which the villain, 
Lord Voldemort, sustains his weakening life 
force with unicorn blood.  

These modern echoes draw upon 
centuries-old ideas rather than inventing 
new ones, reflecting how deeply 
embedded the unicorn remains in the 
shared cultural imagination. 

For the global Scottish diaspora, the 
unicorn has taken on an additional 
meaning. It has become a declaration of 
identity—an emblem of imagination, 
independence, and heritage carried far 
beyond Scotland’s shores.  

Scots from all parts of the world delight 
in Scotland’s National Animal and increasingly celebrate April 9th as National Unicorn 
Day – a tradition initiated by Stirling Castle in 2015, inviting people everywhere to honor 
Scottish heritage, imagination…and the enduring magic of the unicorn. 

Unicorn statue watching over Glasgow.

Photo credit: Wendi Coats 

Figurehead of the HMS Unicorn, a 19th century frigate, now one 
of the most popular tourist attractions in Dundee. 

Photo credit: Gordon Ferrier 
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The Cailleach 

Scotland’s Ancient Queen of Winter  

Known across Scotland by many names, the Cailleach is 
one of the oldest figures in Scottish folklore. She is not a 
fairy, nor a spirit bound to a single place, but a primordial 
presence—an embodiment of winter itself. Long before 
written history, she was imagined as the force that shaped 
mountains, governed the seasons, and ruled the darker half 
of the year. 

Often depicted as an elderly woman cloaked in white or 
grey, the Cailleach is sometimes called the Veiled One. Yet 
age in her stories is not a weakness. It is authority. She 
carries the weight of time, the patience of stone, and the 
inevitability of snow. 

Shaper of the Land 

In Highland tradition, the Cailleach is credited with forming 
Scotland’s rugged landscape. Mountains were said to rise 
where stones slipped from her apron. Hills and valleys 
emerged as she strode across the land, shaping it through deliberate, ancient acts.  

Her legend endures in place names, mountain lore, and seasonal customs throughout 
Scotland today. Beinn na Cailliche on the Isle of Skye (“the mountain of the old 
woman”) is one of the better known examples. She remains a reminder that nature is not 
gentle by design, but balanced—harsh when it must be, generous when the time is right. 

A Seasonal Sovereign 

Winter storms were thought to mark her passage, and snowfall her cloak settling over the 
earth. The Cailleach ruled the cold months, holding growth and renewal in suspension 
until her power waned and the land was released back to spring. 

But unlike darker figures of winter found in other traditions, the Cailleach is not 
malevolent. She is necessary. Winter, in her domain, is a time of rest, endurance, and 
quiet preparation. Crops sleep beneath the soil, animals shelter, and the world gathers its 
strength. She is an elemental force, ancient and composed, watching over the land 
through the long winter months. 

In some legends, the Cailleach turns to stone at the end of winter, relinquishing her rule 
so that warmth and growth may return. In others, she transforms—renewed rather than 
defeated—emphasizing the cyclical nature of time rather than triumph or loss.
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The Kelpie

Among Scotland’s most haunting creatures, the Kelpie is 
a supernatural water spirit said to inhabit rivers, lochs, 
and deep, fast-moving streams. Most often, the Kelpie 
appears as a beautiful horse, its dark coat gleaming as if 
perpetually wet, its mane tangled with waterweed, its 
eyes glowing and unnervingly intelligent. 

The Kelpie’s beauty is its greatest weapon. 

According to traditional folklore, travelers—often 
children—were drawn to the horse’s calm presence at the 
water’s edge. But once a rider climbed onto its back, 
escape became impossible. The Kelpie’s hide turned slick 
and adhesive, trapping its victim as the creature surged 
into the water and vanished beneath the surface. 

These stories were not simply meant to terrify. They were 
warnings, passed down through generations in rural 
Scotland, reminding listeners of the real dangers posed by 
rivers, flooded fords, and deceptively still pools. 

Shape-Shifting and Backwards Hooves 

While the Kelpie is best known in horse form, folklore also credits it with the ability to 
shape-shift into a human—often a striking young man encountered near water. 

Importantly, these forms function as separate lures, not simultaneous disguises. In horse 
form, the Kelpie tempts riders to mount its back. In human form, it entices victims closer 
to the water’s edge. In both cases, the outcome is the same: Once the trap is sprung, the 
creature returns to its true aquatic nature and the victim is unable to escape the water’s 
depths. 

A common clue betraying the Kelpie’s disguise is said to be water dripping from the 
hair or clothing, or an inability to fully conceal its connection to the river or loch it 
inhabits. 

Some tales suggest that a Kelpie’s deception could be uncovered by careful observation. 
The most famous sign is the presence of backwards-facing hooves, a subtle but chilling 
detail that reveals the creature’s true identity. Other stories describe its skin as cold and 
clammy, or carrying the scent of river weeds—sensory hints that something about this 
horse is deeply wrong. 
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Interestingly, not all Kelpie tales end in tragedy. In a handful of regional stories, humans 
manage to outwit or temporarily control a Kelpie—often by stealing its bridle. Once 
captured, the creature could be forced to perform immense labor, hauling stone or 
ploughing fields with supernatural strength. However, these stories rarely end well for the 
captor, reinforcing the belief that such power was never meant to be fully mastered. 

The Kelpie in Literature: Sir Walter Scott 

One of the best-known literary appearances of the Kelpie comes from Sir Walter Scott, 
who included the creature in The Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border. 

In the ballad “The Kelpie of Corriewater,” Scott presents the Kelpie not merely as a 
monster, but as a seductive and fatal force—embodying the danger hidden beneath 
beauty. His retelling helped preserve older folk traditions while reshaping them for a 
wider Romantic audience, ensuring the Kelpie’s survival beyond oral storytelling. 

From Folklore to Steel: The Kelpies of Falkirk 

For many people around the world, their first encounter with the word Kelpie came not 
through folklore, but through the monumental sculptures known as The Kelpies. Created 
by Scottish sculptor Andy Scott and unveiled in 
2013, these towering stainless-steel horse heads—
each nearly 30 metres (100 feet) tall—stand at The 
Helix, between Glasgow and Edinburgh. 

Inspired by both the mythological Kelpie and the 
real working horses that once powered Scotland’s 
canals and industry, the sculptures symbolize 
strength, endurance, and transformation. Their 
reflective steel surfaces mirror sky, water, and 
weather, lending them an almost living presence. 

Images and scale models of the sculptures later 
travelled internationally, appearing in exhibitions in 
major cities including New York. For many who 
encountered them there, this was their first 
introduction to the Kelpie—a creature whose 
folklore had long remained largely unknown 
outside Scotland. Through modern public art, an 
ancient Scottish legend found a new global 
audience. 

Whether in folklore, literature, or steel, the Kelpie remains a powerful symbol of 
Scotland itself: Beautiful, strong, mysterious, and deserving of respect. In legend, the 
Kelpie warns. In steel, it astonishes. In both forms, it endures.
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The Ghille Dhu 

Deep within Scotland’s ancient forests, where birch and oak 
grow thick and light filters softly through the leaves, folklore 
tells of the Ghille Dhu—the Wild Man of the Woods. But 
unlike fearsome figures of the forest found elsewhere in 
European tradition, the Ghille Dhu is not a creature of terror. 
He is shy, watchful, and bound to the natural world that he 
protects. 

Guardian of the Greenwood 

The Ghille Dhu is said to resemble a slender, human-like 
figure whose body is covered in leaves, moss, and twigs, 
allowing him to blend almost seamlessly into his 
surroundings. He belongs to the forest in the same way roots 
belong to the soil. His name comes from the Gaelic Gille 
Dubh, meaning “dark-haired lad”.  

His presence is rarely announced. Instead, he is glimpsed 
fleetingly—half-seen between branches, mistaken for shadow or bark, and then gone. He 
does not roam the wider world. His domain is the forest alone, and within it he is fiercely 
protective. Trees, animals, and those who move respectfully through the woods fall under 
his quiet guardianship. 

Unlike many woodland spirits, the Ghille Dhu is not known for trickery or cruelty. 
Folklore portrays him as gentle toward children and kind to the vulnerable. Lost travelers 
have been guided safely out of the forest, while those who sought to exploit or damage 
the land were sometimes met with sudden disorientation or unease—enough to send them 
away without harm. 

In this way, the Ghille Dhu represents a moral relationship with nature rather than 
domination of it. The forest is not something to be conquered, but something to be 
respected. 

Echoes of an Older Relationship with Nature 

Stories of the Ghille Dhu arose in a time when Scotland’s forests were far more extensive 
than they are today. He embodies an older understanding of the natural world—one in 
which the land was alive with presence and agency, and humans were guests rather than 
masters. As forests diminished, sightings of the Ghille Dhu faded. Yet his story endures 
as a symbol of what once was, and of what might still be protected through care and 
restraint. The Ghille Dhu reminds us that the green places of the world deserve respect 
and guardianship. 
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The Loch Ness Monster

Few legendary creatures are as instantly 
recognizable—or as enduring—as the Loch Ness 
Monster, affectionately known as Nessie. Said to 
inhabit the dark, deep waters of Loch Ness, Nessie 
occupies a unique space between folklore, 
eyewitness testimony, scientific investigation, and 
popular culture. 

The loch itself stretches more than 20 miles through 
the Great Glen and reaches depths of over 750 feet. 
Its peat-stained waters severely limit visibility, 
creating ideal conditions for optical illusions—and 
for legends to flourish. Overlooking the loch near its 
narrowest point are the evocative ruins of Urquhart 
Castle, a dramatic reminder that this landscape has 
inspired awe, vigilance, and storytelling for 
centuries. 

Origins, Sightings & the Birth of a 
Modern Legend 

Accounts of strange creatures in the waters around 
the River Ness date back to at least the 6th century, 
most notably in a story associated with St. Columba. 
For centuries these tales remained part of local 
folklore, largely unknown beyond the Highlands. 

That changed dramatically in 1933, when a reported sighting by a local couple sparked 
international media attention. What followed was an extraordinary period of public 
fascination: newspapers dispatched reporters, tourists arrived in droves, and Nessie 
became a global phenomenon. 

Perhaps the most famous image emerged in 1934—the so-called Surgeon's 
Photograph—which appeared to show a long-necked creature rising from the loch. For 
decades it was regarded as compelling evidence. Only much later was it revealed to be an 
elaborate hoax involving a model attached to a toy submarine. Rather than damaging the 
legend, the exposure of the fake paradoxically strengthened Nessie’s fame, cementing her 
place in cultural history. 
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Searching the Depths: Expeditions & Investigations 

Nessie’s story did not end with a single photograph. Over the decades, Loch Ness has 
been the subject of repeated and increasingly sophisticated investigations. From surface 
watches in the 1960s to sonar sweeps, underwater photography, and submersible 
exploration, the loch has been scrutinized more thoroughly than perhaps any other body 
of freshwater in the world. 

In recent years, scientific curiosity has taken new forms. Environmental DNA sampling 
projects—designed to identify genetic traces left behind by living organisms—have 
searched the waters for unknown species. While no definitive evidence of a large, 
unknown animal has emerged, these studies have helped catalog the loch’s biodiversity 
and, intriguingly, suggested alternative explanations ranging from large fish populations 
to naturally occurring phenomena. 

Despite this sustained attention, Nessie remains elusive. No proof has confirmed her 
existence—and no investigation has fully closed the case. 

Why Nessie Endures 

The enduring power of the Loch Ness Monster lies not in evidence, but in atmosphere. 
The loch’s vastness, depth, and near-opaque waters invite speculation in a way few 
landscapes can. Generations of stories—layered over real places, real witnesses, and 
genuine attempts at discovery—have created a legend that feels anchored rather than 
invented in a place of beauty and mystery. Nessie invites us to pause, to look out across 
the dark water, and to accept that not every story needs a conclusion. Some legends 
endure precisely because they remain unresolved. 

Urquhart Castle on the shores of Loch Ness, one of Scotland’s most storied landscapes. 
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The Ogopogo: Nessie’s Canadian Cousin?  

Scotland is not alone in its fascination with lake monsters.  

Stories of a serpentine creature inhabiting Lake Okanagan in the interior of British Columbia have 

circulated in Canada for generations. Known today as the Ogopogo, the legend originates in 

Indigenous traditions, where the being—often called N’ha-a-itk—was understood as a powerful and 

sometimes dangerous spirit of the waters. 

Over time, the Ogopogo has evolved into a friendlier cultural symbol. Sightings are reported with a 

wink rather than alarm, and the beloved creature now appears in public art, tourism materials—and 

even as a whimsical children’s playground sculpture (pictured below), reinforcing its gentler role as 

a benevolent guardian of place rather than a menace. 

For many in the Scottish diaspora, especially in Canada - home to over 4 million people of Scottish 

descent - the parallels between Nessie and the Ogopogo feel intuitive: Vast freshwater lakes, deep 

Indigenous storytelling traditions, and communities willing to embrace mystery as part of their 

identity. Because of these similarities, the Ogopogo is often referred to as Nessie’s Canadian cousin. 
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The Selkie 

Along the rocky shores of northern Scotland, where 
the sea is never quite silent and mist blurs the 
boundary between land and water, stories have long 
been told of the Selkies—mysterious beings who live 
as seals in the ocean but shed their skins to become 
human on land. 

Selkie legends are most closely associated with the 
northern isles of Orkney and Shetland, where 
fishing communities lived in intimate relationship 
with the sea. There, the Selkie was not a monster to 
be feared, but a presence to be respected—beautiful, 
elusive, and bound by ancient rules. 

Between Two Worlds 

Unlike many mythical creatures, Selkies are neither 
wholly magical nor entirely human. Their defining 
feature is their seal skin—a living, silken form that 
allows them to pass between sea and shore. When a 
Selkie removes this sealskin pelt, they step onto land 
as a man or woman of striking beauty. Without it, they are trapped, unable to return to the 
water that is their true home. 

This dual existence lies at the heart of Selkie folklore. The Selkie belongs to two worlds 
but is fully claimed by neither. Their stories speak quietly of divided loyalties, of lives 
lived between identities, and of the cost of remaining where one does not truly belong. 

Many Selkie tales follow a hauntingly consistent pattern: A fisherman encounters Selkie 
women dancing on the shore, their seal skin pelts hidden among the rocks. He steals a 
pelt, forcing one of the Selkies to remain on land and become his wife. She may live with 
him for years, even bear children, yet her gaze is always drawn back to the sea. 

When the hidden pelt is finally discovered, the Selkie returns to the ocean —sometimes 
pausing to look back at her children, sometimes leaving without a word. The stories do 
not frame her departure as betrayal. Instead, they remind us that love cannot erase nature, 
and possession can never replace belonging. 

The Meaning Beneath the Myth 

In Scottish imagination, Selkies are not creatures of menace or revenge. They are figures 
of quiet restraint and deep feeling. Their legends carry themes of grace rather than 
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danger, sorrow rather than fury, inevitability rather than punishment. The sea in Selkie 
lore is not a threat but a memory—vast, patient, and enduring. 

It is no accident that these stories flourished in coastal communities where the ocean 
sustained life yet claimed it without warning. The Selkie became a way to speak of 
absence - of loved ones lost to the sea, of those who left and never returned, of the ache 
that lingers long after the shore is empty. 

Selkie Sightings? 

Along Scotland’s northern coasts, locals still tell of seals that linger too long near the 
harbor, watching boats come and go with unsettling attentiveness.   

In Orkney and Shetland, some fishermen 
once avoided harming certain seals 
altogether, believing them to be Selkies—
or kin to them. 

Even today, visitors sometimes remark on 
the uncanny feeling of being observed 
while walking alone along the shoreline, 
as though the sea itself were paying 
attention to their movements.  

Whether folklore or imagination, Selkie 
sightings remain part of the living 
atmosphere of these places—stories 
carried on the wind and the tide. 

The Selkie and the Scottish Diaspora 

For those of Scottish descent living far from their ancestral shores, the Selkie carries a 
particular resonance: It embodies the feeling of living fully in one place while belonging, 
in some deeper sense, to another. Like many in the diaspora, the Selkie often builds a life 
away from home—yet never entirely escapes the pull of where he or she began. 

In this way, the Selkie becomes more than a mythical figure. It is a quiet emblem of exile 
and return, of inherited memory, of the longing that persists even across oceans and 
generations. Selkies serve to remind us that identity is not always chosen, and that home 
is sometimes something we carry within us, waiting for the moment we finally recognize 
it and return. 

In the best Selkie stories, the sea does not punish—it welcomes. When Selkies slip back 
beneath the waves, they are not lost. They have simply returned to where they have 
always belonged. 
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The Wulver

A Northern Spirit of Kindness 

In the folklore of the Northern Isles of Scotland, particularly 
Shetland, stories are told of the Wulver. Sometimes called 
the Kindly Wolf of the North, the Wulver is a being that is 
neither fully wolf nor fully human. He is not a creature of 
curse or violence, but one of generosity and quiet kindness. 

The Wulver is usually described as having the body of a 
man and the head of a wolf, though his appearance is less 
important than his nature. He lives alone, apart from 
villages, preferring caves, rocky outcrops, or the edges of the 
moor. He keeps his distance from human life, but he does 
not turn away from human need. 

A Simple and Silent Gift 

The Wulver is best known for a simple, enduring act. When 
he catches more fish than he requires, he leaves the surplus 
on the windowsills of the poor or at the thresholds of those 
in need. There is no demand for thanks and no expectation of reward. His gifts are 
offered silently, without ceremony, and without revealing himself.  

In this way, the Wulver embodies a quiet ethic of generosity—help given freely, 
anonymously, and without recognition. 

Origins of the Wulver Legend 

Wulver stories likely emerged from a harsh northern environment, where survival 
depended as much on cooperation as on strength. In Shetland’s long winters, generosity 
could mean the difference between hardship and survival. Kindly fishermen who shared 
with their less fortunate neighbors may have invoked the Wulver to avoid any hint of 
obligation for their good deeds. 

The Wulver is unique in many ways as a mythical creature. Unlike the fearsome 
werewolves of European tradition, the Wulver is not a transformed human and carries no 
tragic curse. He is born as he is, a being of the landscape rather than a figure shaped by 
misfortune. He does not stalk villages or threaten livestock, nor does he seek 
companionship. His solitude is a choice, not a punishment. 

The Wulver serves as a reminder that not all creatures of tooth and claw are dangerous—
and that kindness, offered quietly, has always had a place in Scottish folklore and in 
Scottish values. 
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The Sith (Daoine Sith) 

Pronounced shee—rhyming with see, as in banshee—the Sìth, 
more formally known as the Daoine Sìth (People of Peace, 
pronounced Doo-Nyuh Shee), are the fairy folk of Scottish 
tradition. Despite the gentleness implied by their name, they 
are not playful sprites or decorative beings. They are ancient, 
powerful, and profoundly otherworldly, inhabiting a realm that 
exists alongside our own but follows very different rules. 

In Scottish understanding, sìth does not mean peace in the 
modern sense. It refers instead to a fragile state of balance—a 
truce between the human world and the unseen one. When that 
balance is disturbed, consequences often follow. 

The People Beneath the Hills 

The Daoine Sìth are typically described as human in form, 
though never entirely human in nature. They are said to dwell 
beneath grassy mounds, ancient barrows, and hollow hills—
landforms long treated with caution in the Scottish landscape. 
These places, known as sìthichean, were not to be ploughed, 
built upon, or casually crossed, for they marked entrances to another world. 

Unlike later fairy traditions that portray diminutive or whimsical creatures, the Scottish 
Sìth are often imagined as tall, finely featured, and still—so still that their presence 
unsettles more than it charms. They wear muted colors that echo the land itself, and do 
not typically seek human company. When encounters occur, they are usually accidental 
and rarely end as the human expects. The Daoine Sìth belong to an ancient Scotland that 
predates written history - a land shaped by belief, caution, and an acute awareness of 
forces beyond human control. 

A Parallel World with Different Laws 

Scottish folklore holds that the Sìth inhabit a world that mirrors our own but operates on a 
different rhythm. Time moves unpredictably there. A single night spent among the 
Daoine Sìth may pass as centuries in the human world, while moments in our time stretch 
endlessly in theirs. 

Because of this, traditional warnings grew up around places associated with the Sìth. 
Music heard near fairy hills was not to be followed. Food or drink offered by unseen 
hands was not to be accepted. Ancient mounds and standing stones were to be left 
undisturbed. The Sìth were not considered evil, but they were believed to be utterly 
indifferent to human notions of fairness or mercy. Courtesy, restraint, and distance were 
safeguards from incurring their displeasure. 
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The Fairy Flag of Clan MacLeod 

One of the most enduring legends associated with the Daoine Sìth centers on the Fairy Flag of 

Clan MacLeod, a fragile, timeworn silk banner long kept by the chiefs of the clan. 

According to tradition, the origins of the flag lie in a romance between a MacLeod heir and a 

fairy princess of the Daoine Sìth. Though she lived for a time among humans, she ultimately 

could not remain. When she returned to the fairy realm, she left behind their infant child, 

swaddled in a silken cloth. The fairy mother is said to have promised that this cloth—later 

known as the Fairy Flag—would protect the child and his descendants in times of dire need. 

Over generations, the flag came to be regarded as a powerful talisman. Clan tradition holds 

that it may be unfurled only a limited number of times, and only when the survival of the clan 

itself is at stake. When raised, it is said to ensure deliverance or victory, though always at a 

cost, and always with the knowledge that its magic is finite. 

Belief in the Fairy Flag has not faded over time. In the mid-20th century, it was credited with 

extinguishing a fire at Dunvegan Castle and during the Second World War, servicemen in the 

Royal Air Force are said to have carried small fragments of the cloth with them on bombing 

missions, trusting in its protective power. Whether taken as faith, folklore, or family tradition, 

the belief in the powers of the Fairy Flag has endured. 

The Fairy Flag is still preserved today at Dunvegan Castle on the Isle of Skye, the ancestral 

seat of Clan MacLeod, where it remains one of the most tangible links between Scotland’s 

clans and the unseen world of the Sìth. 

Dunvegan Castle on the Isle of Skye, 
Ancient Seat of Clan MacLeod and Home to the Fairy Flag 


