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Residents at the old Royal Infirmary, Edinburgh 
(Lister seated center front row)  

  AN T-ALBANNACH NEWSLETTER    PAGE  1 NYCALEDONIAN.ORG

Joseph Lister:  
A Radical English Doctor in Scotland
BY SUE ANN MCDEVITT, RN, BSN

Think About This: Only fifteen decades ago, your 
doctor might  have operated on you without washing his 
hands or sterilizing the equipment!  Nearly 151 years 
ago, Joseph Lister, an upstart surgeon in Scotland, pro-
posed a radical change to the practice of surgery: Wash 
your hands and make the surgical room as antiseptic as 
possible.  

Joseph Lister (1827-1912) was born and educated in 
England, but after appointment as a Fellow to the Royal 
College of Surgeons in 1852, he joined Professor James 
Syme at the Edinburgh Royal Infirmary.  His awareness 
that most patients died from infection during a medical 
procedure, if they survived the blood loss, spurred his 
research into the cause of inflammation. At the time, 
this was not considered a consequence of surgery or 
childbirth but rather a separate illness.  Lister applied 
the principles of Pasteur’s research into fermentation 

and pasteurization as well as 
knowledge gained from his 
wine merchant father about 
why wine goes bad.  Poor 
corkage allowed microorgan-
isms to get into the wine, so he 
figured if a germ could get into 
a wound, it would do the same 
thing to the body.  Lister set 
about to determine how to kill 
germs before they could enter a 
wound.

By the 1860’s, carbolic acid was used to disinfect 
sewers, so after doing his due diligence to deter-
mine this solution was not harmful to humans, he 
started washing both his hands and instruments 
with carbolic acid as well as using it on the wounds 
themselves.  Lister then developed the “Donkey 
Machine” to spray carbolic acid in the room where 
surgery was being performed.  Back then, hospitals 
were often not the place for surgery – nursing was in 
its infancy, and hospitals were often dirty and were 
associated with the place you go to die.  Therefore, 
many procedures were performed in the bedroom 
or on the dining room table.
        ...continued on page 4
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Autumn 2018
Hello, Members,

As the year draws to a close oh so rapidly, we have had a banner year with sellout 
programs, an invitation to partner with Carnegie Hall on its Migrations: Scottish 
and Irish Diaspora Festival (more on that in a bit), and a most epic event: the re-
launch of our website, following the recent unveiling of the new logo.  The feedback 
I have received has been overwhelmingly positive.  We have a few kinks yet to work 
out, but as with anything newborn, there will be growth in the future.

Carnegie Hall Migrations Festival 2019 will be focusing on the Scottish and Irish 
Diaspora and how our forebears helped shape America through music and culture.  
What does this mean for NYCC?  Well… thanks to the efforts of our tireless Barbara 
Rice, we have a PACKED schedule of workshops and performances during the peri-
od from March 9th through April 15th.  (Imagine that, right during Tartan Week.)  
A full slate of programs will be available as soon as all details are set, by January.  
Carnegie Hall will also have a brochure listing events from all the partners.  We can 
give you more of a teaser about what’s coming in this newsletter, but please vis it 

the CH website as well: https://www.carnegiehall.org/Events/Season-Highlights/Migrations. 

We have been keeping busy this fall with Ceilidh Dance classes, The Scottish Ball (https://nycaledonian.org/
events/scottish-ball-2018); the Remembrance Service at St. Thomas Church (100 years since the end of WWI); a 
pub night in support of Shot of Scotch Dancers on; Saint Andrew’s Day dinner; and the Semi-Annual General Meet-
ing & Holiday Party on Saturday, December 8th.  You will be receiving a (snail) mailing describing the fall/winter 
calendar, so watch your mail box.  So, hopefully we will see you soon at one or more of these events!

May the holiday season be blessed with love and peace.
Nollaig Chridheil agus Bliadhna Mhath Ùr dhut fhèin agus dha d’ chuideachd!  
Merry Christmas and a Happy New Your to you and yours!

Sue Ann McDevitt
83rd Chief
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TRAVELOGUE

Eventually, love won the day.  In 1977, “The Cooling 
Off” act was repealed and the marriage age without 
parental consent dropped down to eighteen.  The 
Famous Blacksmith’s shop once again became a highly 
desirable wedding venue.

This small, atmospheric shop has remained pretty 
much unchanged.  Visitors can see the blacksmith’s 
workshop and forge as well as his tiny living quarters.  
The collection includes photos, letters, marriage cer-
tificates, and register books.  There are even telegrams 
from frantic parents begging the blacksmith to refrain 
from marrying their errant offspring.  

If one suspects that a family member tied the knot 
in Gretna Green, staff is on hand to assist with the 
research.  The writer of this piece discovered to her 
delight that a relative had been married there (albeit 
not an elopement).

Today, people come to Gretna Green from all four 
corners of the globe to say their “I do’s.” Only now they 
are married by a member of the clergy or a registrar.  
For those who just want to make or re-affirm a com-
mitment, a handfasting ceremony is also offered.

Although Anvil Priests are a relic of the past, there is 
still no shortage of couples who choose to become part 
of living history by beginning their lives together “over 
the anvil”.

The Famous Blacksmith’s 
Shop, Gretna Green 
STORY & PHOTOS BY SUZANNE PRESENT

In the year 1754, England enacted “The Marriage 
Act,” which prohibited marriage without parental 
consent for those under 21 years of age.  However, 
this law did not apply to Scotland, so droves of young 
couples crossed the border in order to elope.

While in England a marriage was legal only if per-
formed by a clergyman, in Scotland almost anyone 
could conduct a wedding ceremony.  The only require-
ment was that the couple had to declare in front of two 
witnesses that they were in love and free to marry.

The first Scottish stop on the London-to-Edinburgh 
stagecoach route was Gretna Green.  An enterpris-
ing local blacksmith named Joseph Paisley realized 
that he could significantly increase his income by add-
ing “Officiating Wedding Ceremonies” to the services 
he offered.  He became the first of a long line of “Anvil 
Priests”: blacksmiths who would marry couples and 
seal the marriage by bringing down a hammer onto 
the anvil.

In 1854, due to the powerful influence of the conserv-
ative Church of England, “The Cooling Off” marriage 
act was passed in Parliament.  It specified that at least 
one of the marriage partners had to prove residency in 
Scotland for at least three weeks prior to the marriage.  
This brought the stream of young couples crossing 
the border to a trickle.  And on January 1, 1940, “Anvil 
Priests” were prohibited forever from performing legal 
marriages. The last Anvil Priest was the highly charis-
matic Richard Rennison (Rennison spelled backwards 
is “no sinner”).
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Joseph Lister continued
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The resistance, especially among the 
medical field, to this idea of germs causing 
infection arose from one major issue: 
No one could see a germ.  
Surgeons in England were most resistant to changing 
their practice.  Microscopy and microbiology were 
then at an early stage, with rudimentary equipment.  
In addition to sterilizing his instruments, Lister 
pioneered the use of sterile rubber drains (still used 
today), catgut sutures and silver wire to stabilize frac-
tured bones.

There is a heroine to the tale of accepting antiseptic 
surgery.  In 1871, Queen Victoria summoned Lister, he 
being the closest surgeon, to Holyrood to lance a large 
abscess.  He sprayed the site with his carbolic acid 
pump (after spraying her in the face accidentally), and 
successfully lanced it with no post-operative infection.  
She created him as a Baronet in 1883, and later in 
1897 as the 1st Baron Lister, for his work and his ser-
vice as Queen’s Surgeon.  Victoria herself had already 
shaken the medical community and the Presbyterian 
Church with her use of ether during her deliveries.  So 
not a shock that she would embrace this life-saving 
surgical innovation.

Today, we take for granted that our surgery will be 
performed in an aseptic environment, free of germs, 
but in Lister’s day, because of where many surgeries 
and childbirths occurred, he thought this was an un-
attainable goal. That said, hospital-acquired infections 
are a huge cause of complications and readmittance.
Should you ever need healthcare in any setting: make 
sure your caregivers wash their hands before touching 
you! 
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NYCC AT THE FORT TRYON 
MEDIEVAL FESTIVAL
September 30, 2018
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Àdhamh Ó Broin is one of the world’s most sought-after Scot-
tish Gaelic Consultants. He’s best known for teaching the cast of 
Outlander and we recently had the privilege of chatting with him 
about his experience as a prominent source of Gaelic knowledge, 
both on- and off-screen.

An t-Albannach:  Why should Americans study Scottish Gaelic?

Àdhamh: Because it’s really cool??? No, in all seriousness, it’s 
about whether you feel connected to it. Does it resonate with you? 
Does it speak to you even though you can’t actually understand it? 

Then it’s for you. If you have Scottish ancestry, even better! 

An t-Albannach: Is there a difference between modern Gaelic and what they would have been speaking in the 
18th century? 

Àdhamh: Yes there is, but not much of one really until about 50 years ago. The biggest difference is in the quali-
ty. I translated every line I gave to the writers for Outlander to the highest level of idiom and poetry, as I couldn’t 
bear the idea of the Gaelic in the show sounding like it was straight out of 21st-century Stornoway, which would 
have been unthinkable. I sourced much of the phraseology I used from MacKenzie natives of Wester Ross, close 
to where Castle Leoch would have been, and speakers of a dialect which would not have changed dramatically 
since the days of the Jacobites. Tony Dilworth, a friend of mine and terrific scholar, once said that he felt that what 
people spoke in the Highlands right up until the modern era, was more or less the same dialect that was spoken 
when the Bonnie Prince himself was ranging across the heather. Well, he didn’t quite put it like that, but you get 
my point!

An t-Albannach: Did much of the cast have some Gaelic already, or was it mostly brand new material?

Àdhamh: None had any more than a “Ciamar a tha u? (How are you?)” or “Slàinte mhath (Good health)”.

An t-Albannach: What is the learning process like for the actors?

Àdhamh: Unlike normal students who will be aiming to retain the material life-long, the process for actors is very 
different. They are looking to learn what they need to know as well as effectively and as quickly as they possibly 
can, before jettisoning it from their memory to make room for their next set of scenes! So the idea was to hammer 
them - which I imagine must have been torturous for them at times - with drilling exercises designed on the spot, 
depending on the actor and on the line, in order to build muscle memory as quickly as possible to deliver the lines 
with the least distraction from the acting, which at the end of the day is what they were there to do. The five-week 
boot camp at the very start of Season One was some of the most exhilarating, frenetic and but rewarding work I 
have ever done, and the result on screen was not at all bad considering.

An t-Albannach: As a language consultant for a period piece, did you have to take on the role of an historian at any 
point? 

Àdhamh: Yes for sure. You tend to stick to your “department” as it were, but it’s often difficult for people from the 
world of Hollywood to understand that in Gaelic culture, we don’t separate song from speech, work from play, his-
tory from folklore. It’s all one. Sometimes I was asked for advice, sometimes I stuck my nose in and gave it anyway, 
but I always erred on the side of trying to help the production achieve the best, most authentic possible product. 
What has to be remembered is that you’re making great drama, not a documentary!

An t-Albannach: What are your three favorite things about the Gaelic language?

Àdhamh Ó Broin interview continues next page...
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ÀDHAMH Ó BROIN 
on Learning Gaelic By Kalyn Paige Diehl
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Àdhamh: It’s bloody gorgeous. It’s an incredibly textured, lyrical tongue which lends itself effortlessly to music 
and poetry. It’s ours. It belongs to Scotland and roots us to the country in which we stand and connects us back 
into the primordial mists of time. That means that it’s an outrageously emotional experience just to speak it. It’s 
the language I use to tell my children how much I love them. Myself and my kids revel in speaking it to each other 
as a matter of course. We see it as a sacred duty.

If you would like to learn Scottish Gaelic, NYCC spring classes begin February 2019, visit nycaledonian.org for more 
information! You can learn more about Àdhamh and his work @ scottishgaelic.scot

Upcoming NYCC Workshops & Carnegie Hall’s 
“Migrations:  The Making of America” Citywide Festival
The New York Caledonian Club is proud to present its upcoming workshops, which will also be part of Carnegie 
Hall’s citywide festival, “Migrations: The Making of America”, during March 9-April 15, 2019.  Look for more 
information or/and sign up for the workshops on our website @ nycaledonian.org 

Saturday, December 15, 2018, Scottish Ceilidh Dance Workshop
1-3PM, Studios 353, West 48th Street, Studio B,      
Manhattan (between 8th & 9th Aves.)

Taught by Mary Abdill and Jenny Evans.  No experience necessary – just have fun!

Sunday, January 6, 2019, Scottish Fiddle         
Workshop with Amy Beshara

 12noon-2PM, Studios 353, West 48th Street, Studio #1, 
Manhattan (between 8th & 9th Aves.) 

Taught by Amy Beshara.  For advanced beginners and above.  

The following workshops listed below, will take place during the Carnegie Hall 
“Migrations” festival, at Ripley-Grier Studios, 520 Eighth Avenue, Manhattan.                                                  
Look for upcoming information on the NYCC website.

1. Highland Dancing Workshop with Kendra Monroe, Saturday, March 9th, 2019, 2-4PM 

2. Scottish Fiddle Workshop with Athena Tergis, Wednesday, March 13th, 2019, 7-8:30PM 

3. Scottish Ceilidh Dance Workshop, Saturday, March 23rd & Wednesday, April 3rd, 2019, both days are from     
    1-3PM

4. Àdhamh Ó Broin Scottish Gaelic Workshop, Sunday, April 7, 2019, 11:30AM-12:30PM.

5. Scottish Fiddle with Calum Pasqua, Saturday, April 13th, 2019, 2-4PM

NYCALEDONIAN.ORG

Pages 1 & 4 Photo Attributions:
Creative Commons Residents at the old Royal Infirmary, Edinburgh &
L0002075 Joseph Lister, 1st Baron Lister [1827 – 1912] surgeon
https://wellcomecollection.org/works?query=V0027881&wellcomeImagesUrl=/indexplus/image/V0027881.html
https://wellcomeimages.org/indexplus/image/L0002075.html
CC BY 4.0 http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

http://nycaledonian.org 
http://www.scottishgaelic.scot/
http://nycaledonian.org 
https://nycaledonian.org
http://NYCALEDONIAN.ORG
https://wellcomecollection.org/works?query=V0027881&wellcomeImagesUrl=/indexplus/image/V0027881.html
https://wellcomeimages.org/indexplus/image/L0002075.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


  AN T-ALBANNACH NEWSLETTER    PAGE  8NYCALEDONIAN.ORG

http://NYCALEDONIAN.ORG

