
Place-NamesintheCairngorms

Thisleafletprovidesanintroductiontothebackground,meaningsand
pronunciationofaselectionoftheplace-namesintheCairngorms
NationalParkincludingsomeofthesettlements,hills,woodlands,rivers
andlochsintheAngusGlens,Strathdon,Deeside,GlenAvon,GlenLivet,
BadenochandStrathspey.
Place-namesgiveussomeinsightintotheculture,history,environment
andwildlifeofthePark.Theywereusedtohelpidentifynaturalandbuilt
landscapefeaturesandalsotocommemorateeventsandpeople.The
namesontoday’smaps,aswellasdescribinglandscapefeatures,remindus
ofsomeoftheassociatedlocalfolklore.Forexample,accordingtolocal
tradition,theRiverAvon(Aan):UisgeAthfhinn–WateroftheVerBright
One–issaidtobenamedafterAthfhinn,thewifeofFionn(thelegendary
Celticwarrior)whosupposedlydrownedwhiletryingtocrossthisriver.
Thename‘Cairngorms’wasfirstcoinedbynon-Gaelicspeakingvisitors
around200yearsagotorefercollectivelytotherangeofmountains
thatliebetweenStrathspeyandDeeside.Somelocalpeoplestillcall

thesemountainsbytheiroriginalGaelicname–Am
MonadhRuadhor‘TheRusset-colouredMountain
Range’.Thesemountainsformtheheartofthe
CairngormsNationalPark–PàircNàiseantaa’

MhonaidhRuaidh

LinguisticHeritage

Someoftheearliestplace-namesderivefromthelanguagesspokenby
thePicts,whoruledlargeareasofScotlandnorthoftheForthatone
time.TheprincipallanguagespokenamongstthePictsseemstohavebeen
a‘P-Celtic’one(relatedtoWelsh,Cornish,BretonandGaulish).Probable
PictishnamesincludethoseincorporatingforexampletheprefixPit–a
portionofland;CàrdainnorCardine–copse;Aber–mouthofriver;Monadh
orMounth–amountainrange(relatedtomodernWelshMynydd);Easg
orEsk–abogstream(possiblyrelatedtothenameExeinDevon)and
DobharorDour–water(relatedtothenameDoverinKent).

ThePictishlanguageandcultureweresupersededbythatoftheGaelic-
speakingScotsover1,000yearsago.TheGaeliclanguagebecamethe
dominantlanguageoftheCairngormsareaandbecauseofthisthe
majorityofthecurrentplace-nameswithintheParkareGaelicinorigin.
However,therewasagradualdeclineofGaelicintheCairngormsarea
andbythe18thand19thcenturiesmanypeopleintheareawere
bilingual,speakingScotsaswellasGaelic(ScotsisaGermaniclanguage
relatedtoEnglish).AsaresultofthistherearealsoScotsplace-names,
whichincludeforexamplethewordsShank–alongridge;Birk–abirch
tree;Bigging–abuilding;Brig–abridge;Haugh–ariver-meadow;
Straucht–astraightstretchofroad;Kirk–achurch;Burn–astream
andMeikle(locallypronouncedasMuckle)–big.

Common Words
anunfamiliarlanguageandlocaldialects.
Consequentlysomeplace-nameswereincorrectly
recorded,lostortheiroriginalmeaningsobscured.

OneexampleofthisisBridgeofBrownwhich
actuallyderivesfromDrochaidBhruthainn
(drochitchVROON)meaning‘BridgeofBoiling
Water’.ThisplaceiscalledBrigo’BrooninScots
whichhasbecomeanglicisedtoBridgeofBrown.

Itispossibletoestablishthemeaningofmany
place-namesthroughexhaustiveresearchofolddocuments,intensive
studyofthelanguagesoncespokeninthearea(includinglocaldialects),
examiningthelocalterrainandbyinterviewinglocalinhabitants.
However,uncertaintyremainsoverthemeaningsofmanyplace-names,
especiallythosewhichareofolderorigin,forexamplesomeofthe
AngusGlens(Prosen,ClovaandDoll)andMunros(Driesh&Mayar)
andLochEtchachan.

Therearestillmanynameswhichexistonlyinoraltraditionandanumberof
individualsandorganisationshavebeenmaintainingthetraditionofrecording
theseaswellasundertakingotherresearch,forexample,TheScottishPlace-
NamesSociety.TheOrdnanceSurveyandtheGaelicPlace-NamesLiaison
Committeealsoworktogethertoensurethatthereisaconsistentapproach
tothecollection,maintenanceanddepictionofGaelicplace-names.

Abhainn: River
Achadh: Field
Allt: Large stream
Baile:Township
Beinn: Mountain (‘Ben’ in Scots)
Bràigh: Upland (‘Brae’ in Scots)
Cadha: Steep slope (local dialect)
Caochan: Small stream
Càrn: Cairn-shaped mountain
Clach: Stone
Cnap: Lump
Cnoc: Low hill
Coille: Forest
Coire: Large hollow in hillside
(‘Corrie’ in Scots)
Craobh:Tree
Creag: Crag/mountain of medium
height
Dail: Riverside meadow
Druim: Small ridge
Fiacaill: Narrow ridge
Gleann:Tributary river valley (‘Glen’
in Scots)

Inbhir: River mouth
Làirig: Mountain pass
Loch: Lake
Lochan: Little lake
Loinn/Lyne: Enclosure/stackyard
(local dialect)
Meall: Conical hill/hill with conical
summit
Monadh: Mountain range, usually
with passes, which in the southern
part of the Park, are sometimes
given the name of ‘mounth’ in Scots
(a word derived from monadh)
Ruighe/Re: Slope/shieling/croft (local
dialect)
Sgòr: Peak
Shìos: East (local dialect)
Shuas: West (local dialect)
Sliabh: Moor (local dialect)
Srath: Main river valley (‘Strath’ in
Scots)
Sròn: Nose-shaped ridge
Tom: Small hillock
Uisge: Large river

Traditional Routes

The Cairngorms has many historical
routes including early medieval roads like
Comyn’s Road (which the Red Comyn,
Lord of Badenoch, is said to have
commissioned so that he could transport
his beer more easily to Badenoch!); drove
roads (which were used to take cattle
to market) such as the Firmounth; routes
used by cattle raiders, such as Rathad nam
Mèirleach and traditional passes used by
drovers and packmen such as Am Bealach
Dearg.There are also extensive sections
of 18th century military roads.

Although nowadays mountains such as
the Cairngorms are regarded as a barrier,

paths through such mountains were commonly used and there was much
coming and going from area to area, outwith the winter months. For
example the women of Rothiemurchus used to walk through the Làirig
Ghrù carrying baskets of eggs to sell at Braemar. More information about
traditional routes can be found in the ScotWays leaflet and website.

TheGaelicdialectsofStrathspeyandBadenochsurvivedtoalimitedextent
intothe21stcentury.InAberdeenshire,thelastnativeGaelicspeakerdied
asrecentlyas1984.Today,‘Doric’–arichdialectofScots–isstillspoken
intheeastofthePark,whilethereisarevivalofGaelicinthewestofthe
Park.TheGaelicpronunciationgiveninthisleaflet,whichisexplainedin
thegazetteer,isbasedonthelocaldialectsspokenintheParkarea.

Glensandlochsusuallytaketheirnamesfromtheriversandstreamsthat
flowthroughthemorfromthem,buttherearesomeexceptionssuchas
GlenGeusachan:GleannGiùthsachain(glownGYOOsachen)–Glenof
theLittlePineWood;GlenEinich:GleannEanaich(glownENeech)–
GlenoftheBoggyPlaceandGlenmore:AnGleannMòr(inglown
MOAR)–TheBigGlen.

GaelichasamorecomplexcoloursystemthanEnglish,sincethecolours
arewhatlinguistscall‘attributive’.Thismeansthatthewordsforcoloursvary
inmeaning,dependingonwhattheyaredescribing.Forexample,when
thewordgormisusedinreferencetoamountain,itusuallymeans‘blue’,
butwhengormisusedinreferencetoacorrie,itusuallymeans‘green’.

RecordingPlace-Names
TheOrdnanceSurveyhasdoneagreatdealofvaluableworkthroughout
Scotlandinrecordingplace-namesforposterity.However,thecollection
processovertheyearshasinvolvedmanychallenges,inparticularrecording
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