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Note on Personal Names



The naming of sea kings is a difficult matter (to borrow a poetic phrase from T.S. Eliot). The original documents in which the sea kings appear are written in several languages, including but not limited to Gaelic, Old Norse-Icelandic and Latin, so personal names appear in different linguistic forms. To take but one example, the King of Man and the Isles who ruled from 1187 until 1229 appears in Norse texts as Rögnvaldr, was known in Gaelic as Rag(h)nall and appears in Latin documents as Reginaldus. It is therefore difficult to know how best to represent personal names, and whether Gaelic, Norse, Latin or English forms ought to be adopted. There is no consensus among scholars on which convention should be used.* In the interests of intelligibility, I have chosen to use modern English forms in this book, although not without some misgivings.


Exceptions are sometimes made when quoting from original sources, particularly when I cite from the Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles, where I do not wish to insert forms that were not used in the original. I have accordingly permitted the form ‘Reginald’ (Latin Reginaldus in the text) to stand for Rognvald, for example. I hope this slight inconsistency does not cause undue confusion. I have occasionally adapted translations from King Hakon’s saga to conform to these spelling conventions where necessary.


Following the conventions of contemporary documents and naming practices, members of the dynasties are normally identified by patronymics, e.g. Olaf Godredsson (Olaf son of Godred). Although members of the Manx dynasty are sometimes numerated (e.g. Olaf I, Olaf II) by modern historians, I have avoided this anachronistic device which is not used in contemporary texts (and which, it should be said, I have myself adopted for purposes of intelligibility in the past).


Complete consistency and undoubtedly the complete satisfaction of all readers are goals that are likely impossible to reach; in the end, I hope that I have attained at least a high level of consistency and that confusion is kept to a minimum.


* There is a useful table of concordance for personal names in NHIOM 3.
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Map 1. The Kingdoms of Man and the Isles c.1200
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Map 2. The Isle of Man and surrounding lands
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Map 3. The Isle of Man
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Table 1. The sea kings descended from Godred Crovan
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Table 2. Somerled and his descendants













Introduction:
Forgotten Kingdoms? The Sea Kings and Their Age



In the year 1265 a remarkable era in British history drew quietly to a close in the Isle of Man. The contemporary text known as the Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles, in its entry for that year, states laconically that, ‘on the 24th November, Magnus son of Olaf, King of Man and the Isles, died at Castle Rushen and was buried in St. Mary’s Abbey, Rushen’. Across the Irish Sea at Furness abbey in Cumbria, another set of annals also recorded Magnus’s death, inserting the brief but important comment that ‘after his death Man was made tributary to the king of Scotland . . . And kings ceased to reign in Man.’1


‘And kings ceased to reign in Man’: cloaked behind that terse statement – five words in the original Latin (Cessaveruntque reges regnare in Mannia) – lies a forgotten kingdom of the medieval British Isles that endured for two centuries. Magnus, Olaf ’s son, was indeed the last in a line of kings based in the Isle of Man, a small island in the middle of the Irish Sea, that stretched back to the second half of the eleventh century. Magnus’s great-great-grandfather, Godred Haraldsson, better known by the epithet ‘Crovan’ and famous in Manx tradition as ‘King Orry’, was allegedly a survivor of the famous battle of Stamford Bridge in September 1066 in which King Harold Godwinson of England defeated the Norwegian warrior-king Harald Hardradi, mere days before Duke William of Normandy landed in the south of England. Godred Crovan (d. 1095) became a sort of Manx William the Conqueror who subjugated the Isle of Man in 1079 and established the dynasty of sea kings later historians have named after him, the ‘Crovan dynasty’.2 Between Godred’s conquest and the death of Magnus in 1265, seven principal kings (not counting several more who reigned very briefly, or whose reigns were contested) ruled a far-flung archipelagic empire as ‘kings of Man and the Isles’. The swansong of the dynasty occurred when an apparently illegitimate son of Magnus launched an unsuccessful bid for the kingdom against its Scottish overlords a decade after Magnus’s death, in 1275.


In fact, Godred Crovan established not one but two dynasties of sea kings. In the first half of the twelfth century, one of his granddaughters married an ambitious warlord named Somerled of Argyll (d. 1164). Somerled subsequently defeated his own brother-in-law, King Godred (d. 1187; a grandson of Godred Crovan) in a sea battle and then wrested a considerable portion of territory from Manx control, including the Isle of Man itself. The Kingdom of Man and the Isles thus fractured into two parts and a second kingdom, this one ruled by Somerled’s descendants (known collectively as the MacSorleys), was born. The Manx chronicle commented acerbically that ‘the kingdom has existed in two parts from that day up until the present time, and this was the cause of the break-up of the kingdom from the time the sons of Somerled got possession of it’. Outside the Isle of Man, Somerled’s descendants arguably occupy a more substantial place in both the popular and scholarly imagination than do Godred Crovan’s, since many prominent west highland families, including the MacDougalls, MacDonalds, MacRuairis and others, claim descent from him – and the claims are supported by the modern science of genetics. When the Kingdom of the Isles ruled by the MacSorleys was ceded to Scotland in 1266, the erstwhile kings of the Isles were transformed into ‘barons of the realm of Scotland’. But unlike the Manx dynasty, which became an endangered, if not quite extinct, species after the failed rebellion of 1275, Somerled’s descendants continued to play an important role in the history of the Scottish kingdom.


For two centuries, then, from the late 1070s to the mid 1260s, the Isle of Man and the Hebrides, the islands off Scotland’s west coast, together with portions of the western mainland of Scotland itself, were forged into transmarine kingdoms dominated by sea kings who styled themselves kings of Man and the Isles and claimed descent from Godred Crovan. The well-informed and nearly contemporary Icelandic author Sturla Thordarson (d. 1284) provided a succinct pen-portrait of the region and its rulers in the year 1230, at a time when, with hindsight, we can see that the sun was beginning to set on the kingdoms. He observed that:




Olaf Godred’s son was then king in Man, and he held that realm manfully . . . with much faith towards King Hakon [IV of Norway, d. 1263]. But the kings of the Southern Isles, those who were come of Somerled’s stock, were very unfaithful to King Hakon. These were kings in the Southern Isles, Dugald screech, and Duncan his brother, the father of John [Ewen] who was afterwards king. They were the sons of Dugald Somerled’s son. There was a man named Ospak, who had long been with the Birchshanks [supporters of King Hakon]. It came out that he was a son of Dugald’s, and their brother. Somerled was the name of another of their kinsmen, who was then still king in the Southern Isles.





This busy but striking passage captures some of the central issues to be examined in this book. In the first instance, it identifies a number of individuals holding kingship in Man and the Isles. In addition to Olaf Godred’s son, king in Man, there is a bewildering array of rulers in the Southern Isles (Hebrides),3 including Dugald screech, Duncan, Somerled and possibly Ospak. It is clear, however, that these kings belonged to different dynasties. In contrast to King Olaf in Man, the rulers in the Southern Isles came ‘of Somerled’s stock’, a reference to the mighty Somerled of Argyll who was their ancestor. These, then, are the sea kings of our story.


In addition to fundamental questions about the identities of the individuals mentioned, the passage might also prompt inquiries concerning relationships between the two dynasties and the titles that were used by the dynasts. Who were these men? How did they acquire the kingship? What was their relationship to one another and what was the meaning of their titles? The fact that the passage identifies several different rulers as possessing royal status in the Hebrides simultaneously also prompts questions about the nature and divisions of kingship there. And then there is Sturla’s remark that the king of Man held his realm ‘with much faith towards King Hakon’, while ‘the kings of the Southern Isles . . . were very unfaithful to King Hakon’. This raises questions about what we might call the ‘foreign relations’ of these rulers. Although the king of Norway is specifically mentioned, the geographic situation of the islands ruled by the sea kings (‘scattered about in the sea, on the western confines of Scotia, between it and Ireland’, according to one medieval writer) also invites questions about their relationships with rulers and ruling elites in surrounding lands, including not just Scotland but also Ireland, Wales and England, as well as regions further afield.


Finally, the fact that the passage is derived from an Icelandic saga text might prompt questions relating to the nature of our knowledge of the sea kings: how do we know about them, and where can we find traces of their activities in contemporary and near contemporary sources? These are only some of the questions considered in this book, which, via a wide array of source materials, explores the world of the sea kings in an effort to recreate these lost kingdoms and situate their rulers within the broader framework of the British Isles, Europe and the North Atlantic in the centuries between about 1066 and 1275.


The simultaneous existence of two maritime realms ruled by sea kings of related dynasties may cause confusion. Medieval sources are not consistent in their nomenclature for kingdoms or rulers, something that is discussed further in Chapter 10. In the course of what follows, I use the term ‘Kingdom of Man and the Isles’ to refer to the Manx-based realm, while the Hebridean-based portion dominated by Somerled’s descendants is designated as the ‘Kingdom of the Isles’. When I refer to both together, I use the plural ‘Kingdoms of Man and the Isles’. (To add to the potential confusion, from time to time both realms were ruled by men sharing the same name: the most notorious instance occurs in the late twelfth and early thirteenth century, when the reigns of Rognvald Godredsson of Man and the Isles and Somerled’s son Ranald (Rognvald or Raghnall) of the Isles overlapped.)


*


Who were these sea kings? The term ‘Viking’ is frequently applied to them, and it is not difficult to see why. In addition to the Scandinavian names borne by many of them, their deeds often seem stereotypically ‘Viking’ in nature. The sources are full of references to raiding, pillaging, burning, fighting, political murders, mutilations and atrocities. Read one way, the Manx chronicle provides a lengthy catalogue of sea kings behaving badly, from Godred Crovan’s decision to let his conquering army plunder the Isle of Man in 1079, to the invasion and plundering by Somerled and his forces in the late 1150s, to the decades-long feud between the brothers Rognvald and Olaf that culminated in the death of King Rognvald in battle against his brother in 1229. Certainly the sea kings often appear in the guise of ferocious warriors. To the early thirteenth-century compiler of Orkneyinga saga, an Icelandic saga-history of the earls of Orkney, King Rognvald of Man was the ‘greatest fighting man in all the western lands’ who had spent three years living aboard longships without spending ‘a single night under a sooty roof ’. Since the compiler of the saga had an abundance of heroic characters to work with, this was high praise indeed. Gaelic praise poetry composed for King Rognvald and his Hebridean cousins Donald and Angus of Islay celebrated their mighty fleets of galleys and their predatory raiding activities around the shores of Ireland and the Hebrides: reading these poems, it is easy to see why the term ‘Viking’ is often applied to the sea kings. Indeed, the massive fleets of longships that represented the military muscle of the sea kings are mentioned in many sources, highlighting the ships’ role as the essential prerequisite for the consolidation and maintenance of power in a maritime environment. Manx and Hebridean fleets were sought after and utilised by neighbouring rulers, and at one time or another they supplied Irish, Welsh, Scottish, and English rulers with ships and soldiers. Though they may be largely unknown today, these sea kings were not lightweights or ‘kings of summer’ and they punched well above their weight. The military might of the sea kings is dealt with in Chapter 9.


Yet the sea kings were much more than simply anachronistic holdovers from the Viking Age. As was expected of good rulers in their day, they were not only warriors but also pious Christian princes, in touch with many cutting-edge developments in contemporary society. Some of them took part in religious pilgrimages and may have participated in the pan-European phenomenon of the Crusades. King Olaf of Man (d. 1153), expressing concern for the ‘propagation of Christianity among the inhabitants of the Isles’, established a diocese in his realm in 1134. He and his successors also patronised many churches and monasteries around the Irish Sea basin for the good of their souls, the souls of their ancestors and for the benefit of their kingdom. King Rognvald of Man greeted one of the most powerful popes of the Middle Ages, Honorius III (d. 1227), with ‘kissing of the feet’ and was invested with a gold ring as a symbol of his papal submission in 1219. Somerled and his descendants behaved in similar fashion, founding the bishopric of Argyll around the end of the twelfth century and acting as benefactors of religious houses. The role of the sea kings in effecting ecclesiastical change in their realms forms the subject of Chapter 11.


The documents that record these and other grants in Latin were themselves symbols of engagement with literate and bureaucratic modes of thought that were permeating society in the central Middle Ages;4 some of them, at least, were probably produced by an elite group of clerics that formed a special writing department for the sea kings. The waxen seals that confirmed these documents were double-sided, sometimes depicting the rulers on one side as knights on horseback, while the other side displayed a galley. The knight was an important symbol of contemporary military might and lordship: the use of the image and the adoption of the status of knights by some, at least, of the sea kings similarly signals engagement with cutting-edge trends in the society of the central Middle Ages. Clearly, then, the sea kings were complex, multifaceted figures, as I argue in Chapter 10.


They certainly captured the attention of their contemporaries across Europe and the North Atlantic. Sturla Thordarson – whose Hákonar saga, or Saga of King Hakon (composed c. 1264–5 for Hakon’s son), represents an important source of information about the sea kings – was an Icelandic chieftain, politician, poet and author. The appearance of the sea kings at several junctures in his text serves as a nice reminder that, although they fly under the radar today, they were hardly unknown among their contemporaries. Our principal source of information is the text known today as the Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles. It was probably composed in the Isle of Man in the mid thirteenth century as an in-house chronicle of the sea kings, but it is by no means the only contemporary source to have noticed them. In fact, the sea kings possessed an astonishingly wide-ranging network of connections that stretched from Norway to Iceland and south to Rome. This has the important side-effect that they have left footprints (even if sometimes only lightly) in a wide array of contemporary documents from Irish annals, Icelandic sagas and Gaelic praise poems to papal correspondence and English and Scottish official records. Few of them enjoyed reputations greater or more wide-reaching than King Rognvald of Man (d. 1229), whose deeds were known to Icelandic saga authors, Irish poets and Welsh annalists; who enjoyed diplomatic relations with the English kings John (d. 1216) and Henry III (d. 1272); and who corresponded with one of the greatest of the medieval popes, Honorius III. Chapter 2 provides some important context for this study by delving more deeply into the nature of the contemporary source materials that shed light on the sea kings and their world.


Despite their medieval power and prestige, however, the Manx and Hebridean sea kings have largely vanished from both popular and academic historical pursuits, and their transmarine realms have accordingly been described as forgotten or lost kingdoms of the medieval British Isles.5 Many factors have contributed to this trend. Perhaps the most important is the relative lack of contemporary documentation. Although, as noted above, traces of the sea kings range widely across Europe and the North Atlantic, they are also sparse. The major difficulty is that, other than the Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles, mentioned above, we do not possess anything approaching a cohesive narrative account of the kings or their kingdoms, with the result that many facets of the era remain enshrouded in mists as thick as those that sometimes envelop the ‘islandscapes’ they dominated. The Manx chronicle apart, contemporary documentary evidence originating from within Man and the Isles proves to be scarce. The ensuing lacunae in our knowledge will no doubt surprise and perhaps frustrate readers more accustomed to better-documented periods of history. To take but one example, the entire reign of Godred Crovan from 1079 until 1095 runs to only about forty lines in the Manx chronicle! It is hardly surprising, therefore, that many questions surrounding important issues of lineage, chronology and cause-and-effect, among other things, remain tantalisingly beyond reach. It is sometimes, although not always, possible to fill in gaps with reference to other sources or historical analogies, but in the end uncertainty is a constant companion in the search for the sea kings, and we will grapple with it repeatedly throughout this book.


Another reason for the neglect of the sea kings relates to the manner in which the past is conceptualised. History is commonly and usually artificially divided into convenient periods for study. In addition to the familiar tripartite division into ancient, medieval and modern eras, the medieval centuries themselves are also regularly subdivided into early, central and later medieval periods, with these broad divisions sometimes yielding to even narrower phases, such as the Saxon, Norman and Plantagenet eras in English history, the Carolingian era on the continent or, famously, the Viking Age itself. But history seldom provides such neat and tidy dividing lines, and we are left with the problem of what to do with eras that sit uncomfortably at the fissures dividing these conventional periods. The age of the sea kings represents one such era in the history of the Isles: it seems to perch precariously between two better-known and studied periods, the Viking Age (c. 793–1066), on the one hand, and the late medieval MacDonald Lordship of the Isles (1336–1493), on the other.6 A sequel to one and a precursor to the other, the age of the sea kings seems bathed in a perennial historical twilight. The Manx antiquary A.W. Moore (d. 1909) coined the expression ‘Second Scandinavian Period’ over a century ago to describe the age of the sea kings, which he regarded as a distinct period.7 The term never really caught on, although the concept it represents is utilised by archaeologists, many of whom recognise a ‘late Norse’ period that falls between the ‘first’ Viking Age and the medieval period in parts of the Norse Atlantic world. Some scholars even prefer to think in terms of a ‘long Viking Age’ in Atlantic Scotland spanning the period c. 800 down to c. 1500. Borrowing the language of archaeologists, I use the term ‘late Norse’ to describe the era of the sea kings, with reference to the two centuries between roughly 1066 and the cession of the Isles to Scotland in 1266.8


Remaining for a moment on the topic of periodisation, it is worth noting that the age of the sea kings in the Isle of Man and the Hebrides overlaps with the era known as the central Middle Ages in Europe, usually defined as spanning the period roughly 900–1200 (although the exact boundaries are subject to debate). This was an age of tremendous expansion, characterised by processes of conquest, colonisation and cultural change.9 It was the era of the crusading movement, the papal monarchy, reformed monasticism, the Norman conquests and English expansion within the British Isles; it was an age of urban and commercial growth, state building and administrative, bureaucratic, intellectual, cultural and artistic developments that resonated throughout Europe and the North Atlantic. Any attempt to understand the sea kings must, therefore, situate them and their maritime realms within the broader framework of European trends and developments in an attempt to understand to what extent they engaged with these phenomena. The results will often prove surprising.


History, we are often told, is written by the victors, and modern traditions of scholarly historical writing, with their emphasis upon the development of successful nations, have been far from kind to the sea kings. As relatively short-lived political entities which did not, apparently, develop into successful nation-states, the Kingdoms of Man and the Isles fall between the cracks of much modern historical writing. Although they had flourished for nearly two centuries, when they collapsed in the mid 1260s they were quickly subsumed within the Scottish kingdom. It was not entirely without justification that the Manx novelist Sir Hall Caine (d. 1931) lamented the end of the Manx dynasty in his Little Manx Nation (1891): ‘They were our only true Manx kings, and when they fell, our independence as a nation ceased.’10 From the 1290s the Isle of Man became a bone of contention between England and Scotland in the Anglo-Scottish wars of the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. By 1346 the island was firmly under English control, and although its new English rulers still styled themselves kings, the era of an independent kingdom with its own dynasty was long past.11 As for the Hebridean rulers descended from Somerled, the same men who were in 1263 described as kings are styled ‘barons of the realm of Scotland’ in a Scottish document of 1284. In the longer term, however, the instability arising from the Anglo-Scottish wars of the fourteenth century enabled the MacDonald Lordship of the Isles to emerge as a successor state to the Kingdom of the Isles.12


Nevertheless, the Kingdoms of Man and the Isles remain difficult to fit into nation-centred historical writing, other than as failed entities worsted in the game of medieval state-building. Professor G.W.S. Barrow’s important 1981 contribution to the Edinburgh History of Scotland series included a chapter dealing with the cession of Man and the Isles to Scotland titled ‘The winning of the west’, which nicely encapsulates the problem: the events of the 1260s could be depicted as a victory for Scotland, but scarcely for the Isle of Man and the Hebrides, which were subjugated and assimilated.13 A similar perspective is visible in contemporary and near contemporary accounts. The thirteenth-century Scottish Chronicle of Melrose, describing the cession of Man and the Isles to Scotland in 1266, adopted a rather dismissive tone of ‘the land of Man (which was formerly called a kingdom [regio]), along with the small islands that lie about the broad district of the Scots’. Fortunately, some modern traditions of historical writing have proven receptive to the plight of those on the losing end of history, allowing an adjustment of historical perspectives.14 Chapter 7 explores the end of the Kingdoms of Man and the Isles, and some further reflections are provided in the Epilogue.


Still another reason for the neglect of the sea kings is the geopolitical situation of their transmarine empires on the frontiers or margins of Atlantic Britain and Europe. The islands dominated by the sea kings are easy to characterise as marginal, and their history is often overlooked within the broader context of the British Isles as a whole, where attention tends to concentrate on the history of the two largest islands, Great Britain and Ireland, and their constituent components. But it is worth bearing in mind that Lewis and Harris is the largest island in Scotland and the third largest in the British Isles (after Great Britain and Ireland), while Skye is the second largest island in Scotland and the fourth largest in the British Isles; these islands were important components of the Kingdoms of Man and the Isles. Unfortunately the level of documentation for these islands in particular in the era of the sea kings is very limited, so that geographic marginality and an absence of historical documentation blend together to obfuscate the history of the region. But marginality and centrality are of course entirely matters of perspective, as numerous studies of different islands and island groups within the British Isles have demonstrated over the past two decades. The location of the Isle of Man, for example, has been described as lying at a ‘crossroads of power and cultural influence’, and the adoption of maritime perspectives facilitates perceptions of virtually all of the offshore British Isles as central or nodal rather than marginal.15 Modern historical studies are therefore much more attuned to what has been characterised as an archipelagic perspective on the British Isles, and this can be utilised to good effect to help understand the era of the sea kings, whose realms were archipelagic and oceanic indeed.16 Adding maritime perspectives to the more usual land-based ones proves vital in the quest for the sea kings, something that is explored at greater depth in Chapter 3.


If the Kingdoms of Man and the Isles remain lost kingdoms, there are nevertheless encouraging signs that awareness is on the increase. In 2012, for example, the Manx Museum in Douglas hosted a well-attended and important exhibition, ‘The Forgotten Kingdoms: The Kingdoms of Man and the Isles, 1000–1300’, which, among other things, brought the manuscript containing the Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles and some of the famous twelfth-century gaming pieces known as the Lewis chessmen to the Isle of Man together for the first time (although the chronicle had visited the island on previous occasions). A recent renewal of interest in artefacts like the Lewis chessmen, classic icons of the Viking Age, stimulated at least in part by an important interdisciplinary re-examination of the gaming pieces (if not their appearance in a game of wizard’s chess in one of the instalments of the famous ‘Harry Potter’ movies), has also contributed to increasing awareness of the sea kings. The findspot of the hoard on the Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides and the dating of the pieces (c. 1150–1200) situates them within the era of the sea kings, some of whom were resident in Lewis in the period. Manx National Heritage has recently undertaken a substantial campaign to refresh the interpretation at some of its most important sites, such as Rushen abbey and Castle Rushen, and visitor numbers are on the rise at these important heritage sites. From a scholarly perspective, recent archaeological excavations at Castletown, Peel castle and Rushen abbey in the Isle of Man and on the islands of Islay and South Uist in the Hebrides have made significant contributions to our understanding of social and economic aspects of the late Norse Kingdoms of the Isles. Publication of the volume covering the medieval period in the New History of the Isle of Man series in 2015 marks another important milestone in recovering the history of these kingdoms; with two volumes still forthcoming, the five-volume series has already set a new gold standard for scholarship on the tiny island nation.


*


This book takes both a chronological and a thematic approach to its topic and is divided into two parts. The first is broadly environmental and geopolitical. Chapter 1 begins with some historical background on Man and the Isles in the early historic period. Chapter 2 then turns to a detailed investigation of the medieval text that is our key to unlocking the history of the sea kingdoms, the thirteenth-century Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles, before briefly considering the nature of other source material relating to the sea kings. Chapter 3 examines the maritime environment of the sea kingdoms. With these foundations in place, Chapters 4 to 7 offer a chronological and narrative history of the emergence, ascendency and demise of the sea kingdoms in the period from 1066 to 1266, with attention dedicated to both the Manx and Hebridean lines of kings. The second part of the book turns away from a chronological and narrative approach to explore key themes: Chapter 8 examines economy and society; Chapter 9 delves into ships, sea power and fighting men; Chapter 10 analyses the nature of kingship in Man and the Isles; and, finally, ecclesiastical changes in the Kingdoms of Man and the Isles are scrutinised in Chapter 11. A brief epilogue illuminates the swansongs of the kingdoms in the period 1275–1305. The end matter of the book includes suggestions for further reading and a short list of sites to visit in order to follow in the footsteps (or wake) of the sea kings.


In writing this book I have endeavoured to do more than merely explain what we know about the sea kings: I have also attempted to explain how we know what we think we know. This means that the narrative of the sea kings is inextricably entwined with discussion of the contemporary and near contemporary sources (frequently described as primary sources) upon which the study is based. As we will see, the manner in which these primary sources are interpreted by historians – for all sources are subject to interpretation and reinterpretation, and never speak for themselves – in turn has a profound impact on the way in which the sea kings and their age are understood. To take but one example: I have thus far described the thirteenth-century Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles as an ‘in-house’ chronicle of the Manx sea kings. It was undoubtedly this, but it also served a purpose closely related to the internal strife that characterised the dynasty: it was intended to justify the dominance of one branch of the Manx sea kings over another, and so it also functioned as what we might think of as dynastic ‘propaganda’. This in no way diminishes its value to the modern investigator – without it, we would truly be lost at sea – but we must also simultaneously grasp the purpose and perspective of the work. Throughout the book, therefore, reference will be made to the various traces of the past that underpin the study, as well as to the different ways in which that material has been tapped by historians. I shall, accordingly, always attempt to make clear which materials are being explored, and, where relevant, will briefly discuss the nature of these materials and how this impacts their use by the historian. I shall also endeavour to make clear those points on which scholars differ.


This book has been written with the needs of an informed but non-specialist reader in mind, one who does not know much about the history of the region or period in question but who would like to know more. I have utilised references in the form of endnotes to permit readers who wish to do so to follow up on sources or ideas, but I have tried to keep them as succinct as possible. It is also my hope that the use of endnotes will keep the references as unobtrusive as possible and will not interrupt the flow of the narrative for readers who do not wish to refer to notes. In an effort to keep notes streamlined I have provided a list of abbreviations for sources that are frequently cited throughout the work. If you are reading the book purely for interest or information and are not bothered about the references, it is my hope that the critical apparatus of the book is as unobtrusive as possible and does not dampen your experience.


The following abbreviations are used throughout the text:




c. circa – approximately, used when an exact date is not known or available


d. died


fl. floruit – living at this time


r. reigned













CHAPTER 1


Islands, Coasts and Peoples:
Man and the Isles in the Early Historic Period


The era of the sea kings rested on foundations laid down over previous centuries during the early historic period, roughly the fifth century to the middle of the eleventh century. This was hardly the ‘dark ages’ of popular imagination. Instead, it was a vibrant and dynamic age of political, cultural, linguistic and religious change, characterised by cultural diversity and the interactions among different peoples, cultures and religions. It is dark only in the sense that the precise nature of many of the changes occurring during this time is obscured by a lack of source materials. Despite this – or, more likely, because of it – the early historic period is the subject of an ever-increasing body of scholarly research, built in large measure around important re-evaluations of the archaeological and documentary evidence, as well as new archaeological discoveries.1 What follows is intended to provide some brief background on the history of the western seaboard of Scotland and the Isle of Man in the period leading up to the age of the sea kings. The chapter examines the different peoples of the Isle of Man, the Hebrides and Argyll, and then it explores both the cultural and political dynamics that led to the creation of a first Kingdom of the Isles in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries.


Gaels, Picts and Britons


In AD 400 the Roman court poet Claudius Claudianus (better known as Claudian; d. c. 404) composed a praise poem in honour of the Roman Emperor Honorius’s guardian, general and father-in-law, Stilicho (d. 408). In the poem, a personified Britain thanks Stilicho for Roman protection from her enemies, the Scotti (Irish), Picts and Saxons:




Stilicho gave aid to me also when at the mercy of neighbouring tribes, what time the Scots roused all Hibernia [Ireland] against me and the sea foamed to the beat of hostile oars. Thanks to his care I had no need to fear the Scottish [Irish] arms or tremble at the Pict, or keep watch along all my coasts for the Saxon who would come whatever wind might blow.2





Whatever the basis of these claims in fact (a problem which fortunately need not detain us here), the poem nicely encapsulates in a few lines the maritime movements of peoples in the seas around Britain and Ireland that characterised the end of Roman Britain and the beginning of the early historic period.3


About a century after Claudian delivered his oration on Stilicho, the apparent movement of one of these peoples, the Scotti (Irish), provides the context for some of the earliest recorded history of the western seaboard and the islands of Scotland when, according to the traditional version of the early history of the Scots, the Irish leader Fergus mac Eircc and his sons migrated here across the North Channel (the narrow strait separating northeastern Ireland and southwestern Scotland) from northern Ireland around the year 500.4 Modern scholarship has, however, called this version of events into question, as archaeologists in particular have had little success in identifying material culture evidence for a sudden arrival of large numbers of immigrants from Ireland in the fifth and sixth centuries.5 It is now thought that there was a gradual two-way process involving the movement of Gaelic-speaking peoples back and forth across the North Channel over a long period, possibly leading to the transfer of a ruling dynasty from Ireland to the western seaboard of Scotland. The adoption of Gaelic language and culture by the people of the western seaboard, which probably began long before 500, may be one of the most significant results of that process.6


The name Scoti (or Scotti), commonly applied to these Gaelic speakers who settled in the west of Scotland, was first used in fourth-century Roman writings as a new term to refer to the inhabitants of Ireland.7 It was not until after about 900 that its use became restricted to Scots in the modern sense. Broadly speaking, Dál Riata was a transmarine kingdom spanning the North Channel and linking the southern portion of western Scotland with Irish Dál Riata (roughly modern County Antrim); Scottish Dál Riata extended from the point of Ardnamurchan in the north to Kintyre in the south (roughly modern Argyll), and embraced the Mull and Islay groups of Hebridean islands, as well as Arran and Bute.8 Although it represented an extensive kingdom, Dál Riata was one of several Gaelic kingdoms established in western Britain from Ireland in this period.9


The ‘Irish who lived in Britain’ – Scotti Brittanniae, as they were called by Adomnán (d. 704), author of a c. 697 life of St Columba (Colum Cille, d. 597)10 – formed a series of kingdoms, each with its own ruling family or dynasty and frequently in a state of competition with one another. The term Dál Riata is commonly used to refer to all the Gaelic kindreds of the west who identified as members of this group. Early genealogies tell us that Dál Riata was divided into three, each subdivision being controlled by a separate kindred, each of which traced its origins back to Fergus mac Eircc or one of his brothers. The three main kindreds (cenéla) were the Cenél nGabráin in Kintyre, the Cenél Loairn in Lorn and the Cenél nÓengusa in Islay. By about 700 another group, the Cenél Comgaill, occupying the Cowal peninsula, had split off from the Cenél Loairn, and other groups are also known from other treatises. The power relations between and within groups were therefore in an almost constant state of flux; this represents a major theme in the history of the kingdom of Dál Riata.11


Adomnán’s Life of St Columba refers to the Irish in Britain as being separated from their eastern neighbours, the Picts, by the mountains of Druim Alban, the spine of Britain.12 The centres of Pictland certainly lay to the east, although the region to the north and west of the Ardnamurchan peninsula, including the Outer Hebrides and the Isle of Skye, also belonged to a Pictish cultural zone in which the Pictish dialect of P-Celtic was spoken.13 This area has been regarded as closely linked to Pictland to the east as well as the Northern Isles, but it also appears as rather distinct, leading to the suggestion that it may have represented a peripheral part of the Pictish world.14 Links with the mainland are clearly indicated by, among other things, the survival of Pictish symbol stones in Skye, Raasay, Barra and Benbecula.15 Politically there seems to have been not a single Pictish kingdom but rather several kingdoms: the Anglo-Saxon scholar Bede (d. 735) referred to northern and southern regional groupings, and further individual kingdoms within those broad regional divisions are thought to have existed.16


Episodes in Adomnán’s life of Columba highlight the linguistic divide between the Gaelic-speaking Scots of Dál Riata and the Picts. On two occasions the saint is said to have spent time in the province of the Picts; on one of these, Skye is specifically mentioned as the locale. Both times Columba communicated with the local inhabitants through an interpreter; this has been taken to mean that Columba’s language, Gaelic, was translated into Pictish for the benefit of the local inhabitants.17


Relations between Scots and Picts were complex and in a nearly constant state of flux from as early as the late sixth or early seventh century. A Pictish conquest of Dál Riata is suggested by an entry in Irish annals for 741, which records ‘the smiting of the Dál Riata by Aengus son of Forgus’ [Unust son of Uurgust, king of Picts, d. 761]; the use of the word ‘smiting’ (percutio) suggests to some scholars a cataclysmic event which may have placed Dál Riata under Pictish control.18 But the expansion of Pictish hegemony is only part of the story. As Pictish political influence spread west, Gaelic cultural and religious influences were moving east and north. Many of these influences were religious in nature, and we will return to this topic shortly, but there is also evidence of settlement by some of the Gaelic kindreds of Dál Riata in southern Pictland, particularly in the region around Strathearn. As Gilbert Márkus succinctly describes it, ‘During the last decades of the eighth century, Pictish power had embraced the far west, while Gaelic culture had spread to the east.’19


One of the most significant changes on the map of what would become Scotland between about 800 and 1000 was the apparent disappearance of the Picts and their replacement as the dominant people in the region by the Scots. The Scoto-Pictish polity that emerged from this transformation appears as ‘Alba’ in sources from 900, but no contemporary source explains this transformation. What used to be regarded as the ‘conquest’ of the Picts by the Scots (or the ‘union’ of the Picts and Scots) in the ninth century, under Cinaed son of Alpín (d. 858), is now conceived principally as a drawn-out process by which Gaelic culture and kindreds infiltrating from the west gradually overwhelmed the culture of the Picts in the course of the ninth and tenth centuries, leading to the creation of an entirely new identity in the region.20


The history of the Isle of Man during this formative era is nearly a complete blank. By the first and second centuries, classical authors like Pliny the Elder (d. AD 79) and Ptolemy (d. 160) listed (but did not describe in any detail) some of the islands situated between Ireland and Britain, including Monapia or Monaoida and Mona, probably Man and Anglesey respectively, although there are problems with these identifications.21 Conventionally regarded as part of the Gaelic (Irish) world, the situation of Man in the midst of the Irish Sea in fact opened it to both Gaelic and British influences in the post-Roman period. The fifth-century Spanish historian Orosius (d. c. 420) regarded the Isle of Man, which he called Mevania, as Irish,22 and ogham inscriptions from the island attest the presence of Irish speakers there in the fifth or sixth centuries. (Ogham was a script developed in Ireland to represent the Gaelic language, and its transmission elsewhere is understood as evidence of Gaelic-speaking communities.) This accords well with the general picture of Irish influence in the Irish Sea basin provided by other written texts, and there are several references to Irish expeditions, battles and campaigns in the Isle of Man in the 570s and 580s.23 But there is also evidence for strong British influence as well: Bede, writing about three centuries after Orosius, seems to have regarded the Isle of Man as British (that is to say, Welsh speaking),24 and there are inscriptions on the island that show British influence. One of the most famous of these is the CRUX GURIAT inscription (‘The cross of Gwriad’) from Port e Vullen on the north coast between Maughold and Ramsey; Gwriad is a British name and the inscription is dated to c. 800.25


In light of this, it is interesting that Bede grouped Anglesey and Man together as the ‘Mevanian Islands’.26 It may be that an Irish phase in the fifth and sixth centuries was followed by a British phase in the seventh and eighth centuries, but close analysis of the distribution of inscriptions in Man suggests a more complicated picture in which speakers of both languages coexisted from an early period. Politically, it appears that, by the ninth century at least, the island had fallen under the influence of the dynasty of Gwynedd in north Wales. The origins of the Gwynedd dynasty may even have lain in the Isle of Man, since Merfyn Frych, king of Gwynedd (c. 825–40) and ancestor of the Merfynion, the ‘Second Dynasty of Gwynedd’, seems to have come from here; the name of his father was Gwriad, and the inscription mentioned above is taken as a reference to this individual.27 It is difficult to detect much English influence in the Isle of Man in this period. Bede says that King Edwin of Northumbria (616–32) conquered the Isle of Man but the veracity of this statement, as well as the extent of English influence, is uncertain. Some English influence is suggested by two pre-Viking incised slabs from Maughold in the north of the Isle of Man that were carved with English runes.28 The varied cultural influences in the early historic Isle of Man serve to highlight its strategic situation in the middle of the Irish Sea basin.29


The references to journeys into the territory of the Picts by St Columba in the second half of the sixth century described in Adomnán’s Life highlight more than just linguistic aspects of the early history of the region. These episodes also illuminate religious change in the form of the spread and influence of the Christian Church. The early historic period saw the spread of Christianity from Ireland to the west of Scotland as part of the cultural interchange that established the kingdom of Dál Riata; this is best regarded as part of the growth of the early Irish Church. It has been noted that no actual conversion process is visible in the early sources for Christianity in the Gaelic west of Scotland, and that there was already an established church here. St Columba, the most famous of the Irish monks associated with the spread of Christianity in the region and the founder of the monastery on Iona (c. 563), has sometimes been seen as a missionary not to Dál Riata but to the Pictish peoples to the north and east. While there is some evidence for (possible) missionary activity beyond Scottish Dál Riata on the part of Columba, it is disputed. Another problem is that the success of the Columban mission with its centre on Iona and an expansive network of affiliated monasteries in Dál Riata and Ireland has overshadowed the roles played by other saints whose reputations suffer by comparison. Some, like St Donnán of Eigg (d. 617) or St Maelrubha of Applecross (d. 722), may once have played more significant roles in the spread of Christianity and Christian influence than the levels of surviving documentation attest. It has been observed that ‘It is remarkable that Adomnán, who wrote in the late 680s, did not mention Maelrubha who was then active in northern Pictland, nor did he refer even once to the martyr, Donnán of Eigg, who was the contemporary of Columba.’30 The conversion of the Picts is now understood to have been a drawn-out process lacking a single point of origin; an initial phase of conversion was completed by about 700, and native Pictish bishops appear on the record in the early eighth century. Christian influences came not only from Dál Riata but also Northumbria and Brittonic regions like Strathclyde, and are manifested in the remarkable artwork on Pictish sculpture of the period.31


The arrival of Christianity in the Isle of Man is associated in late and suspect legends with figures such as St Patrick. Given the links of the island with Ireland in the early part of the historic period, it would scarcely be surprising if Christianity arrived from this direction, whether associated with St Patrick or not – although the western areas of Britain (including Wales, Cumbria, Pictland and Scotland) have recently been suggested as better alternatives.32 The best evidence of early Christianity in the island is an outstanding collection of carved memorial stones, the earliest of which are small slabs with simple incised crosses dated to roughly 650–800. By the ninth century, larger and more elaborate slabs were being erected. A slate carving of the Crucifixion discovered on the Calf of Man is regarded as an outstanding example of early Christian art in Man, and it demonstrates close Irish affinities.33 A particularly important early religious centre was Maughold in the north of the island. Attributed to St Machutus or Maughold, the site has several early chapels (keeils), a parish church with features dating to the eleventh/twelfth to fourteenth centuries and the largest collection of Manx crosses on the island, all contained within a substantial churchyard.34 Whatever the avenues of transmission and the chronology of conversion, there is no doubt that ‘when the Scandinavian settlers arrived in the Isle of Man they found a Christian community with a thriving Christian monumental tradition’.35


The essentially maritime nature of these kingdoms and peoples is on constant display. Dál Riata was a sea kingdom and the Gaels were a seafaring people. A document of great significance is the tract known as Senchus fer nAlban (‘History of the men of Britain’), part genealogical tract, part tax survey, part military muster roll, originally compiled in the seventh century. One of the main functions of the document was to provide a survey of the military resources of Dál Riata; appropriately enough, given the maritime nature of the kingdom, a system of naval recruitment was in existence. Each group of twenty houses was to provide ‘two seven benchers’, meaning two ships each with seven oars to a side, and therefore requiring twenty-eight men. Based on the information provided in the survey, the total muster works out to some seventy ships and nearly 2,000 men, a very respectable force for the time.36 It is appropriate that the earliest recorded naval battle in British history is a ‘bellum maritimum’ between two of the kindreds of Dál Riata noted in Irish annals for the year 719.37 The utilisation of the seaways by the early saints of the region such as Columba, Donnán and Maelrubha is a well-known phenomenon, as is the situation of early churches and monastic settlements on islands. The expansion into the North Atlantic of some of these early seafaring monks known as papar has garnered considerable scholarly attention.38


The Vikings and the first Viking Age


In the year 794 Irish annals report ‘Devastation of all the islands of Britain by heathens.’39 The islands in question are usually taken to include the Hebrides, while the people described as the gentiles are the Vikings, pagan seafaring raiders from Scandinavia whose subsequent expansion as raiders, traders, colonists and mercenaries across much of Europe and the North Atlantic over the next three centuries has led to the definition of this period as the Viking Age. Although a raid on the island monastery of Lindisfarne in 793 is the first well-documented reference to a Viking raid, the entry for 794 just mentioned is taken to mark the appearance of the Vikings in Atlantic Scotland.40


Almost everything about the Vikings is the subject of debate, some of it quite heated in nature.41 Viking raiding may have been much less – or perhaps much more – destructive than is usually thought. There may – or may not – have been significant contacts between the peoples of northern Britain, particularly the Picts, and the Scandinavians in the lead-up to the Viking Age. There may – or may not – have been Scandinavian bases and/or a Scandinavian polity established at an early date in the Northern and possibly Western Isles of Scotland from which subsequent raiding proceeded. The date at which Scandinavian settlement occurred in the Hebrides and the Isle of Man is controversial, as is the nature of the Scandinavian impact upon these regions. The terms genocide and ethnic cleansing have been used in connection with the Viking impact on both the Northern Isles and the Hebrides, while a study of the Vikings in Islay suggested that rounding up and clearing the population of an island even the size of Islay could have been accomplished by a small number of Viking ships and their crews in a short period of time.42 On the other hand, another recent trend in Viking studies emphasises the concept of diaspora and concentrates on movements of peoples and the shared culture that connected them, rather than on armies and military events.43


The first phase of Viking activity consisted of pillaging expeditions through the first third of the ninth century.44 Within a few generations, however, by the middle of the century, significant developments were taking place. A short entry in the Frankish Annals of St Bertin for 847 relates how ‘The Irish, who had been attacked by the Northmen for a number of years, were made into regular tribute-payers. The Northmen also got control of the islands all around Ireland, and stayed there without encountering any resistance from anyone.’45 The islands in question are almost certainly the Hebrides. The reference to the Norse taking possession of the islands has led to the suggestion that this might refer to a political settlement by which the insular portion of the kingdom of Dál Riata was ceded to the Norse. Our sources record a defeat of Pictish and Scottish forces in Fortriu in 839 which resulted in the deaths of rulers of both peoples, and this defeat may provide the context for such a settlement; parallels for agreements whereby territories were ceded to Viking rulers exist on both the continent and in England.46


The passage also hints at a permanent Norse presence in the Isles, and the middle of the ninth century is precisely the period when most scholars would situate the beginnings of Norse settlement here. Apart from the entry in the Annals of St Bertin cited above, evidence for settlement is entirely non-documentary, being archaeological, linguistic, epigraphic, numismatic and genetic in nature. Interpretation of the material is challenging and, as one leading expert has pointed out, much depends upon the type of source material favoured, the theoretical frameworks applied and the assumptions about chronology that are utilised.47 Although the evidence cannot be discussed at length here, and there is disagreement among scholars, most experts place the beginnings of settlement in the Scottish islands in the second half of the ninth century. Documentary references to Viking settlement in the Isle of Man are entirely lacking and the process here must also be deduced from evidence of archaeology, linguistics, sculpture, numismatics and inscriptions. Current thinking places the beginnings of settlement here around the year 900.48


That there was a significant Scandinavian influence on what is now Scotland and the Isle of Man is not disputed, but there is much debate about the exact nature, chronology and extent of that influence. Linguistic evidence in the form of Scandinavian place-names shows that these occur commonly in the Northern Isles and northern Scottish mainland, in the Outer Hebrides, and on Skye, Coll, Tiree and the Isle of Man, and less commonly in the Inner Hebrides and the adjacent mainland of Argyll; most of the pre-Norse names in the islands appear to have been lost, even in the Southern Hebrides where Norse place-names lie more lightly on the ground.49 The evidence can be read as suggesting a society in most of these areas that was predominantly Norse in language and culture, but there is also considerable disagreement among experts about both this broad conclusion and many attendant details. An inability to date the place-name evidence closely means that it must be regarded as reflecting a long-term process rather than a specific moment.50 Finally, and as an example of the manner in which the study of different types of evidence can sometimes lead to quite radically different interpretations of events, recent genetic studies of the DNA of modern populations of different regions of Scandinavian Scotland suggest considerable continuity of indigenous female and male populations, albeit with a greater Scandinavian influence in the Northern Isles of Orkney and Shetland than in the Hebrides.51


The partitioning of Dál Riata and Norse settlement in the region evidently led to important changes in terminology that begin to appear about this time. Thus, the coastal component of the kingdom came to be known as Airer Gáidel or ‘the coastland of the Gael’ (anglicised as Argyll), while the insular portion of the kingdom came to be known as Innsi Gall or ‘islands of the foreigners’, the Norse.52 To the Norse, however, the Hebrides were known as the Sudreys or ‘Southern Isles’, from Old Norse Suðreyjar, as distinct from the Norðreyjar or Northern Isles of Orkney and Shetland. When a new diocese for the Kingdom of Man and the Isles was carved out in the early twelfth century it was known as the diocese of Sodor, the name derived from Suðreyjar.


Further important developments were occurring about the same time. In the year 853, Irish annals report, ‘Amlaíb [Olaf ], son of the king of Lochlann, came to Ireland, and the foreigners of Ireland submitted to him, and he took tribute from the Irish.’53 Soon thereafter, Olaf ’s brothers Auisle (the name is subject to many variations of spelling) and Ivar appear on the scene, all styled ‘kings of the foreigners’.54 As Clare Downham observed, they were to play a ‘remarkable role in Insular politics for a quarter of a century’.55 Much ink has been expended on the origins and identity of these individuals, which need not detain us here. Some scholars believe that Ivar is to be identified with Ivar ‘the Boneless’ (inn beinlausi), a son of the semi-legendary Ragnar Lothbrok, who was associated with the ‘Great Army’ active in England in the 860s and 870s. Downham, in her thorough study, concludes that the evidence is too problematic to enable us to know what their origins really were.56 Although the chronology of the period is extremely confused, the brothers Olaf and Ivar died around the same time, in the early 870s. Olaf was apparently slain in an attempt to gather tribute from the Picts, probably in 874, while Ivar died in 873 and was described famously as ‘king of the Norsemen of all Ireland and Britain’.57


Several facets of the activities of Olaf and Ivar are very important to our story, however. The location of ‘Laithlind’ (sometimes also spelled Lochlann), whence Olaf was said to have come, has been hotly debated. Although it has been traditionally taken to mean Norway, Donnchadh Ó Corráin suggested that it referred to the Norse-dominated territories in Scotland, including the Northern and Western Isles as well as parts of the northern mainland and west coast. Ó Corráin’s arguments have proven highly controversial, but, if correct, lend support to the notion of a well-established Viking polity in the Hebrides in the mid ninth century.58 Soon, however, the focus of that polity shifted to Dublin, which subsequently emerged as what has been called the ‘heart of Norse politics in the Irish Sea’.59 All in all, it appears that by the middle of the ninth century the Norse conquest and occupation of the Isles had begun to harden into a political reality.60


Whatever the case about ‘Laithlind’, there is also a dynastic element to the establishment of Olaf and Ivar in the Hebrides and Dublin. The descendants of Ivar, known as the Uí Ímair,61 came to dominate a patchwork mosaic of Viking kingdoms in western Britain and Ireland that encompassed not only Dublin and the Viking settlements in Ireland but also the Hebrides and the Isle of Man, as well as territory on northwest England and southwest Scotland. Some of Ivar’s descendants even exerted sporadic control in Northumbria and the Viking kingdom of York until the final Saxon conquest of York in 953 or 954. Dynastic feuding and segmentation meant that the territories controlled by the descendants of Ivar never amounted to a unitary empire, though. Instead, as one authority has summed it up, ‘often the different portions of this far-flung sea-kingdom were ruled by a “brood” of cousinly princes who squabbled amongst themselves for the over-kingship’.62 An important split occurred in Ireland when the sons of one great-grandson of Ivar (Olaf Godfreysson, d. 941) rivalled the sons of another (Olaf Sitricsson, better known as Olaf Cuaran, d. 981) for control of Dublin; Olaf Sitricsson’s line was successful and some scholars regard him as the progenitor of a new dynasty known as the Olafssons.63


An important theme of the ninth and tenth centuries in the Hebrides and the Irish Sea is cultural assimilation between Norse and natives. Conversion to Christianity by Norse incomers and colonists represented a significant component of this process, which cannot be considered at length here.64 But the emergence of what appears to be a new ethnic group in the Irish Sea and the Hebrides in the ninth century forms an important part of our story. The group known as the Gall-Gaidhel first appear on several occasions in Irish annals in the ninth century as a military force taking part in power struggles between Irish and Norse rulers in Ireland. An entry in the Irish Annals of Ulster for 856, for example, refers to ‘Great warfare between the heathens and Máel Sechnaill [king of Tara, d. 862], supported by Norse-Irish’ (Gall-Gaidhel). This makes clear that the Gall-Gaidhel were considered to be distinct from the Norse (who are described as ‘heathens’).65 The term means ‘foreign Gaels’ and the most recent interpretation is that this group comprised Norsemen who had ‘improvised in the face of the threats and opportunities offered by native communities, and had adapted some aspects of Gaelic culture – notably, but not only, the Gaelic language’.66 The possibility also exists that the Gall-Gaidhel may have included Gaels who had assimilated aspects of Norse culture. Some evidence suggests that the group may have originated in the Hebrides, but this is disputed; the region of Galloway in southwest Scotland was probably influenced by them and may have emerged in the period as an independent polity.67 What seems clear, however, is that the emergence of the Gall-Gaidhel was a result of the processes of cultural adaptation that are an important characteristic of the era.68


Consideration of cultural blending in the Irish Sea and the Isles will inevitably raise questions about language and language use. The topic is complicated, and linguistic experts continue to debate such key issues as when Manx, a Gaelic dialect, became the dominant language on Man, as well as the ‘vexed’ question of the part played by Norse in the linguistic history of the Isle of Man.69 The problem arises from the nature of the evidence, much of which is late and subject to different interpretations. Perhaps it is best to conclude with one expert that ‘English, Gaelic, British and Norse appear to have been widely spoken across the region in the tenth and eleventh centuries and that only gradually did one language come to dominate in each district . . . For our purposes we should probably imagine that the Irish Sea region remained linguistically balkanized throughout the tenth and eleventh centuries.’70 Linguistic diversity, therefore, may represent an important characteristic of the region. Certainly a range of evidence from the eleventh to thirteenth centuries indicates that both Gaelic and Norse were spoken in the Kingdom of the Isles in the era of the sea kings, although the matter has sometimes proven contentious.71 An authoritative analysis concludes: ‘There is . . . no certainty about the language of Man until the sixteenth century.’72


The first Kingdom of the Isles


By the middle of the tenth century what might be considered the first Kingdom of the Isles emerged. One of Ivar’s descendants was Olaf Godfreysson, the king of York and Dublin who died in 941 and who was styled by a twelfth-century writer ‘king of the Isles’. Although this evidence must be approached with caution, there is little doubt that Olaf enjoyed a position of prominence in the Irish Sea.73 Following his death, Olaf ’s sons were active in the Irish Sea region in the 960s and they may have been based in the Isles.74 Then, in the 970s and 980s, a real watershed occurred with the emergence of two leaders named Maccus and Godred, the sons of Harald; no text specifically states that they are brothers, but this is inferred from the shared patronymic. They are commonly identified as sons of Harald, a great-grandson of Ivar and king of Limerick who died in 940, and they played a leading role in the region for two decades.75 Some scholars have come to regard them as the founders of a Haraldsson dynasty that endured and retained influence through the second half of the eleventh century.76


From their first explosion on the scene in the early 970s, raiding around Anglesey, the Haraldssons were powers to be reckoned with on both sides of the Irish Sea. Although their careers remain elusive owing to the paucity of contemporary source material, they have been perceived as more than mere pirates and marauders by modern studies, and their activities in both Wales and Ireland are regarded as the result of political ambitions.77 In fact, the power and influence of the Haraldssons may have been such that it alarmed the English king, Edgar (r. 959–75), who in 973 famously came to Chester, where a group of insular rulers are said to have made oaths of allegiance to him and rowed him on the River Dee. One of those present was Maccus, styled by a later chronicler ‘king of very many islands’ (plurimarum rex insularum), and it has been suggested that Edgar might have called the convention of kings as a direct response to the activities of the Haraldssons in the Irish Sea.78 Careful scrutiny of the surviving source materials strongly suggests that the Isles and possibly the Isle of Man served as the major power-base of the Haraldssons.79


Throughout the 980s the Haraldssons remained active in north Wales, Ireland and the Isles, engaged, perhaps, in what one scholar has regarded as empire-building.80 Islesmen were involved in the battle of Tara in 980, in which the Uí Neill over-king Mael Sechnaill mac Domnaill inflicted a defeat on the Foreigners of Dublin and the Isles. Godred devastated Dyfed and St Davids in 982. In 984 the Haraldssons were back on the other side of the Irish Sea at Waterford, where they allied with the up-and-comer Brian Boru, king of Munster since 978, possibly again indicating entanglement in Irish dynastic politics. Maccus disappears from the record after 984, but his brother remained active for a few more years. In 987 Godred was back in Anglesey, and is also recorded as participating in the ‘battle of Man’ in the same year (of which virtually nothing further is known, unfortunately).81 The thirteenth-century Icelandic Njal’s saga portrays him as involved in conflict with Jarl (Earl) Sigurd Hlodvisson of Orkney (d. 1014), known as Sigurd ‘the Stout’. The value of the saga-text on this matter is dubious, but its inclusion of the episode does suggest something about the posthumous reputation of the Haraldssons.82 Upon his death at the hands of the men of Dál Riata in 989 (probably Irish Dál Riata), Godred was styled rí Innsi Gall, ‘king of the Isles of the Foreigners’ (the Hebrides).83


The careers of Maccus and Godred mark a political high point in the history of the Isle of Man and the Hebrides in the early Middle Ages. However little is known of them, their careers neatly illustrate the contacts that existed within the Irish Sea zone among the Hebrides, Man, Ireland and Wales – what one scholar has described as ‘the Insular Viking zone’ – as well as the tendency for some, at least, of these island groups to be forged into insular kingdoms ruled by individuals with royal titles.84 Moreover, their hegemony coincided with a period of prosperity in the Isles, something that may be reflected in the circulation of English coins from the reign of Edgar and that is certainly evidenced in the rich silver hoards from the Isle of Man during the time Maccus and Godred were active in the region. At least one important source of income was tribute taken from places like Anglesey that were subjected to raids, and their domination has been associated with control of the western seaways.85


By the last quarter of the tenth century the winds of change were blowing in the Irish Sea, and following the death of Godred the political and economic fortunes of the first Kingdom of the Isles apparently entered a period of decline. The dynasty established by Godred remains visible to historians for several more generations, but seems to have been bested by new contenders for power in Man and the Isles as Danish, Norse, Orcadian, Irish, English and Scottish factions grappled for supremacy. Scandinavian fleets began arriving in the Isles in the 980s, a development undoubtedly related to the large fleets that began assaulting England at this time. Iona was attacked by Danes in 986, and an alliance of Danes and one of the Haraldssons won a victory over an unnamed enemy on Man in 987. In 996 Svein ‘Forkbeard’ Haraldsson, king of Denmark since 987, ravaged Man, although the context is unknown.86 Some scholars have discerned a significant Danish influence in the Irish Sea at this time, although Svein may not have been the only Scandinavian prince in the Isles in the 990s. According to the Saga of King Olaf Tryggvason, part of Snorri Sturluson’s (d. 1241) collection of Norwegian kings’ sagas known as Heimskringla (c. 1230), that Norwegian prince fought several battles in the Hebrides and Man as part of his British sojourn in the mid 990s prior to seizing the kingship in 995. His feats in the British Isles were celebrated by the Icelandic poet Hallfred Ottarsson:




War-glad, the wolf-feeder
wasted Scotland widely,
with the sword; on Man the diminisher
of metal wire made sword-play.
He sent, the bowstring’s scarer,
soldiers of the isles falling.87





A third Scandinavian prince active in the Irish Sea was Jarl Sigurd Hlodvisson of Orkney. The thirteenth-century saga-history of the rulers of Orkney and Shetland, Orkneyinga saga, relates how he raided in the Hebrides, while another Icelandic saga-text with an interest in the Isles, Eyrbyggja saga, says that he went as far as the Isle of Man, where he laid a tax on the inhabitants and appointed men to collect it. Still another Icelandic saga-text, Njal’s saga, provides the important information that his opponent was King Godred, which may be a mistake for Godred’s son, Ragnall, to whom we shall return in a moment.88 The extent of Orcadian influence in the Isles in this crucial period is debated by scholars, but seems attested by the fact that Islesmen, as well as Orcadians, fought alongside Earl Sigurd against Brian Boru at the battle of Clontarf in Ireland in 1014.


Scandinavian princes were not the only contenders for power in the region at the end of the first millennium. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle relates how, in the year 1000, an English fleet attacked the Isle of Man, seemingly as part of a military expedition to Cumberland (possibly the kingdom of Strathclyde) by Aethelred II (r. 978–1016).89 Although details are lacking and the precise context of this attack is difficult to understand, it has been suggested that unlike his father, King Edgar (d. 975), who appears to have been well disposed towards some, at least, of the Scandinavian dynasties like the Haraldssons, Aethelred may have adopted a more hostile stance. The short-term context for the raid on Man in 1000 might well have been retaliation for recent Danish activities in the Irish Sea and around the coasts of England generally, although it may also have been directed toward the Haraldssons, perhaps in retaliation for earlier English raiding by the brothers. Perhaps the English and Danes were competing for control of Man, highlighting its strategic location.90 There may also have been a Scottish dimension to the power struggles going on in the Isles. There are hints in a pseudo-prophetic poem known as the Prophecy of Berchán that the Scottish king Malcolm II (r. 1005–34) led naval expeditions in the Isles, perhaps prior to taking the kingship in 1005. There may even have been a connection with the Haraldssons, since Echmarcach son of Ragnall, quite likely the grandson of Godred Haraldsson, appears in Malcolm’s retinue during his negotiation with King Cnut (r. 1016–35), son of Svein Forkbeard, in 1031, a sign, perhaps, of Malcolm’s overlordship.91 Still another contender in the Irish Sea region was the Irish king Brian Boru, whose power was at its height around 1005 and who was famously described as imperator Scotorum (‘emperor of the Scotti’) in a contemporary inscription in the Book of Armagh.92 He may have entertained aspirations beyond Ireland, and it is possible that he was engaged in manipulating dynasties around the Irish Sea, perhaps including the Haraldssons, as we will see below. In sum, conditions in the Irish Sea at the end of the tenth century appear tumultuous, not just in political but also in economic and social terms. An apparent decline in hoarding activity in Man in the period 995–1030 may be indicative of a period of crisis and economic decline.93 Irish sources relate an outbreak of plague in 987 that was said to have ravaged the Saxons, Welsh and Irish.94


The results for the Haraldssons appear traumatic. The king of the Isles from 989 to 1005 was Ragnall Godredsson, but virtually nothing is known of his career. Irish chronicles state that he died in Munster in Ireland in the year 1005 and style him ‘king of the Isles’.95 We do not know why he was in Ireland as opposed to the Isles, but the suggestion has been made that he may have been in exile, perhaps having been driven from the Isles by recent events, or perhaps having become an ally or even a client of Brian Boru.96 His successor was probably his brother Lagman, who, from the sparse evidence available, spent time as a mercenary in the retinue of Duke Richard II of Normandy (d. 1026). Lagman might be behind a reference in the work of the eleventh-century Norman historian William of Jumièges (writing 1050×70) to an individual of the same name styled rex Suerorum. The title means ‘king of the Swedes’ but no such individual is known, and this is probably a garbled attempt to reproduce rex Sudrorum, ‘king of the Sudreys’. We are told that Lagman, along with Olaf Haraldsson, probably (but not certainly) the future king and patron saint of Norway (d. 1030), was approached by Cnut for support following the death of his father in 1014, and that their assistance was subsequently sought by Duke Richard.97 The suggestion has been made that Lagman never ruled at all, and that perhaps Brian Boru took the opportunity presented by the death of Ragnall in 1005 to oust his brother Lagman and attempt to assume direct control in the Isles.98 Whatever the case, Lagman’s son, Olaf, was slain in 1014 at the battle of Clontarf.99 The sparse references to the members of the Haraldsson dynasty following the death of Godred in 989 suggest not only that the dynasty had fallen on hard times but also that these figures were obscure in their own day.


*


How should we regard the achievements of the Haraldssons in the last third of the tenth century? Was the first Kingdom of the Isles a failed experiment, or did it lay foundations from which a second Kingdom of the Isles would rise a century later? On the one hand, it cannot be denied either that the first Kingdom of the Isles, forged by Maccus and Godred, was short-lived, or that the dynasty was in difficulty following the battle of Clontarf (the brief resurgence of Echmarcach in Dublin in the late 1030s and late 1040s, discussed below, notwithstanding). On the other hand, the emergence of a transmarine kingdom apparently rooted in Man and the Isles and ruled by a Norse or Gaelic-Norse dynasty descended from a great Viking warlord of the ninth century is an important development. It is surely significant that the first use of the title ‘king of the Isles’ belongs to this period. These things are unprecedented. Moreover, it is clear that these first kings of the Isles were more than mere Viking marauders. They nursed political ambitions around the shores of the Irish Sea and imprinted themselves on the consciousness of rulers around those same shores. Although they remain relatively obscure figures, they were far from nonentities, as suggested by the alliances they forged with neighbouring dynasties and the references to them in Icelandic sagas compiled centuries after their deaths. Moreover, they presided over a fairly prosperous domain. Judging by the evidence of archaeology and documentary references, the region basked in an era of wealth and prosperity that coincided with the age of the first sea kings. Benjamin Hudson, one of few scholars to consider the dynasty in any detail, argued that the Haraldssons built their empire well: ‘They assembled the Kingdom of the Isles between Ireland and Britain while allying with, and fighting against, princes from Scotland to Normandy. Their Kingdom of the Isles was the longest surviving Viking principate in Ireland or Britain and an important cultural outpost of the Scandinavian world.’100


*


By the middle of the eleventh century, important developments were taking place in the region that brought about the demise of the first Kingdom of the Isles. One was the extension by Irish provincial kings of their ambitions into the Irish Sea, a byproduct of their domination of the Viking towns of Ireland.101 A real watershed occurred in the year 1052, when the king of Leinster, Diarmait mac Máel na mBó (d. 1072), led a plundering raid against Dublin that resulted in a bloody battle in the heart of the town and the flight of the reigning Hiberno-Scandinavian king of Dublin. Unlike previous Irish rulers who had inflicted defeats on the Dubliners but contented themselves with allowing the ruling dynasties to remain in power, Diarmait took an unprecedented step: he himself assumed the kingship of the foreigners directly.102 This has been taken as marking the end (with a couple of brief exceptions) of Viking independence in Ireland, and a critical moment whereby Irish kings took over Dublin’s connections with Man and the Isles, thereby becoming, in the memorable words of Seán Duffy, ‘sucked into the politics of the Irish Sea’.103


The Hiberno-Scandinavian ruler who took flight in 1052, meanwhile, was none other than Echmarcach the son of Ragnall, another member of the Haraldsson family who therefore re-emerge in a brief resurgence of the dynasty. Echmarcach’s first appearance in the historical record occurs in 1031, when, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, he was one of three northern British kings – the others were Malcolm II of Scotland and Macbeth, king of the Cenél Loairn (the Scots located north of the Grampians and around the Moray Firth) – who met at a summit with King Cnut. Echmarcach’s appearance at this point in the record may mean that his rise to power was somehow connected with Malcolm II, who, it will be remembered, may himself have possessed ties to the Isles; Echmarcach may have been established in power not long before 1031. For his part, Cnut may have sought cooperation from these northern British rulers in guarding the northern frontiers of his realm and forestalling aid to his Norwegian opponents.104 Echmarcach next appears on the record in 1032, continuing his family’s alliance with Brian Boru, when his sister Cacht married Brian’s son Donnchad; the match demonstrates the continuing power and influence of the dynasty.105 Perhaps Echmarcach’s alliances contributed to his success when, in 1036, he drove out the Hiberno-Norse ruler of Dublin, none other than the illustrious Sitric ‘Silkenbeard’ Olafsson (r. 989–1036, d. 1042), and established himself in the kingship. This was the first of two brief interludes enjoyed by Echmarcach as king in Dublin. It ended a mere two years later, when he was in turn expelled in 1038 by Ivar Haraldsson, a grandson of Olaf Cuaran and therefore a member of the rival Olafsson dynasty. Ivar ruled from 1038 until 1046, when he was driven out by Echmarcach, who once again assumed the reins of power. Echmarcach’s second reign is as poorly chronicled as the first and it ended in similar manner, after less than a decade, with his expulsion by Diarmait in 1052.106


Following his expulsion from Dublin in 1052, Echmarcach apparently fled to the Isle of Man, where he seems to have clung to the kingship of the Isles for almost a decade (no source specifically mentions the Isle of Man as his objective; rather, this is inferred from references to his flight over the sea in 1052). In 1061, however, Diarmait’s son, Murchad, led a naval expedition to the Isle of Man and forced the ruler, whom the annals call ‘mac Ragnaill’ – presumably Echmarcach – to pay a tax, interpreted as a sign of submission.107 The Irish annals do not relate what happened to Echmarcach following his defeat in 1061, but in their notice of his death two sets of annals style him rí gall (‘king of the foreigners’), which has suggested to some scholars that he may still have been regarded as ruler in Man.108 Our last glimpse of Echmarcach is on pilgrimage to Rome in the company of Donnchad son of Brian in 1064; both men died there the next year, 1065.109 One source styles Echmarcach ‘king of the Rhinns’ at his death, and this title is something of a puzzle. It has been variously interpreted as a reference to his rule of a part of the former Kingdom of the Isles in the Rhinns of Galloway, or else perhaps as a corruption or misreading of the Latin rex insularum, king of the Isles, similar to the titles he is accorded in Irish sources.110


This brief foray into the career of Echmarcach son of Ragnall serves to highlight several significant and interconnected themes in the history of Man and the Isles in the middle of the eleventh century. On one level, there is the continuing fortunes and misfortunes of the Haraldsson dynasty that played such a vital role in the history of the region since the 970s. Echmarcach’s career embodies its highs and lows, and although he was eventually deprived of kingship in Dublin and Man, the fact that he was remembered on his death as holding kingly status is a potent reminder that, however far his fortunes might have fallen, he had been and possibly remained a powerful individual. On another level, however, Echmarcach’s career can also be taken as a turning point in the history of Man and the Isles, since the latter half of it was marked not only by the intrusion of Irish kings into Man and the Isles, an unprecedented development, but also by the ensuing three-cornered power struggles among Irish kings, Olafssons and Haraldssons for control of Man and the Isles. These struggles, which continued through the 1060s and 1070s, proved to be the labour pains that marked the birth of the second Kingdom of the Isles in the 1070s, to which we shall return in Chapter 4.


As a final point, it is worth noting that the middle of the eleventh century represents a significant event horizon in the history of Man and the Isles. This is because, beginning in the 1060s, for the first time, we have a record of affairs from within the Isle of Man itself, in the form of the text known as the Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles. The chronicle is not, of course, contemporary with this period – it was assembled two centuries later, in the middle of the thirteenth century, in part using earlier materials that no longer survive. But the compiler of the chronicle chose the eleventh century as its starting point. Although the earliest entries are chronologically confused and derived from other sources, by the time the chronicle reaches the events of the year 1066 the text begins to preserve unique information of Manx origin. Provided we do not take this too literally, there is thus a sense in which the history of Man and the Isles can be said to ‘begin’ at this point. Therefore, before we turn our attention to the sea kings that form the subject of this book, it will prove a useful exercise first to direct our gaze to the text that comprises our most important source for them, the Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles.










CHAPTER 2


In Search of the Sea Kings:
The Sources for the History of the Late Norse Kingdoms of Man and the Isles




We are totally ignorant of what . . . bishops there were before him, because we have found no record, nor have we learned anything certain from the tradition of our elders.


Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles





The Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles


Arguably the single most important document for the history of the medieval Kingdoms of Man and the Isles is a small and unassuming but unique manuscript of approximately 30 cm by 20 cm that normally resides in the British Library in London. Designated as London, British Library, Cotton MS Julius A VII, the manuscript contains about a dozen works that were apparently bound together for the English scholar and bibliophile Sir Robert Cotton (1571– 1631). One of these items is a relatively short medieval Latin text known today by the title Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles after its opening rubric, in red ink, which reads, ‘Here begin the Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles, and of the bishops, and of some of the kings of England, Scotland [and] Norway’ (Incipiunt cronica regum mannie & insularum & episcoporum & quorundam regum anglie, scotie, norwegie). The relatively plain nature of the manuscript, which lacks the elaborate adornment of more famous medieval manuscripts like the eighth-century Book of Kells or the fourteenth-century Luttrell Psalter,1 belies the fact that it is perhaps the single most important document in Manx history, as well as one of the most significant in Hebridean history. Not only is it the earliest surviving piece of indigenous historical documentation from the Isle of Man (excluding the remarkable corpus of carved stone memorials with inscriptions of sixth- to eleventh-century date found in the island2), but it also provides much of what we know about the Manx and Hebridean sea kings and about the history of the period between about 1079 and 1300 in the Hebrides, the Isle of Man and the Irish Sea. The story that it tells is made all the more remarkable by virtue of the fact that, so far as we know, this is the only surviving copy of the manuscript in existence (although a later copy from this exemplar also survives). Little wonder that it has been celebrated as something of a Manx ‘national treasure’.3


We do not know how the text commonly known as the Manx Chronicle or the Chronicle of Man, less commonly as The Rushen Chronicle after its most likely place of composition (more below), was referred to at the time of its compilation. The title Cronica Regum Mannie et Insularum or Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles is relatively recent, and was first used to describe it only in the late sixteenth century.4 Throughout this book I will use the terms ‘Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles’ and the ‘Manx chronicle’ interchangeably when referring to this text, and when citing it I will always refer to folio rather than page numbers from George Broderick’s 1995 edition and translation. (A folio is an individual leaf of paper or parchment. Its front and back are referred to as the recto (r.) and verso (v.) respectively, and it is usually numbered only on the recto face.)


*


What is the Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles? Simply put, as is characteristic of its genre, the Chronicles provides a terse, factual, year-by-year account of significant historical events in the Isle of Man, the Hebrides and the rest of Britain from the year 1000 (actually 1016) to the final entry in the year 1316. From the year 1047 (correctly 1066) the Chronicles provides unique information relating to the Isle of Man, its Norse-Gaelic rulers and their connections with England, Scotland, Ireland, the Hebrides and Norway, as well as the history of the Church and religious leaders in Man and the Islands. The text of the Chronicles, which occupies folios 31r to 50r in the manuscript, is followed by a list of the bishops of the Isles that runs down into the fourteenth century (folios 50v to 52r), and this in turn is followed by another document known as the Limites or Abbeyland Bounds, a detailed survey of monastic lands in the Isle of Man (folios 53r–54v). In the Manx chronicle, the numbering of the folios was not contemporary with the production of the text, but since the most recent edition of the text maintains this numbering, for the sake of convenience I will refer to folio numbers when making reference to the text.


Like most medieval chronicles the text is anonymous and represents the work of several unknown scribes. It was handwritten in Latin on sheets of vellum or parchment (prepared animal skin). The text fills about 40 leaves, and each leaf contains about 26 lines of text with about 9–10 words per line. Five different scribes, identifiable by their distinct handwriting, contributed to it. A single scribe wrote the majority of the text up to the year 1257 and was also probably responsible for some of the sketches of abbeys and crosses in the margins of the leaves, while four more scribes subsequently added additional material down to the final entry, for the year 1316.5 These same scribes also compiled the list of bishops contemporaneously with their chronicle entries. The fact that most of the text up until the year 1257 was written by a single scribe – as well as the nature of the handwriting, which is characteristic of the second half of the thirteenth century – leads scholars to believe that the Chronicles was begun at this time, although some authorities prefer a slightly later date, in the early 1260s, for the composition of the text. Moreover, the fact that the entry for 1257 describes the (re-)dedication of the Church of St Mary at Rushen in the Isle of Man – evidently a significant and grand event, since both Richard, Bishop of Sodor (d. 1275), and the King of Man and the Isles, Magnus (r. 1252–65), were on hand for it – has led to the further deduction that the chronicle was probably commissioned for this occasion (possibly by the king) and was likely composed at Rushen abbey itself, perhaps even by a Manx monk.6


Rushen abbey was established by King Olaf Godredsson in 1134 as a daughter of the recently founded Savignac abbey of Furness on the northwest coast of England, not far by sea from Man, and was well endowed with lands in the south of the island, around Malew. Following the assimilation of the Savignacs by the Cistercians in 1147, to which Furness soon acceded, Rushen too shared this affiliation.7 The Savignacs and Cistercians represented new, reformed religious orders which were gaining tremendous popularity across Europe from the end of the eleventh century; in founding the monastery at Rushen, King Olaf was participating in a phenomenon that was sweeping Europe and the British Isles. (His foundation at Rushen was made two years earlier than the first Cistercian foundation in Scotland, at Melrose in 1136.) Although the Manx kings also patronised monastic institutions around the shores of the Irish Sea in Ireland, Scotland and England, Rushen remained the largest, wealthiest and most significant monastic establishment in the island until its dissolution in 1540.8 The lack of surviving documentation means that many aspects of the history of the abbey in the Middle Ages remain largely blank, but as a royal foundation it enjoyed the patronage of the Manx kings and was closely associated with them. Many of the Manx kings, including important dynastic figures like Olaf Godredsson (d. 1153) and Magnus Olafsson (d. 1265), were buried at Rushen, which can therefore be regarded as the royal mausoleum of the dynasty – a sort of Manx Westminster or Dunfermline. The close association between the rulers of Man and the Isles and the abbey helps to explain the interest of the text in these rulers, and represents a topic to which we shall return later in the book.


Conclusions concerning the provenance of the Chronicles are buttressed by its interest in events pertaining to the abbey, which is mentioned on a number of occasions, as well as its knowledge of Manx affairs, a knowledge that is probably best explained by its composition on the island itself.9 It is perhaps just conceivable that the Chronicles might have been composed at Furness abbey in Lancashire, the monastery from which Rushen was founded in 1134, but most scholars have tended to prefer a Manx origin for the text. Small internal clues support this contention: it is difficult to understand why a non-Manx chronicler would choose to refer to King Magnus as returning ‘home’ to Man from Norway in 1254 and from England in 1256, for example, and we may also note that the chronicler mentions the beauty of the island in the context of the visit of King Magnus Barelegs (r. 1093–1103) of Norway in 1098.10


Produced as it was in a thirteenth-century British Cistercian monastery, the Manx chronicle is by no means unique: about twenty-five such texts were made in Cistercian houses in the British Isles, both large and small, in this period.11 They were created and maintained for a variety of purposes. Although they are usually regarded as historical records, they also had liturgical, computational and administrative functions. Moreover, the role of these chronicles as historical records was complex and multifaceted, as ‘Cistercian annalistic writing arguably served many complementary purposes.’12 These ranged from the promotion of corporate identity of the broader Cistercian community to the recording of local events, and chronicles could also serve as dynastic histories. Considering the close association of the Manx kings with the abbey where our text in all probability was compiled, this represents an important aspect of the chronicle, to which we shall return in Chapter 10.


The Manx chronicle as a historical source


The value of a historical source to a student of the past is usually in direct proportion to its proximity in time and space to the events that it describes. Obviously, the closer in time and space to the events it is relating, the more potential a source has in terms of providing valuable information to the scholar. In the case of the Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles we are immediately confronted with a dilemma when considering the relationship of the text to the events that it describes, and therefore in understanding its value to the historian. On the one hand, the text was probably begun in the late 1250s or early 1260s at Rushen abbey in the Isle of Man, and was subsequently continued by contemporary scribes into the fourteenth century. The fact that the Chronicles was composed at the time of some of the events that it records, and that it provides unique information on the period, gives it unparalleled significance as a historical source. But the fact that a large part of it was composed retrospectively – that is, by a scribe in the mid thirteenth century looking back over nearly two centuries’ worth of history – raises important questions not only about where the compilers may have obtained their information, but also about the general reliability of the Chronicles as an authority for the historical events that it describes. How trustworthy is the Chronicles of the Kings of Man and the Isles as a historical source?


In assessing this important question we may begin by noting that there is nothing inherently unusual about the retrospective aspect of the chronicle: the narrative of many of the Cistercian chronicles produced in the medieval British Isles begins in the distant past rather than with the events of their creators’ own times, and the Creation, the Incarnation and the Norman Conquest of England were all used as starting points by various chronicles.13 Nevertheless, there are certainly a number of challenges associated with the use of the Chronicles as a historical source. As with many texts of its genre, the Manx chronicle is notorious for its chronological problems, which manifest themselves in several different ways. Events can be misdated; the events of a number of years can be compressed into a single entry; and the sequence of events can be out of order. The problem of misdating is especially pronounced in the entries up to the 1150s, which are sometimes off by significant margins. Thus, for example, the conquest of the Isle of Man by Godred Crovan is placed by the Chronicles in 1056 rather than 1079, and his death is placed in 1075 rather than 1095.14 Another example is found in the date of the accession of Godred’s son Olaf to the kingship. This is said to have occurred in the year 1102, but we are then told that he reigned for forty years and died in 1153.15 Since the date of his death is correct (as demonstrated in the subsequent entry of the Chronicles), either the length of his reign or the date of his accession to the kingship must be in error. Current scholarship seems to favour accepting a reign length of forty years and therefore corrects the date of his accession to 1113, but older scholarship was more inclined to accept the date of his accession and adjust his reign length accordingly. The matter remains more than a little uncertain, and the chronology and events of the period between 1095 and c. 1113 in Man and the Isles remain extremely murky and problematic at best (see further below, Chapter 4).


Fortunately, the Chronicles improves significantly in its chronology from the second half of the twelfth century. The mistakes in the earlier parts of the text may be due to scribal error (particularly since scribes are more prone than usual to making mistakes when copying numbers) or to a lack of source material, either written or otherwise, on the part of the compiler (or to both). In fact, in the first entry in the list of bishops appended to the Chronicles, penned by the same scribe who wrote the main body of the text to 1257, the compiler comments upon the lack of surviving information for the time before Bishop Hrolf, the first bishop named: ‘we are totally ignorant of what . . . bishops there were before him [Hrolf ], because we have found no record, nor have we learned anything certain from the tradition of our elders’.16 This statement clearly reveals some of the challenges faced by the compiler of the chronicles in the 1250s, and it has been remarked that the compilers may have known even less about the origins and early history of the Kingdom of Man and the Isles than do modern scholars – a sobering thought indeed, given the magnitude of the gaps in our knowledge of this subject.17


The greater degree of accuracy exhibited by later entries suggests more reliable information as the events covered by the Chronicles move closer to the time of composition. That some of this information was even obtained at first hand can be seen in the chronicle’s account of events that occurred in the period 1249–50, when, at the conclusion of an anecdote concerning a chieftain named Donald, the chronicler states, ‘This we have written just as we learned it from his own mouth [i.e. from Donald].’18 Another important clue about the nature and composition of the Chronicles is the fact that entries towards the end of the text are often longer and more detailed than earlier ones. This is because these events are close to the date of composition of the manuscript; indeed, they probably occurred within living memory of the scribe, and the precise detail of some entries might suggest that the scribe was himself an eyewitness. Thus, not all parts of the text can be considered of equal value to the historian.


Reference to the first-hand information obtained from the chieftain Donald raises important questions about where and how the compilers obtained their information. As this example demonstrates, by the middle of the thirteenth century the compilers claimed to be able to draw upon eyewitness testimony from participants in some of the events being described, and this certainly comprises one significant type of source material. Another related type of information that could have been utilised has also been referred to above, namely, what the compiler of the chronicles refers to as ‘the tradition of our elders’, which is to say, oral tradition. This type of material probably underlies the statement that ‘Many anecdotes about [King Olaf Godredsson] worthy of being remembered could be told.’19 It is possible that a similar tradition underlay the short verse preserved under the year 1275, attributed to a ‘certain rhymster’.20 Whether these verses already existed in their own right, or whether they were composed specifically to be inserted into the text, is not known, and either is possible.21
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