
What Am I? 
Celebrating a commonplace item 

Print a “What Am I?” sign. Add a clue in the text box, print, and post on your bulletin board.  
Post a different clue every day or so and see who can identify the mystery item.  

Then plan a “What Am I?” discussion and other related activities. 

Do you know what I am? Here are some clues: 

1. A version of me first appeared in the 16th century. 

2. My modern form was created by an English businessman named Thomas Rawlinson in the 
17th century. 

3. I was originally designed as a work-convenient option for charcoal and iron workers. 

4. King George II banned me in 1746. 

5. While I was banned, I was often worn by rebels against English rule in Scotland. 

6. After the ban was lifted, special organizations were created to establish rules and traditions 
for how to wear me. 

7. I am included as part of the dress uniform of certain military units around the world. 

8. There is a set of special rules as to how I should be worn. 

9. The fabric I am made of has special patterns to show the family or home of the person 
wearing me. 

10. My name comes from a Scots word meaning “to tuck up clothes around the body.” 

11. I am usually made of high quality wool. 

12. My “ancestor” was made of an 18-by-5-feet piece of fabric! 

13. I originated in Scotland but am now popular in several Celtic countries such as Ireland and Wales. 

14. I was originally worn by one Scottish “clan” but became popular throughout the country. 

15. Some youth organizations like the Scouts and the Boys’ Brigade wear me for parades. 
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16. I am often seen at Scottish- or Celtic-themed events, such as Highland Games or pipe band 
competitions. 

17. While usually reserved for special occasions, some people wear me as everyday clothing. 

18. I am usually worn with a set of accompanying accessories as part of a uniform called 
“Highland dress.” 

19. The special patterns on the wool I am made of are called tartan. 

20. Some traditions say I should be worn without undergarments! 

Have you guessed what I am? Aye—I am a kilt! 

Print a copy of the pictures to pass around as you share and  
discuss the information with your group. 

Introduction 

The kilt is a famous symbol of Scottish national identity and is steeped in history and tradition. 
Read on to discover interesting facts about this unique garment. 

History of the Kilt 

The kilt originates from the traditional dress of men and boys in Gaelic countries, primarily 
Scotland. The word kilt is originally a Scots word meaning “to tuck up clothes around the body,” 
which makes sense considering the garment’s origin. The first kilts, called great kilts, appeared in 
the 16th century in Scotland and were originally full-body pieces of clothing. Nearly 18 feet long 
when fully laid out, great kilts would cover the upper body as a cloak and could even be used as a 
hood, with the bottom hanging like a skirt. The huge fabric would be gathered up and folded into 
pleats, then secured around the body with a belt. This garment provided excellent protection from 
harsh weather but was found to be very heavy and inconvenient to remove when needed.  

In the 17th century, an Englishman named Thomas Rawlinson journeyed to Scotland to go into 
business making charcoal and iron. Going into business with and dressing like Scotsmen, 
Rawlinson found the great kilt to be far too heavy and cumbersome for his work, so he went to a 
military tailor stationed nearby and asked him to make a piece of clothing that was like the great 
kilt, but only the bottom section, with the pleats already sewn in. Both he and his business partner, 
Ian MacDonnell, chief of the Clan MacDonnell, began to wear the “small kilt” while working. The 
MacDonnell clansmen followed their chief’s example, and before long, the small kilt had become 
popular amongst all Scotsmen, to the point that the kilt even became a part of the official uniform of 
the Highland Regiments of the British Army stationed in Scotland. 

©ActivityConnection.com – Kilt – Page !  of !2 5



However, despite its initial popularity, the kilt faced some problems. In the first half of the 1700s, 
there was a series of rebellions by supporters of the last Catholic king of Great Britain and Ireland 
(James II of England or James VII in Scotland). After these skirmishes known as the Jacobite 
risings, the ruling English government was afraid of the threat posed by Scottish Highlanders and 
their culture. To combat this, King George II in 1746 passed a series of laws including the “Dress 
Act,” which forbade anyone outside of the Highland Regiments from wearing traditional Highland 
clothing, including kilts. For 35 years, it was illegal to wear the kilt, with only rebels against the 
English crown doing so.  

However, the ban on kilts was overturned in 1782, and the kilt returned stronger than ever. Special 
societies of Highlanders were set up to encourage the wearing of “ancient Highland clothing,” and 
kilts became a staple of Scottish national pride and identity. Special rules and traditions were 
established for their wear. Today, the kilt remains a strong symbol of Scottish identity and pride, as 
well as a popular symbol for Celtic countries overall. 

Discussion Starters 

• The small kilt was initially created to make an easier garment to work in, 
but it quickly caught on as everyday wear. Can you think of other clothes 
that were designed for work but became everyday clothing? (Examples 
include blue jeans, work boots, overalls, etc.) 

• The English monarchy banned kilts from being worn due to their 
association with Scottish Highland culture. Can you think of any other 
articles of clothing or manners of dress that have been banned throughout 
history? Do you think something like the way people dress should be 
controlled by law? (Examples may include the banning of burqas in 
Modern-day France, regulations against male students having long hair in 
the 1960s, or modern prohibitions against “sagging” pants.) 

• The kilt has become an important part of Scottish cultural identity. Does the culture your 
family comes from have any special articles of clothing? What are they? Have you ever worn 
any of these items? 

Tartan and Tradition 

The most commonly known variety of the kilt is the Scottish kilt, which has a whole host of 
traditions for how it should be worn. Scottish kilts are made of high-quality worsted wool with a 
pattern of crisscrossing bands of color called tartan. Tartan patterns differ based on what they 
represent: there are tartans for different clans, different regions and counties, and even different 
businesses and corporations.  

Scottish kilts are individually tailored and wrap around the body, beginning on one side, wrapping 
around front, back, and then over the front again, ending on the opposite side. The overlapping 
layers on the front of a kilt are called the aprons and lay flat, while the fabric around the back and 
sides is pleated. A kilt should start at the natural waist, between the hip and ribcage, and fall to the 
center of the wearer’s knees. It is a commonly held tradition that a “true Scotsman” wears no 
undergarments beneath his kilt, but this depends on the wearer’s preference. 

In addition to the kilt itself, Scotsmen will often wear several other specific articles of clothing and 
accessories to complete what is called “Highland dress.” The most common of these are kilt hose, 
woolen socks that are turned down at the knee and often worn with garters, and a sporran, a type 
of leather pouch that hangs from the front of the waist.  
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Additional accessories include a belt, a kilt pin that is worn at the side where the kilt fastens, and a 
sgian dubh or “black knife,” a small knife tucked into the top of the hose. Depending on the 
formality of the occasion, the wearer may choose to wear a waistcoat and jacket or a ghillie shirt, 
which is a loose shirt with crisscrossing leather straps at the collar. 

Kilts are worn as everyday clothing by some, but they also are reserved for 
some special occasions and purposes. Certain regiments and units of the British 
army continue to wear the kilt as part of their dress uniform, as well as the 
militaries of other nations that are part of the British-led Commonwealth of 
Nations, such as Australia and Canada.  

The kilt even appears as part of the dress uniform in the United States, with the 
U.S. Marine Corps having them for ceremonial purposes, as well as being part 
of the uniform for drum and pipe bands for some military colleges. Youth 
organizations such as the Boys’ Brigade and the Scouts also feature kilts as part 
of their uniform for special occasions such as parades, and they are also seen 
at Scottish- or Gaelic-themed sporting events and competitions, such as 
Highland Games or pipe band competitions. 

Discussion Starters 

• Kilts appear today as part of dress uniforms for several military organizations around the 
world. What do you think about military dress uniforms? Do you think it is important for 
members of the military to have special clothing for special occasions? Or do you think the 
idea is archaic and outdated? 

• Kilts are often worn by people wishing to express pride in their heritage. What do you do to 
show pride in your heritage? Is your heritage important to you? 

• Even though they were created in Scotland, the kilt has become popular in several other 
Celtic nations, such as Ireland and Wales. Do you think that the kilt should “belong” to only 
Scottish people, or is it acceptable for other Celtic peoples to use it as a symbol of pride? 

More Fun Facts 

• Despite once being banned by King George II, English monarchs have been known to wear 
the kilt. In 1822, King George IV visited Scotland wearing a lavish kilt with pink tights, and his 
successor Queen Victoria dressed her sons in kilts. 

• While not as much fabric as the 18-by-5-feet great kilt from which it is descended, modern 
kilts still require at least eight-yards-length of fabric to be made. 

• Several Scottish actors have been known to wear kilts to major press events and movie 
premieres. Some of these actors include Ewan McGregor, David Tennant, and James Bond 
himself, Sir Sean Connery. 

• Prince Charles, heir to the British throne, has been known to wear kilts his entire life, both as 
a boy and whenever he makes visits to Scotland. 

• While originally only menswear, the kilt has become popular among female lacrosse players, 
who will often wear kilts over spandex shorts during games. 
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• Although traditionally made of tartan wool, casual kilts, also known as “utility kilts” in the 
United States, are now available in a variety of fabrics such as cotton, denim, or even leather.  

• In 2008, a U.S. Postal Service letter carrier attempted to have kilts accepted as a part of the 
Postal Service uniform. However, his efforts were defeated by the National Association of 
Letter Carriers, who vetoed the proposal by a large margin. 

• Despite being a strong symbol of Scottish pride and heritage, the word kilt is not originally 
Scottish. The Scots word kilt comes from the Old Norse word kjalta. The actual Gaelic word 
for kilt is feileadh. 

• While some people believe that the Irish also traditionally wore kilts, this is not actually true. 
Irishmen commonly wore a long tunic called a lein-croch, which is sometimes mistaken for a 
kilt given its length. Kilts did not become common in Ireland until the early 20th century, when 
Irish nationalists took them up as a symbol of Celtic identity. 

• While included as part of some military dress uniforms, in the 16th and 17th centuries it was 
actually traditional for Scotsmen to completely remove their kilts before battle, leaving them to 
charge forward in only their undershirts. 

Additional Activities 

Set up a viewing of the film Rob Roy, the Highland Rogue (1953), which tells the fictionalized story 
of Rob Roy MacGregor, a Scottish clan chief who was part of the Jacobite Uprising of 1715. The 
film depicts Scotland at a time when the great kilt was still commonly worn and one of the uprisings 
eventually led to King George II’s ban on Highland dress.
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