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Shona Donaldson 
 
Bogie’s Bonnie Belle 
 
 
1.  Introduction 
 

 
"...true popular ballads are the spontaneous products of nature..."  

Francis James Child 
 

 
Shona Donaldson is one of Scotland's leading young tradition bearers. Having studied at 
the RSAMD as a first study Scots Singer, she then appeared in the Young Scottish 
Traditional Musician of the Year final in 2003 and 2004. Originally from Huntly, Donaldson 
grew up surrounded by music and dancing in the heart of Scotland's bothy ballad country. 
As well as singing, Donaldson is an accomplished pianist and traditional fiddle player. 

Huntly, situated in the very agricultural heartland of Aberdeenshire, has been the setting for 
many of the songs, with the most famous amongst them being Bogie's Bonnie Belle. No 
area in the West possesses such a fine tradition of balladry and folksong as the North East 
of Scotland and the agricultural heartland of Aberdeenshire has long been recognised for its 
music and song. Prof Francis James Child compiled a five volume work, The English and 
Scottish Popular Ballads (1882-1898) that is considered by many as the canon of folk 
music. Throughout his tenure at Harvard he collected ballad books in many languages and 
corresponded with scholars throughout the world in several languages (Boston, Mass. 1825 
- 1896). When he compiled his famous "English and Scottish Popular Ballads" collection, he 
made reference that 91 out of the 305 ballads given to him were from Aberdeenshire. 

Bothies were out-houses built of stone where unmarried farm labourers lived. The men 
would gather in towns waiting for a farmer to come along and hire them. The wages were 
poor and the diet was monotonous oatmeal. But the bothy was home for the time they 
worked on the farm. The building normally consisted of two rooms, one a dormitory for 
sleeping and the other the room where they ate and spent their evenings. On cold nights 
when there was nothing to do, the men would have sing-songs to pass the time. Many of 
the bothy ballads were created during this time, some shared from the past, some re-made 
and new ones improvised. 

In the north east there are two distinct types of ballads. The first, the popular ballad or 
‘muckle sang’, can further be sub-divided into two categories: the historical ballads which 
relate actual events and, the romantic ballads often telling of true love and its erratic path. 
The second type, born and bred in Aberdeenshire, is the "cornkister" or "bothy ballad". Like 
their ‘muckle’ counterparts the bothy ballads refer to romance and love, expose injustice, 
recount real events but specifically have grown and been nurtured from the experiences of 
the men and women working in and around the farms or fairmtouns of the 19th and 20th 
centuries. The bothy ballads were composed, but not necessarily initially written, and set 
largely to existing pipe and fiddle tunes by the men hired or fee’d at the local hiring fairs or 
fee’ing markets held in towns and villages. 

Deveron Arts commissioned Shona Donaldson for a year-long residency to research the 
bothy ballads local to the Huntly area, to write new tunes for existing lyrics and new ballads 
for old tunes.  Donaldson grew up in Huntly, and the work drew on her connection with the 
region and allowed her to explore and rework a largely male-dominated tradition. 
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Shona Donaldson, who is bilingual in English and Doric researched the traditions of the 
Bothy Ballads in the North East of Scotland, in particular focusing on a contemporary 
adaptation of the Greig-Duncan Collection. Shona created modern tunes to the songs 
without melody and integrated modern lines into the fragmented songs juxtaposing old 
source material with new music and text. Donaldson’s tunes are very much rooted in the 
Scots idiom, but her underlying harmonies (she accompanies herself on the piano) stretch 
her work into more contemporary territory. Shona has given a number of live performances 
during her residency, in the OAP Hall, Huntly on 29th October as part of the Sound Festival 
as well as organising the Bothy Ballad Bus, which toured notable sites of the songs for 
which the North East is famous. She also recorded a CD, titled, Short Nichts and Lang 
Kisses, and will be holding a concert and CD launch on 20th April, 2011. 
 
As well as giving live performances Shona has also taken bothy ballad workshops for the 
National Trust of Scotland at Leith Hall, teaching primary school children traditional singing 
and underlining the importance of keeping our traditions alive.  
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2. The Artist  
 
Shona Donaldson 
 
The main highlights of Shona’s career so far came in January 2003 and 2004 when she 
appeared in the Young Scottish Traditional Musician of the Year finals at Celtic 
Connections. In 2005 she was also a finalist in the Radio 2 Young Folk Musician of the Year 
in Gateshead, Newcastle and has appeared at the Tonder International Folk Festival in 
Denmark, Toronto, London, Edinburgh Castle and at Holyrood for Charles and Camilla. In 
January 2006 she has appeared in three concerts at the Celtic Connections Festival, 
Glasgow and has broadcast for the BBC Reel Blend programme. She is guesting at various 
festivals as far afield as Orkney and Fylde. As well as giving live performances Shona has 
also taken bothy ballad workshops for the National Trust of Scotland at Leith Hall, teaching 
primary school children traditional singing and underlining the importance of keeping our 
traditions alive. Shona is currently in her second year of the Scottish music course at the 
RSAMD in Glasgow as a first study Scots Singer. Instruments played: Voice, Fiddle and 
Piano. 
 
 
 
3. The Work 
 
Bothy Ballads 
 
Traditionally, bothy ballads were composed and 
heard by men, who during their stay in the 
bothies, entertained one another by singing the 
songs. Shona, as a female Scottish singer, 
introduces contemporary elements to the male 
tradition.  
 
Gavin Greig and James Bruce Duncan collected 
over three thousand songs from the North East of 
Scotland. These have been published in a 
monumental 8-volume edition by Aberdeen 
University. Sadly Greig and Duncan never saw 
those in print during their lifetime. A fair amount of 
them depict the Huntly-area, such as The Weaver 
Loons of Huntly. While most of the songs have 
tunes, unfortunately some of them do not. Others 
are patchy, with missing lines, melodies and 
words.   
 
 
Research 
 
Shona researched the traditions of the Bothy Ballads and ballads in the North East of 
Scotland. She focused in particular on a contemporary adaptation of the Greig-Duncan 
Collection. She has written new songs with new words and melodies, as well as creating 
modern tunes to the songs without melody and integrating modern lines into the fragmented 
songs, juxtaposing source material with new music and text. 
 
Shona has been visiting the Greig-Duncan, Last Leaves and Ords collections as main 
reference and research books. Huntly’s Brander library proved to be an invaluable place of 
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research, and has been using the census records as part of her research into the men and 
women who worked in the fairmtoons in the 19th and 20th century. 
 
Shona also worked closely at the Huntly Express archives with Dr Shearer, a former rector 
at the Gordon Schools with a keen interest in Scots Song. Research into these archives 
enabled Shona to rediscover local ballads and their connection to local history, for example 
a local ballad called "Willie Cumming".  Cumming murdered his wife at Inschtammack, 
outside Huntly in December 1910 and the details were printed in the Huntly Express along 
with a ballad, composed with all the gruesome details.  
 
Shona also researched the songs of “The Troups of Ythanside”, 3 brothers who contributed 
a number of songs to The Greig-Duncan Collection. There are several unusual songs in 
their repertoire such as John Grant, Tam Broon, Lenshie and Besuthian (Isaac's version of 
this New Year begging song was printed in the Aberdeen Free Press in 1906).  
Shona’s intention was to bring the works of The Troups of Ythanside back to life by printing 
them into a small resource book for historians, singers and musicians, but also all those 
people with a general interest in Scottish culture.   
 
 
The Songs 

Bogie's Bonnie Belle 

As A gaed in by Huntly Toun 
Ae mornin for tae fee 
A fell in wi Bogie o Cairnie 
An wi him A did agree 

For tae caa his twa best horses 
Or cairt or harrow or plou 
Or dae onything about fairm wark 
A very weil cud do 

Auld Bogie had a dochter 
Wha's name wis Isabelle 
She wis the lily o the valley 
An the primrose o the dell 

Whan she went out walkin 
She'd tak me for her guide 
Doun by the burn o Cairnie 
Tae watch smaa fishes glide 

Bit whan five lang months wis past an 
gane 

This lassie lost her blume 
The reid fell frae her rosie cheeks 
An her eyes began tae swoon 

An whan nine lang months wis past an 
gane 
She brocht forth tae me a son 
An A wis quickly caad for 
Tae see whit cud be done 

A said that A wad mairrie her 
Bit, och, that wadnae dae 
He said, "Ye're nae match for ma bonnie 
Belle 
An she's nae match for ye" 

Sae nou she's marriet tae a traiveller chiel 
Wha bides in Huntly Toun 
He sells pots an pans an paraffin lamps 
An he tramps the kintra roun 

An if she's gotten a better match 
Auld Bogie cannae tell 
Sae fare weil ye lauds o Huntlyside 
An Bogie's bonnie Belle 

 
 
Sleepytoon 
 
It happened at last Whitsunday, 
I tired o' my place, 
And I gaed up to Insch to fee, 
My fortune for to chase. 
 
And sing airrie erritie adie, 

And sing airrie erritie an. 
 
I met in wi' Adam Mitchell, 
To fee we did presume, 
He's a fairmer in Kennethmont, 
And he bides at Sleepytoon. 
 
If you and I agree, says he 
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Ye’ll hae the fairest play, 
For I nivver bid my servants wark 
Above ten oors a day. 
 
If a' be true ye tell to me, 
I think the place will suit; 
Guid-faith, I think I'll gang wi' you, 
Though ye're an ugly brute. 
 
'Twas on a Monday mornin' 
I gaed hame to Sleepytoon, 
And he ranked us in guid order 
To lay his turnips doon. 
 
I was sent to drive the dung, 
Likewise my neighbour Knowles; 
But soon the rain it did come on, 
And the order cam' to lowse. 
 
The rain it still increased; 
The son was at the mill 
For meal, old Adam Mitchell said, 
Our bellies for to fill. 
 
The rain it soon went over, 
And the day began to break; 
And our next orders were to scrape 
Our denners frae the secks. 
 
We'll ne'er refuse your orders, 
Whate'er ye bid us dee; 
But to eat the scrapin's o' your secks 
Is a thing we'll nivver dee. 
 
Do you refuse fit I command, 
Ye scoundrels that ye are? 
Ye bargained for ten oors a day, 

Refuse then if ye daur. 
 
But if the one thing winna dee, 
The ither I can try; 
I go and get the kitchie-maid 
Tae mix it through the dry. 
 
The order was to bed at nine, 
And nivver leave the toon, 
And for every time we left it 
We'd be fined a half-a-croon. 
 
Knowles he was fined mony's a time, 
But nivver lost the hairt; 
And I mysel' was fined a pound 
For turnin' ower a cairt. 
 
We nivver heeded Adam, 
But aye we took the pass, 
Sometimes tae buy tobacco, 
And sometimes tae coort a lass. 
 
But noo the term's come at last, 
The trifle's safely won, 
And we'll awa to Rhynie Muir, 
Tae hae wirsels some fun. 
 
And fan we’re ower in Alford, 
We'll gar the gless gae roun', 
And we'll tell them o' the usage 
That we got at Sleepytoon. 
 
And maybe we’ll se auld Adam yet  
Jist at his dish o' brose; 
And we'll gie him oor hanky 
For tae dicht his snottery nose. 

 
 
 
Field Visits: The Fairms of the North East 
 
Shona visited the sites and working farms that related to various songs for her research.  
This research included undertaking interviews and recordings with current occupants. She 
focused on the following songs: 
 

• The Praise O' Huntly 
• Drumdelgie (Drumdelgie) 
• Bogie's Banks and Bogies Braes (River Bogie) 
• Bogie's Bonnie Bell (Boghead of Cairnie) 
• Adieu to Bogieside (River Bogie, and mentions the planting, Huntly Lodge, 

the meadows) 
• The Weaver Loons O Huntly 
• I'll Ower Bogie 
• I've a Lad in Edinburgh 
• The Baron O' Gartley (written in the late 1800's by a reverend born in Gartly 
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who was a schoolmaster in Clatt. Dr Shearer, a rector at the school 
contributed to a ballad series in the Huntly Express and put forward this 
song.) 

• Deveron's Banks (River Deveron) 
• The Rovin Ploughboy (Huntly) 
• The Burning of Frendraught (Quite an old ballad and rarely sung nowadays, 

what was Frendraught Castle is behind Glendronach distillery) 
• The Scranky Black Fermer (Earlsfield, Kennethmont) 
• Jock O Rhynie 
• Ye're noo on Bogieside (River Bogie) 
• Sleepytoon (Sleepytoon Farm, just outside Insch) 
• Mains O Rhynie (3 possible locations) 
• Haughs O Glass 
• Auchindoon (Auchindoon Castle) 
• Lang Jonnie More (Rhynie, Auchindoor -mentions a few places) 
• The Duke O Gordon's Daughter  
• Edom O Gordon 
• Three Gypsies (Huntly) 

 
 
4. Events and CD Launch 
 
The Bothy Ballad Bus 
 

In a joint venture between the Doric Festivals and 
Deveron Arts, Shona Donaldson organised the “Bothy 
Ballad Bus”, a musical tour of notable sites and singing 
of many of the songs and ballads for which the North 
East of Scotland and Huntly and the surrounding areas 
in particular are famous throughout the world.  
 
The idea of a Ballad Bus is not a new one, having been 
part of the Doric Festival in other areas for a number of 

years. This is however was the first one to take in the Huntly / Cabrach / Rhynie/ 
Kennethmont and Forgue areas, stopping for lunch at Kellockbank. 
 
Shona was joined by Fiddler Paul Anderson, Huntly’s first musician in residence, and her 
father Matt Donaldson, who entertained passengers en-route and provided a unique insight 
into the tunes and their composers as well as insight into the life and times of the “fairm-
touns” of the 19th and 20th Century. 
 
Beginning with the ballad, “The Rovin’ Plooghboy”, about a young girl who used to “lay in a 
fine feather bed,” and who, “The nicht I maun lie in a cauld barn-shed/ Row’d in the airms o’ 
ma ploughboy-o”. Describing her love for the plough boy and her changed life, the songs 
evoke emotional events and record the lives of people in the fairmtouns.  
 
One song, “The Ballad of Willie Cumming”, describes the murder in Inchtammack Cottage 
in the Drumdelgie wood. Cumming, an alcoholic, killed his wife in a fit of rage, in front of his 
“bairns”. Two of his young sons, dressed in their “sarkies”-shirts ran to the police in Huntly. 
The police found Cumming, wearing bloodied clothing, asleep. His children were looked 
after by a local family the Huntly while their father was sentenced to ten years in prison.  
As we come to Corse Maul, once a productive and vibrant farm, housing in its bothies about 
twenty to thirty fee’d, or hired, men, is now overgrown with weeds. The stories  
Shona recounted speak of bustling farms and markets marked with vibrant clusters of 
culture and tradition in the Aberdeenshire area. She also talked about the Greig-Duncan 
Folk Song Collection, founded by Gavin Greig, a parochial village school master; and 
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James Bruce Duncan, a minister, who collected the songs, information about locations and 
people.  
 
 
Bogie’s Bonnie Belle in Concert 
 
Shona Donaldson performed live at the OAP Hall, Church Street, Huntly, on Friday 29th  
October at 7:30 pm. Shona’s concert celebrated her research into the traditional bothy 
ballads for her creative residency with Deveron Arts. The concert was part of the SOUND 
Festival and Hairst Halloween in Huntly 2010. 
 
 
Performances  
 
Over the course of the residency, Shona carried out numerous live performances, in 
Scotland, the UK, Ireland and Europe.  
 
November 2009 – Traditional Awards in Dumfries, Scots Singer of the Year 2009 
November – St Andrews Concert in Tarland 
December – Hogmanay at The Newton Hotel, Nairn 
January 2010 – Live Broadcast for Travelling Folk – BBC Radio Scotland 
January – The Tron Theatre in Glasgow – Celtic Connections  
May – Aberlour Kirk, Aberlour 
June – Keith Festival (various venues throughout the weekend.)  
June – Edinburgh Castle, EIFF, Sir Sean Connery’s 80th birthday party 
July and August - 4 ceilidhs in Huntly 
August - 5 ceilidhs in Ballater 
September – Blas workshops in Dingwall Academy and performance in Beauly 
September – Dublin, Ireland (3 concerts over the weekend) 
October – London Folk Club 
October - Swindon Folk Club 
October - Longeaton Folk Club 
October – Doric Festival Ballad Bus 
October – Sound Festival, OAP Hall, Huntly 
October – Charity Concert, Thainstone, Inverurie 
November – Fundraiser for Gordon Highlanders Museum, The Marcliffe Hotel, Aberdeen 
November – Aberdeen Fiddlers Rally, The Music Hall, Aberdeen 
November – Dundee Fiddlers Rally, The Caird Hall, Dundee. 
December – The Trad Awards, Perth Concert Hall, Perth. 
December – Hogmanay Concert, The Music Hall, Aberdeen 
January 2011 – Edinburgh Folk Club 
January  – Burns Supper, Howth, Dublin,  
January – The Goillin, Dublin 
January – Burns Supper, British Ambassador’s Residence, Brussels 
January – Burns Supper, Scotland House, Brussels 
February – Stonehaven Folk Club 
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Production and Recording 
 
Shona recorded a CD titled, Short Nichts and Lang Kisses based upon her research into 
and adaptation of bothy ballads. The total number of songs recorded for the CD is thirteen; 
nine of the tracks are either original or have original words or music. The four remaining 
songs are traditional but were edited by Shona, so she has altered them so that she can 
sing them in a unique and original way. She has also written around 8 new tunes for the 
fiddle, 3 of which are included on the CD.  One tune was written for the piano and this has 
been recorded and is also featured on the CD. 
 
The CD Short Nichts and Lang Kisses contains the following tunes:  
 
1 Bogie's Banks and Braes 
2 The Rovin' Ploughboy 
3 Adieu tae Bogieside 
4 Cauld Blows the Wind 
5 The Scranky Black Fermer 
6 Tune Set 
7 In Praise of Huntly 
8 Broadlands 
9 Drumdelgie 
10 Low Down in the Broom 
11 Noble Huntly 
12 The Nicht is Short 
13 Lest We Forget 
   
On Wednesday 20th April from 7 pm, Shona held a CD launch at the Masonic Hall on 
Meadow Street Huntly. Over 80 people were present, age 4-84. The CD Launch was 
followed by a Hunty Folk Night lasting till about midnight. 
 
The event culminated Shona’s residency and her endeavours engaging people of all ages 
within the local community with traditional music, stories and singing and their contemporary 
adaptations.  
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5. Marketing 
 
Printed Material and Mail/Email Shots 
 

- 500 Invite Card CD launch 
- Production of 1000 newsletters with features of Shona’s project 
- 5 email shots to 1000 recipients, promoting the different events of this project 
- The project was featured on Deveron Arts’ website, and advertised through our 

digital media accounts on Facebook and twitter. 
 
 
6.  Education and Outreach Programme 
 
Gordon Primary School, Huntly 
 
Shona worked with the primary school with two nursery classes, and primary 1-3 pupils 
during Doric Week, for a total of 8 workshops. She taught simple games, rhymes, local 
songs and Doric words. This included clapping, skipping and movement games, warm up 
games and songs. Shona worked on teaching co-ordination, singing, learning by ear, 
performance and language skills. She also judged for the primary 1-3 Doric poetry 
competition. This was the first time it had been held and was in memory of Annie 
Macdonald, a former teacher at the primary who actively encouraged Doric and was 
Shona’s Primary 1 teacher. 
 
The Gordon Schools, Huntly 
 
From November 2009 to June 2010 Shona taught 3 first year music classes every week for 
an hour each. (3 hours total a week in school). They were given a broad introduction to 
Scottish song and concentrated on local songs and traditions of Huntly and the surrounding 
areas. Each class wrote 2 songs and the pupils enjoyed having the freedom of being able to 
write, speak and sing in their mother tongue. These songs were traditional songs but Shona 
and the pupils changed the words to make them local, by mentioning places they knew of in 
the local area and many times where they lived and specific farms. She also taught Doric 
words and the origins of these and each pupil was encouraged to use these words when 
speaking to her and each other within the classroom. There have been many discussions 
with the pupils about the issues within Scots song and how they are relevant to life today.  
Shona concentrated on Bothy Ballads and pupils learned about the different types of bothy 
ballads.   
 
In March 2011, Shona worked with the History department and sang the class ballads and 
songs of the period which they were studying. This has been the reign of Mary Queen of 
Scots and the feedback from the pupils was that they felt they would remember more and 
learnt better hearing the “lesson” in song.   
 
 
Private Teaching 
 
Shona worked with five pupils every 2 weeks in Huntly, throughout her residency. 
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Workshops 
 
Shona held a workshop for the local group ‘The Strathspey Fiddlers’ tying in with the Scots 
Song and language aspect of the residency. The participants, aged from 13-24, enjoyed 
singing in 3 part harmony and arranging songs as part of a band. 
   
Shona was invited by the Blas Festival to hold a workshop with senior music pupils at 
Dingwall Academy.  She taught them the Huntly Bothy Ballad “The Rovin Ploughboy”, and 
also sang a number of songs which are local to Huntly.  
 
She was also invited to do a short workshop for all pupils at Stonehaven Primary school.  
The pupils (400) enjoyed singing along with easy bothy ballads.   
 
 
7. Attendance Numbers 
 
Events events participants   
Hairst concert 1 42   
Bothy Ballad Bus 1 35   
CD launch 1 90   
        
Total Event 3 167   
        
Gordon Schools 62 1260   
Stonehaven Primary 1 412   
Strathspey Fiddlers 1 18   
Blas Festival 1 15   
        
Education        
    
Total 68 1872   

 
 
 
8.   Media 
 
A media campaign, engaging Lesley Booth, an arts media specialist has been 
accompanying the project from the beginning. A campaign strategy targeting all English and 
Scottish locations has been proposed. 
 
The following media coverage was secured:  
 
The Herald: Short Nichts and Lang Kisses – A CD review. 26 June 2011 
Huntly Express: Old and New merge in new CD. 13 May 2011 
Press and Journal: Musician’s residency ends with CD release. 13 May 2011 
Huntly Express: Shona CD launch. 8 April 2011 
Huntly Express: Shona’s Trad Triumph. 4 December 2009 
Huntly Express: Shona’s Trad Title Bid.  
Huntly Express: All Aboard the Bothy Ballad Bus. 15 October 2010 
Press and Journal: Music Lovers Enjoy Tour on Ballad Bus. 18 October 2010 
Huntly Express: Driving Support for Bothy Ballads. 22 October 2010 
The Herald: Shona Donaldson Traces Huntly’s Musical Routes. 23 October 2010 
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BBC Radio Scotland: Take the Floor Playlist. Interview with Shona Donaldson. 17 
September 2011 
 
 
9.  Reflections/Evaluations 

 
Shona’s residency lasted longer then 
anticipated. The production of the CD was 
delayed due to recording issues, and 
Shona had personal circumstances ( the 
birth of her second son) that inhibited her to 
work the agreed hours.  
 
The Deveron Arts’ team very much enjoyed 
her presence during the time of her 
residency, and got a lot of positive 
feedback from the school workshops Shona 
gave. 

 
All in all there has been an incredible sum of work achieved: CD, new songs, numerous 
events and extensive education programme which laid the ground for further for 
collaboration with the music community in our town. 
 
At times communication between the artist and Deveron Arts could have been more regular. 
This was probably mostly due to the fact that Shona’s residency had been extended to 
more than one year. 
 
 
10.  Thanks 
 
Shona Donaldson 
Paul Anderson 
Hector and Roderick (who was born 
during the residency) 
Matt and Grace Donaldson 
Keith Cockburn 
Stefanie Ford 
 
 

Media 
Leslie Booth 
 
Design 
Finks Publishing 
 
Gordon Schools 
Music Department 
History Department 
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