
Violet Jacob and The Scottish Renaissance 

 

Now, those that know me will have heard me 
bang on about Highgate and how amazing the 
focus of literary figures, especially poets, is there. 
However, Scotland has its own poetic and artistic 
heart – not so much spread over time like High-
gate but burning intensely in the 1920s and 30s. 

I speak, of course, of Montrose. This little town 
(with a population of 12000 it is only slightly   
bigger than Stornoway) was the centre of “the 
Scottish Renaissance,” a literary and artistic 
movement that had profound political and      
linguistic ramifications, rescuing Scots as a         
literary language and jump starting Scottish     
Nationalist politics as well as producing world 
class literature and art. 

Central to this was Christopher Murray Grieve,   
better known by his pen name, Hugh MacDair-
mid. After fighting in, and being sickened by, the 
First World War, Grieve got a job on The Mon-
trose Review and moved to the town, where he 
lived and worked for most of the 20s. He devel-
oped his writing and political ideas and influ-
enced other writers and artists. 

What makes this a little strange and magical is that it was not a case of a famous writer attract-
ing other artistic souls to their orbit.  Grieve was little recognised at the time and had to publish 
his first books of poems at his own expense. Sculptor, William Lamb was born in Montrose. 
James Leslie Mitchell (Lewis Grassic Gibbon) grew up a few miles away and poet Violet Jacob 
was born in The House of Dun, just to the west of the town. As the movement grew in influence 
it spread out, particularly to Edinburgh (MacDairmid himself moved to Orkney and Grassic Gib-
bon to Welwyn Garden City.) Still, the spark was lit in a little East Coast town that saw a re-
markable concentration of talent and enduring influence. 

Hugh MacDairmid’s work demands to be a topic of its own and there is lots to explore in the 
Scottish Renaissance – but for today I thought it would be worth looking at a Violet Jacob 
poem.   

If you like it there are more to be found here, along with a biography:  

https://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poet/violet-jacob-0/  

 

 

Hugh MacDairmid by William Lamb. Lamb said 

that he would take his revenge on MacDairmid 

“by making it look like him.” 

 

https://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poet/violet-jacob-0/


 
The Wild Geese 
 

 

‘Oh tell me what was on yer road, ye roarin’ norlan’ Wind, 
As ye cam’ blawin’ frae the land that’s niver frae my mind? 
My feet they traivel England, but I’m deein’ for the north.’ 
‘My man, I heard the siller tides rin up the Firth o Forth.’ 

‘Aye, Wind, I ken them weel eneuch, and fine they fa’ and rise, 
And fain I’d feel the creepin’ mist on yonder shore that lies, 
But tell me, ere ye passed them by, what saw ye on the way?’ 
‘My man, I rocked the rovin’ gulls that sail abune the Tay.’ 

‘But saw ye naething, leein’ Wind, afore ye cam’ to Fife? 
There’s muckle lyin’ ‘yont the Tay that’s mair to me nor life.’ 
‘My man, I swept the Angus braes ye hae’na trod for years.’ 
‘O Wind, forgi’e a hameless loon that canna see for tears!’ 

‘And far abune the Angus straths I saw the wild geese flee, 
A lang, lang skein o’ beatin’ wings, wi’ their heids towards the sea, 
And aye their cryin’ voices trailed ahint them on the air –’ 
‘O Wind, hae maircy, haud yer whisht, for I daurna listen mair!’ 

Violet Jacob 

 

 Prompts: 

 
 Write a poem or story about being stuck indoors and wanting to go out. It could be about a child 

wanting to go and play or an adult confined by weather  or illness. 

 

You could use the image of wild geese flying by and honking to contrast that feeling of confine-

ment with the birds’ freedom. 

 

Or, ‘The Delivery.’  The postman/Woodys brings you a parcel. Something you have been antici-

pating with excitement.  What is it? Describe the feeling  of anticipation and then opening it... 

 

Violet Jacob by Henry Harris Brown 


