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CANNA


The author, Dr John Lorne Campbell (1906–1996), was both farmer and folklorist and one of the foremost scholars of Scottish Gaelic in the twentieth century. Moving to Barra in 1933, he pioneered the use of state-of-the-art recording equipment here and with the descendants of Hebridean emigrants in Canada and Nova Scotia. He married the American musician and folklorist, Margaret Fay Shaw, and they settled in Canna in 1938. He gifted the island together with his library, research papers and sound archive to the National Trust for Scotland in 1981.


The editor, Professor Hugh Cheape, holds a Research Chair in the University of the Highlands and Islands and teaches an MSc programme through the medium of Scottish Gaelic at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig. This follows a curatorial career in the National Museums Scotland (1974–2007) when he also helped Dr John Lorne Campbell with research and publication work. The editor was asked to support the National Trust for Scotland’s management of Canna in 1992 and has sustained that role since.






Nam bithinn-sa roinn an fhearainn,


Bu libh Rùm is Eige ’s Canaidh.


Seann Òran Luadhaidh


If I were the land dividing,


You’d have Rum and Eigg and Canna.


Old Waulking Song
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FOREWORD


Campbell of Canna


The islands of Canna and Sanday lie in the parish and island group of the ‘Small Isles’ or Na h-Eileannan Beaga, also known as Na h-Eileannan Tarsainn. The people of Uist preserve this older name to describe the islands lying ‘across’ the line of sight over the Minch towards the east. According to tradition also, Tarsainn was used by fishermen as a taboo name to refer to the island. Canna and Sanday lie to the west and north of their neighbours of Rum, Eigg and Muck. Canna is unusually well served by this remarkable and detailed account written by the late Dr John Lorne Campbell, the owner of Canna from 1938 until he gifted the islands to the National Trust for Scotland in May 1981. As farmer and proprietor of Canna, he adopted the traditional Gaelic title of Fear Chanaidh and was and still is familiar to many as ‘Campbell of Canna’.


Comparatively fertile and with a sheltered harbour, Canna shares with neighbouring Rum signs of having been occupied for many thousands of years. These are signs of some of the earliest known human settlement of the land now called Scotland. An impressive range and number of Bronze and Iron Age sites and monuments, extensive and remarkable Early Christian stone sculpture and a site dedicated to St Columba could be said to mark Canna off from its neighbours. These latter details particularly have prompted John Lorne Campbell to argue persuasively that Canna is the Hinba of Adamnan’s ‘Life of Columba’ and the focus of an early Christian mission, and that Canna was the island on which a Norse bishop came ashore to say Mass (see pages 5–6, 10–11). Record evidence, though sparse, suggests early and close links with Iona and a significant role in Early Christian Scotland. The strength of local tradition connecting Canna with St Columba was recorded early in the seventeenth century.


This study covers the history of Canna from St Columba’s time in the sixth century into the late twentieth century and this edition includes sections added since the book was first published, on recent historical research, a survey of the prehistoric landscape and surveys for the botanical and ornithological record. Supporting authors have added the chapter on the archaeology of Canna and Sanday as interpretation of the rich archaeological landscape and of the important research and field survey work carried out in the islands by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historic Monuments of Scotland. This survey work added more than proportionately to our existing knowledge since the Royal Commission Inventory of 1928 included only nine entries for Canna and we now have documentation for over 1,000 structures and a record of settlement and land-use over six or more millennia. For the historical and modern periods the book provides skilful and telling insights into wider issues rarely discussed for their local or discrete effects, events such as the break-up of the Lordship of the Isles in the sixteenth century, the Irish Franciscan and Vincentian missions of the seventeenth, the ‘Clearing of Canna’ in the nineteenth and the campaigns for adequate communications and sea-transport in the twentieth century.


In gifting his property to the National Trust for Scotland, Dr Campbell also gifted his scholarly papers, library and Gaelic sound archive and his butterfly and moth collections, and this extraordinary accumulation of scholarship and stewardship is now held inalienably for the nation. He expressed the wish that the ownership of these islands by the Trust should ensure the fostering of a traditional Hebridean way of life and the preservation of the special nature of the property, particularly its botany and flora, its bird and insect life, and its shore and marine environments. Visitors sailing into the storm-haven of Canna are immediately struck by the landscape of richly-green farmland, churches, dwelling houses and farm buildings, well-ordered fields and plantations of pine, larch and older hardwoods. Taken with Canna’s archaeological and cultural landscape, John Lorne Campbell saw the potential in all this and nurtured it. He proposed the perpetuation of a nature reserve in a Hebridean environment, a value which he had added in his own management of the islands since 1938, and ‘centre for advanced studies’ for Scottish Gaelic – a vision of preserving in situ the natural and cultural assets of these Hebridean islands.


The concept of a centre for advanced studies, so richly founded on the collections which he had made over his lifetime, now seems pleasingly apposite in an atmosphere much more supportive and constructive towards the Gaelic language and culture, and symbolically reverses the depressing leaching away of material and intellectual resources that has characterised Highland history virtually since the eighteenth century. As one of the leading scholars of Scottish Gaelic in the twentieth century, John Lorne Campbell recognised this attrition and collected and returned to the islands copies of the classic texts for a working scholar’s reference library in the Hebrides. The foundation for his important library which lies at the heart of an ‘advanced studies’ concept was laid in 1929 with a complete set of the international journal for Celtic Studies, Revue Celtique, acquired from Jesus College, Oxford, and later with the addition of the working library for Celtic Studies of the grammarian and philologist, Professor John Fraser (1882–1945). John Lorne Campbell had begun the serious study of Scottish Gaelic with Professor Fraser while he was at Oxford and the latter’s help in this respect was particularly acknowledged in the preface to Campbell’s ground-breaking study, Highland Songs of the Forty-Five, first published in 1933.


Between them, Dr John Lorne Campbell and his wife, the collector and author Margaret Fay Shaw, built up unique collections for our own and future generations. The latter collected songs and the oral tradition of South Uist and the former pioneered the use of mechanical recording equipment in the Hebrides and also with the descendants of Hebridean emigrants in Canada and Nova Scotia. This long partnership between his language skills and expertise and her musical talents has created an extraordinary storehouse for the Gaelic and wider world. As collector and recorder, he was also determined to ensure the transmission of lost voices to future generations. Elsewhere he has written:




I have been glad to have the opportunity to give Gaelic-speaking Hebrideans a chance to have their own say, in translations of some of their memories recorded in their own language. Fortunately the invention of disc, wire and tape recorders came just in time to allow these to be recovered from the generation that was born in the 1860s and 1870s.





This book grew out of a customarily enthusiastic and sincere request by the then Director of the National Trust for Scotland, Sir Jamie Stormonth Darling, to John Lorne Campbell to write a book about Canna following its acquisition by the Trust in 1981. This, of course, the latter was pre-eminently equipped to do, having already made major contributions to the language and literature of Scottish Gaelic and knowing his ground as indweller and farmer of the island. As author of Canna too, he was a West Highlander writing from the inside looking out and not, as closet scholar or charmed visitor, from the outside looking in. As linguistic scholar, his oversight and grasp of the sources for such a study was exceptional and his ability to interpret the historical and geographical context was tried and tested over a long scholarly career. His treatment of his subject, from a firmly Gaelic point of view – eachdraidh bho shealladh a’ Ghàidheil – has produced a study that is much wider ranging than conventional ‘local histories’ and supplies something of an exemplar for similar studies in the Hebrides or the wider Gàidhealtachd of Scotland.


Any defects in the story of Canna as first presented are minor and not such as to justify any re-setting of the text. One or two items noted by reviewers might be mentioned, such as the Monastery of Saddell in Kintyre being Cistercian and not Franciscan and the Nunnery in Iona being Augustinian rather than Benedictine. The account of the stranding of the ‘Widder’ of Bremen (page 185) and of the working of a breeches-buoy to rescue crew members omitted the late Hector Mackinnon of Canna, formerly resident with his brother Angus in New Zealand. Campbell’s emphasis on the Catholicism of the islands and a partiality or putative narrow viewpoint drew critical comment in one or two scholarly reviews in the 1980s. John Lorne Campbell has sustained a counterargument that, in spite of statute and legislation, Catholicism did not disappear after 1560, that too few ministers of the Reformed church were appointed to island parishes, that a community of language and traditions with Ireland fostered the survival of the Roman Catholic faith and that prayers and beliefs collected by Alexander Carmichael and published in Carmina Gadelica might be recognised as more typical of the society of a pre-Reformation church. Canna follows on with this debate for Scottish historiography and adds robustly to an exploration of the survival of the Catholic tradition in Uist and Barra, mainland Inverness-shire and the Small Isles.


For the late John Lorne Campbell, Canna was a work which drew richly on the expertise of a number of scholars, past and present, and they are fulsomely acknowledged. Others have contributed generously to subsequent editions of the book, in particular, Angela Gannon and Strat Halliday of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historic Monuments of Scotland, Robert Swann of the RSPB, Michael Braithwaite of the Botanical Society of the British Isles and Professor Dan MacInnes of St Francis Xavier University, Nova Scotia. Magdalena Sagarzazu, Archivist for Canna, has organised and made accessible John Lorne Campbell’s scholarly writings and her continuing help has greatly facilitated the re-editing of this book. We owe too a debt of gratitude to Winnie and Geraldine Mackinnon and Murdo Jack of the Canna community for their help and advice at all times. The work of staff, past and present, of the National Trust for Scotland offers constant support to all enterprise connected with Canna and, as here, facilitates the continuation of Campbell of Canna’s scholarly tradition.


In the present circumstances, with so much effort being contributed for the wellbeing of the island and consideration being given to John Lorne Campbell’s vision for a centre for advanced studies, we would like to acknowledge colleagues of the former Canna Advisory Group (1995–2004), the late Dr Margaret Fay Shaw Campbell, Professor William Gillies, Neil Fraser, the late Lady Kathleen Dunpark, Michael Stanfield, Niall Campbell and Professor Ian Boyd, who have given so much of their time and attention to this work. It is appropriate to recall too the tireless enthusiasm of the late Dr John Morton Boyd CBE whose joint authorship of the Statement of Significance or ‘Citation of Heritage’ for Canna and Sanday in 1994–95 laid foundations for taking forward the vision for Canna. The publication of this new edition of Canna has been made possible by a generous grant from the National Trust for Scotland and we thank Sir Kenneth Calman, Chairman, and Kate Mavor, Chief Executive, for their active and enthusiastic support.


HUGH CHEAPE


Sabhal Mòr Ostaig


Am Faoilleach 2014





PREFACE


After the National Trust for Scotland had become the owner of the islands of Canna and Sanday, with the aid of an endowment from the National Heritage Memorial Fund, in the summer of 1981, Sir James Stormonth Darling, then Director of the Trust, suggested to me that I might write a book on Canna. Although I had been collecting material for the information of myself and my friends for many years, I had not seen much prospect of ever publishing it. Not long ago Mr Noel Banks had collected a great deal of information about the parish of the Small Isles, the five islands of Eigg, Rum, Canna, Muck, and Heisgeir (misnamed ‘Oigh-sgeir’ on some OS maps) and had written a book about it for a publisher who had told him that the Small Isles were of insufficient general interest and that he must include the islands of Coll and Tiree too – which he did, to the detriment of the space devoted to the original subject of the book, the Small Isles. This was not encouraging.


I could see that Canna would have to be treated differently. I was not interested in writing a mere guide to Canna, nor would a bald account of events connected with it, or of its natural history, be of overwhelming interest. But what made it a more promising subject was the links that connected it with outside causes and institutions. A small but fertile and sheltered island with a good harbour, it was always a valuable piece of property. Far from being intellectually isolated, it had remarkable links with the outside world. The Gaelic language connected it with Ireland, St Columba, the kingdom of Dalriada, the early kings of Scotland; its many Norse place-names connected it, through the Vikings, with Norway; its political history connected it with the Lordship of the Isles and the Jacobite cause; its religion connected it with Iona, and Ireland, and Rome, and the sufferings of Scottish Catholics in the dark centuries after 1560; its population had never been divided on sectarian lines, a fact which I am certain has a lot to do with the happy atmosphere that visitors have told me they can feel here; when I think of islands where the people are divided socially between Catholics and Protestants, and the Protestants themselves into more than one form of Protestantism, I can easily agree with them.


In religion, Canna has been influenced by three great orders, the Benedictines who held the abbey on Iona from 1203 until 1560, part of whose endowment the island was; the Franciscans, whose heroic Irish missionaries saved the Faith in the Southern Outer Hebrides and the Small Isles and Moidart in the early seventeenth century; and the Vincentians, who in the second half of the seventeenth century consolidated the work begun by the Irish Franciscans. In the last thirty years Canna’s link with the Benedictines has been renewed through Fort Augustus Abbey.


From an agrarian point of view, the history of Canna illustrates two matters of importance; the first is the way that Church land was engrossed by the Highland clan chiefs – particularly by the Earls of Argyll and the MacLeans of Duart – after the Scottish Reformation, so that starting as technically feudal vassals of the Bishops of the Isles, they became eventually outright owners subject only to nominal feu-duties; the second, arising directly out of the first but reinforced by the unequal incorporating union of Scotland with England in 1707 and the failure of the Jacobite Risings of 1715 and 1745, was the complete power the owners of such formerly Church (and other) lands in the Highlands and Islands had in the nineteenth century to clear their lands of tenants-at-will without any kind of compensation, in order to improve their own financial position. Canna had ample experience of both these aspects of Highland history.


I therefore felt that any story of the island had to be set against this broader background, especially as unless this was done, a good many allusions in Canna’s historical record would probably be misunderstood or misinterpreted. I felt also that this should be written from what I would call the Gaelic point of view, which meant regarding official records with a good deal of cynical scepticism. In the matter of Highland history, in the absence of the lost records of the Benedictine Monastery of Iona, and of the Lordship of the Isles, apart from the Irish Annals, the Book of Clanranald, and Hugh MacDonald’s history of his clan, the bulk of the written material available to historians lies in official Scottish records such as the Acts of Parliament of Scotland, the reports of the Scottish Privy Council, and so on, and these are consistently hostile to the Highlanders and Islanders and to the Gaelic language and institutions; but they occupy the great part of the available written record, and unless a historian possesses some knowledge of the Gaelic language and its written and oral literature, and has the insights that that knowledge bestows, it is very difficult not to be borne down by the accumulating weight of official assertions and propaganda, and arrive at the mental state of accepting them without question. But now we are better acquainted with ideological politics than the Victorians, questions have become inevitable.


It follows that some readers may find this book not what they are accustomed to, something that used to be a considerable obstacle to book publication in Scotland. If so, I hope it will help to acquaint them with a new point of view. Far too long have the Scottish Gaels been treated by historians as nonpersons with no legitimate point of view. Barbarous things certainly happened in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland, but they equally certainly happened in other parts of Scotland as well, and in England too for that matter. The Scottish Gael is fundamentally of a very conservative nature. I see the history of the Hebrides as a sustained attempt to retain the semi-independence of the Lordship or Kingdom of the Isles and its institutions, and a determination to restore the Lordship after it had been brought down; when this failed, the clans of the western Highlands and Islands developed into a kind of splintered resistance movement to preserve what local liberties they could, against a centralizing government whose laws were imposed from outside, laws which were not always felt to have a strong moral basis. It is indeed regrettable that the Lordship of the Isles did not survive to develop into something like the local independence now enjoyed by the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man.


Modern ecologists and others concerned with the growing interest in conservation such as members of the National Trust for Scotland, should appreciate the conservation-mindedness of the old Highlanders and Hebrideans, who were so careful to apportion fairly shares in their arable land, under the run-rig system, in their common grazings, their fishing banks, and their bird-cliffs, as can be read, for instance, in Alexander Carmichael’s Grazing and Agrestic Customs of the Outer Hebrides.* To such people the idea that one man might prosper by encroaching on the shares of his neighbours in such resources was highly offensive and improper.


But it was part of the philosophy of laissez-faire, which began to infiltrate the Highlands early in the eighteenth century, and to which no local resistance was possible anywhere after 1746. After that time the resources of the Highlands, their forests, fisheries, and grazings – often partly, as on Canna, consisting of former arable ground cultivated for centuries – were open to exploitation by outsiders, while their manpower, after having been of the greatest use to Great Britain in the Napoleonic Wars, was left at the mercy of the blind economic forces that dominated the nineteenth century.


In writing this book, I have preferred to quote my sources verbatim as far as possible, believing that this adds much to the vividness of the narrative. But it can lead to some difficulties over varying spellings of certain local place-names. While personally I prefer to use the correct Gaelic versions of such names as Corra-dhùn, Cill, and so on, the commonly written and used English versions, Coraghon, Keill, are too well established in literature to be abandoned entirely.


The material used in the writing of this book was collected over many years, and there are many persons I have to thank for aid in obtaining much of it. I acknowledge with gratitude my indebtedness to Dr Peter Anderson, Registrar of the Scottish Record Office, and members of its staff, and to Dr I. C. Cunningham, Dr Ann Matheson, and Mr Ronald Black of the National Library of Scotland, for valuable help in my researches, and express my thanks to these institutions for permission to publish material from their archives relating to the Isle of Canna.


I am grateful to the Trustees of the 10th Duke of Argyll and to the present Duke of Argyll for permission to publish extracts from the lease of Canna to the MacDonalds of Morar in the seventeenth century, and to the late Mr Eric Cregeen of the School of Scottish Studies for drawing my attention to the existence of this lease, which throws important light on the story of the island in the seventeenth century. I am also grateful to Mr David Scott Moncrieff, WS, for giving me copies of items relating to Canna in the Clanranald Papers, not long after I acquired the island in 1938; and to John MacLeod Esq. of MacLeod for permission to publish Mór MacLeod’s defence against the matrimonial charges of her husband Donald of Clanranald in 1680.


I am indebted to my predecessor Mr R. V. G. Thom of Canna, now living in Cornwall, for much interesting information from time to time relating to the times of his family’s ownership (1881–1938) and for permission to use pre-1914 photographs of Canna taken by members of the family. I must also acknowledge important information on local traditions and place-names given me by the late Angus MacDonald (‘Aonghus Eachainn’, 1860–1947), Angus MacLeod (1862–1951), Charles MacArthur, John MacLeod, and Duncan MacLeod of the Gaelic-speaking community of Canna; and, permission received from the late Professor Delargy, and Dr A. MacLean, holder of the copyright, to publish some of the material collected on Canna for the Irish Folklore Commission by the late Dr Calum MacLean in 1947.


As regards the place-names of Canna I must express my gratitude to Mr Hugh Barron, secretary of the Gaelic Society of Inverness, for sending me a long holograph collection of Canna place-names made by his well-known predecessor, Mr Alexander Nicolson, on vacations on Canna in the 1920s. Mr Nicolson was brought up on Canna, where his father was the first state schoolmaster.


I am very grateful to Mr Noel Banks, author of Six Inner Hebrides, for most generously putting at my disposal Information on Canna which he had discovered during his researches on the history of the Small Isles, and to Sir Archibald Ross, KCMG, who has put at my disposal very interesting material unearthed in his researches on the MacNeills who occupied Canna from 1781 to 1827, and owned it from 1827 to 1881, with whose family Lady Ross is connected.


Other persons I must thank for help and information are the Revd W. Grant Anderson and Mrs Anderson; the Revd Mark Dilworth, OSB; Dom Augustine Grene, OSB; Mr Donald Erskine and Mr George Russell, WS, of the National Trust for Scotland; Mr David Fox, whose great-grandfather came to Canna for a while as farm manager for Donald MacNeill after 1854; Mr John S. Gibson, author of Ships of the ’45; Mr W. T. Johnston; Mrs Delia Lennie, for translations of Vatican papers relating to Canna, written in Italian; the late T. C. Lethbridge, author of Boats and Boatmen, and many other interesting and stimulating books, who took a great interest in the archaeology of Canna, and whose yacht used to be a frequent visitor to Canna Harbour; the Revd R. MacDonald (Dunoon); Professor Angus McIntosh, Edinburgh University; the Revd Michael Sharratt, Registrar of Ushaw College; the late Professor Alf Sommerfelt, Oslo; Messrs. George Waterston, Roger Waterston, and E. C. Pelham Clinton, for encouragement and help in the study of the natural history of the island.


I must also express my gratitude to the present (March 1983) Director of the National Trust for Scotland, and to Dr Morton Boyd, head of the Nature Conservancy in Scotland, and to many members of both bodies, including the members of the National Trust for Scotland and other friends who have most generously contributed to the cost of producing this book, for much encouragement while I was writing and researching for it. I must also thank Dr Ann E. Berthoff of the University of Massachusetts, who kindly read through the whole of this book in typescript, and made valuable suggestions from the point of view of the American reader.


I am also indebted to my wife for constant encouragement. and for valuable help in the selection of illustrations, many from her own photographs; and to Miss Penny Davies, without whose help in typing, correcting, and research this book would have taken several times longer to write.


I must also, thank Mrs P. M. McDougall for preparing the Index to this book, and the Very Revd Canon John MacLean and Miss Irene Stirling for help in reading the proofs.


JOHN L. CAMPBELL


Isle of Canna


14 March 1983





 


__________


* Report of the Crofter’s Commission of 1883, pp. 451–82.





THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF CANNA AND SANDAY


A. R. Gannon and S. P. Halliday


In writing Canna. The Story of a Hebridean Island in the early 1980s, John Lorne Campbell focused upon the history of Canna and Sanday, setting it in its wider context of Highland history. Archaeology was incidental to his theme, but the notes and asides that feature throughout the text reveal his interest and familiarity with the archaeological remains. In dealing with these remains, however, he was at a considerable disadvantage. This was not his field of expertise and there was no coherent survey to which he could refer. The relevant section in the Inventory of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland for the Outer Hebrides, Skye and the Small Isles, contained only nine entries, all made within four days in July 1925 (RCAHMS 1928, 215–19). The only other systematic work that had been carried out was by two officers of the Ordnance Survey, who spent about a fortnight in the islands in the early summer of 1972. As a result, eighteen antiquities were published on the modern 1:10,000 map, and brief records were made of at least another forty. Such was the state of knowledge in 1994, when the Royal Commission began its survey of the islands by invitation of the National Trust for Scotland. Carried out over three years, from 1994 to 1996, this revealed a Hebridean landscape in detail that had never previously been recorded, identifying over 1,000 individual structures disposed across almost 400 sites. Only now is it possible to provide an account of the archaeology of the islands that in any way does justice to the history so lucidly set out in Canna. The Story of a Hebridean Island.


John Lorne Campbell began his account with the late sixth century, his opening chapter covering St Columba and the early Christian associations of Canna. This period is readily identifiable in the archaeological record, with the fine collection of sculptured stones from Keill (A’Chill), and the monastic enclosure beneath the southern cliffs fringing the west end of Canna (see below). Now, however, the survey has brought to light evidence for settlement extending back to the Neolithic (4000–2500 BC), and it is only a matter of time before this is pushed back yet again. Rum, the neighbouring island to the east, has already produced some of the earliest evidence of Mesolithic settlement in Scotland (c.7500 BC).


The earliest evidence now discovered for Canna comes from a series of low unassuming mounds in the enclosed fields at Tarbert, on terraces set a little further inland, and on Sanday. Some are apparently little more than spreads of turf, while others appear to encase substantial stone structures. Most have been badly damaged by rabbits, but numerous sherds of Neolithic and Early Bronze Age pottery, including Unstan Ware, Grooved Ware and Beaker, have been cast up from the burrows. Similar assemblages are often recovered from eroding sand dunes and machair throughout the Hebrides, but the Canna assemblage is all the more remarkable for being drawn mainly from what are effectively inland locations. Interpreting this evidence without excavation is fraught with uncertainty, but some of these mounds are likely to indicate the sites of Neolithic settlements. Not all the mounds are of such early date, however, and one large example, lying just to the east of Tarbert, has produced a few sherds of Iron Age date.


Despite this remarkable evidence for Neolithic settlement, it has not so far proved possible to identify any contemporary funerary monuments. The only possible candidate stands on a rocky bluff at Tarbert. Now heavily robbed, it survives as little more than a ring of kerbstones enclosing a narrow rectilinear structure of low upright stones, but this is probably too slight and insubstantial to be the remains of a burial chamber. The other burial cairns that have been recorded, most of them situated around the harbour, are also circular, but they are considerably smaller, including one that appears to have formed the focus of a small cemetery of cairns between 1m and 2m in diameter. The majority are probably of Early Bronze Age date.


The sherds of Beaker recovered from several of the settlement mounds show that some of these curious sites were also used during the Early Bronze Age. Another large sherd of Beaker, however, was found in 1984 in a ‘ring-cairn’ at Cnoc Loisgte, to the west of Tarbert. No ring-cairn was found here during the survey, but a hut-circle corresponds roughly to the accompanying six-figure national grid reference. Whether these are one and the same will probably never be known, but excavation has shown that many, if not the majority, of Scottish hut-circles are of Bronze Age date. Remarkably, the western end of Canna contains what is probably one of the most extensive landscapes of hut-circles and ancient field walls so far discovered in the Hebrides. Single hut-circles are set out at regular intervals, and the surrounding land is enclosed with walls of upright stones. It is tempting to see the smaller enclosures as paddocks or arable plots, while the longer stretches of walls that disappear into the peat may have served to divide up the pastures.


The equivalent landscape on the eastern end of Canna and on Sanday is largely lost beneath swathes of lazy-beds and later fields. Nevertheless, these areas have produced other evidence of prehistoric settlement, but of Iron Age rather than Bronze Age date. As already mentioned, at least one large mound has yielded Iron Age pottery, while two others near Tarbert contain stone structures that are broadly of this date. The erection of the new telephone exchange in the improved ground below Coroghon Castle also revealed evidence of Iron Age occupation. Of the two structures near Tarbert, one is a circular, thick-walled structure, while the other is a souterrain or underground passage. The souterrain, which is now entered through two holes in the roof, is partly rock-cut, and the stone lintels of the roof are supported on drystone piers.


Unfortunately, these sites cannot be dated more precisely, the Iron Age effectively spanning about 1500 years from the early first millennium BC to the late first millennium AD. The four coastal forts that have been recorded – one on Sanday and three on the west end of Canna – and a fifth that must have existed beneath Coroghon Castle, also fall within this span, as do the monastic foundations. While it is difficult to reconcile these disparate fragments into any ordered pattern of Iron Age settlement, the forts at least reveal the presence of political power on the islands. This power is spectacularly displayed by the impregnable situation of the Coroghon stack, dominating the harbour, but equally by the thick drystone wall standing fourteen courses high at Dun Chàna. Whether occupied in the late sixth century or not, these represent the secular authority that permitted the monastic foundations, and, ultimately, granted Canna and Sanday to Iona abbey.


John Lorne Campbell argues that Canna was ‘Hinba’, an island mentioned in Adamnán’s Life of St Columba. There can surely be little doubt about the association with Columba, as not only was the medieval chapel at Keill dedicated to the Saint, but the collection of sculpture provides ample evidence of an important monastery near the ornately carved freestanding cross of eighth- or ninth-century date (Fisher 2001, 96–101, no.28). Whilst the cross survives, nothing can now be seen of the early-medieval monastery at Keill (but see Hunter and Roberts 1994). However, the ruins of another early Christian site are still visible on Canna. Situated in a remote and inaccessible spot, beneath Sgorr nam Bàn-Naomha (the Cliff of the Holy Women) on the west end of the island, is a monastic enclosure which was perhaps occupied by anchorites. Three crosses were recovered in the course of the survey from this site (Fisher 2001, 101, no.29).


Superiority of Canna passed from Iona abbey to Clanranald in 1627, though the latter had already taken possession of the islands by 1593. This apart, little is known about the medieval landscape. Keill evidently emerged as the principal settlement, and numerous shieling-huts attest to a system of transhumance to summer pastures. The townships of Coroghon, Keill and Tarbert are recorded in 1718, but the first glimpse of the later landscape is not until 1805, when a map was prepared for the Clanranald estate. By this time the islands were divided into six farms, four on Canna – Coroghon, Keill, Tarbert and Garrisdale – and two on Sanday. The old township at Coroghon had already been cleared, but each of the other farms was centred on a township of between three and thirty-six buildings. Coroghon is shown with gardens to the rear of the house that is now incorporated into the Bothy, and two other buildings he beside the track to Coroghon Castle, one of them undoubtedly the slated barn standing there today.


The removal of the tenants from Coroghon some time after 1788 was the first step in the clearance of the islands, and the population was dramatically reduced in the late 1820s and again in the 1850s after Keill was cleared in 1849 and the inhabitants removed to Sanday: the history of these events, in as far as it is known, has been charted by John Lorne Campbell (see Appendix XVIII). Little trace of either Coroghon or Keill can now be seen, but the remains of the other townships have fared better. Six inhabited houses remained at Tarbert until at least 1861, and are presumably represented by the mortared buildings and the seven turf and stone foundations visible today. At Garrisdale, the old sheep fank appears to have been fashioned from an earlier building, and the robbed remains of others lie immediately to the north and across the burn to the west. The ruined buildings around a burial-ground at Conagearaidh, below the Garrisdale cliffs, do not appear on the Clanranald map, and it is unclear whether they are earlier or later than 1805.


On Sanday, extensive remains survive, dating from both before and after the clearance of Keill. The present arrangement of crofts is thought to have been established by Donald MacNeill in lieu of owed wages at the time of the sale of the islands in 1881. Some of the croft-houses are now ruinous and are themselves a component of the archaeological record, but earlier cottages are also scattered around the island, the majority of them at Greòd. Here, however, they occupy the site of the township of Lower Sanday, which was probably the principal settlement on Sanday long before it was depicted on the Clanranald map. Of the buildings on Upper Sanday, those shown in outline near Tràigh Bhàn are quite well preserved, though whether they were in the process of construction or abandoned in 1805 remains unknown.


The Clanranald map also provides some clues to the evolution of the landscape since the medieval period. The boundaries depicted between Coroghon, Keill and Tarbert evidently reflect divisions that had already been in existence for at least a century, since all three appear in the rental of 1718. Their most striking feature is the curious dog-legged boundary between Coroghon and Keill. This gives the impression that the lands of Coroghon were formerly part of Keill. Furthermore, the dykes that mark its course on the ground belong to a relatively late stage in the evolution of the landscape, incorporating parts of what is evidently an earlier head-dyke extending across the face of the hill above Keill and Coroghon. Both here and elsewhere on Canna, these head-dykes appear to have expanded in a series of stages, often subsuming earlier shieling grounds. Breaking down this evolution in all its stages is almost impossible today, but by the time the boundary between Coroghon and Keill had been formalized, the arable land below the head-dyke had already reached its maximum extent, and numerous earlier shieling-huts can be seen amongst the lazy-beds below the dyke. Neither the date or the reason for a partition of Keill is recorded, but the acquisition of the islands by Clanranald provides the most likely occasion, perhaps to provide sufficient land to support the new occupant of Coroghon Castle. The surviving masonry of the castle is unlikely to be earlier than the seventeenth century.


The archaeological survey has also recorded numerous other dykes that are not depicted on the Clanranald map. These include a series that cut across the eastern end of the island, their apparent relationships to the head-dyke above Keill suggesting an undocumented pattern of division and enclosure that was also redundant by 1805. The small units they appear to define comprise cultivable ground on the lower terraces, together with a portion of the rough grazings above. Equally, however, they may manifest an expansion westwards of the enclosed ground around Keill, perhaps following the discontinuation of the practice of shieling on the islands.


Shieling rights are not mentioned in the surviving documentation and the practice had probably died out before the eighteenth century. Shielings, however, are a major component of the archaeological record from both Canna and Sanday, and clusters of turf and stone huts can be found in sheltered spots throughout both islands. Some have been subsumed into later fields, but many of the others lie out in the areas of rough moorland. In many instances the repeated use has led to the creation of substantial mounds, mainly composed of the collapsed turf walls of small huts, but as often they contain the remains of stone structures.


The summer grazing and dairying of stock away from the arable rigs was not the only activity that was carried out on the moors, and a series of other enigmatic structures has been discovered in the course of the survey. These structures are quite distinct from any of the shielings, comprising long, narrow enclosures, rarely more than lm broad internally, with walls composed of a single row of boulders. No less than sixty-two have been recorded now, the most striking and largest example being the setting of stones known as the ‘King of Norway’s Grave’ on Rubha Langanes near Tarbert. The purpose of these structures is uncertain, but they are unlikely to be the remains of buildings (pace Alcock 1983) and the majority are probably stances for some other activity associated with the exploitation of the moorland. The kelp kilns that have been recorded are also narrow structures formed of upright stones but these are easily distinguished; apart from being located by the shore at least one side has been dismantled, evidently part of the process of extracting the residue after firing.


As can be seen from this brief review, the objectives of the survey – to map a relatively complete Hebridean landscape – have certainly been realized, and a remarkable record of settlement and land use over the last six millennia has emerged. Some elements mirror patterns found elsewhere, but others are as yet unique to Canna and Sanday, offering exciting opportunities for further work. Thus the survey has added another dimension to the history distilled by John Lorne Campbell, filling some gaps, and creating others, but above all contributing to the progress of research in the Hebrides.
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The Hebrides and the Western Highlands, from Cathaldus Giblin’s The Irish Franciscan Mission to Scotland, 1619–1646








1   ST COLUMBA AND CANNA


Saint Columba, ‘Colum Cille’, originally called Criomhthann ua Cuinn, is by far the most important historical personality connected with Gaelic Scotland, let alone with the Isle of Canna, where the original chapel was dedicated to him, and which he certainly must have visited on his missionary travels during his exile in Scotland, AD 563–97. The Irish Franciscans, whose labours in the Hebrides between 1619 and 1646 recall those of Columba and his disciples more than a thousand years earlier, recorded the strength of the local tradition connecting Canna with St Columba. Fr. Cornelius Ward (Conchobhair Mac an Bháird) recorded on his visit to Canna in October 1625 that Canna was




once held by St. Columba, whom all the inhabitants . . . hold in veneration, like a second God. The place itself is most pleasing and charming. St. Columba gave it his blessing, that it should support or nourish no frog nor other poisonous animal as neither do other districts blessed by St. Columba, in however great a multitude they may be found in the neighbourhood and surrounding parts. I noticed there standing on the shore a stone having the likeness of a toad. A firm tradition relates that when St. Columba had freed by his blessing that district from poisonous creatures of this kind, a single toad put in there from the neighbouring island of Rum,* and was changed into this stone by the prayers and curse of the saint. . . .1





A story that could have come straight from the pages of Adamnan’s Latin or O’Donell’s Irish life of St Columba, or from Geoffrey Keating’s History of Ireland (Foras Feasa ar Éirinn). In passing, it may be said that this tradition about the petrified toad is not remembered on Canna now; the stone of which the shape most strongly suggests the toad of the story is a very big boulder on the shore at the east end of Canna, now called Òrd Mhic ’uirich – ‘MacVurich’s Hammer’ – the MacVurichs of course were the famous hereditary poet-historians of the MacDonalds of Clanranald, whose connection with Canna will be discussed later.


From the large number of anecdotes connected with St Columba or Colum Cille that have been preserved, many of them of a type of fantasy that pleases the Gaelic mind but irritates exceedingly the materialistic rationalist, one can easily form a picture of the character and personality of the man. Colum Cille was highly born, being on his father’s side the son of Feidhlimidh, great-grandson of Niall Naoighiallach, ‘Niall of the Nine Hostages’, High King of Ireland, so called because he had taken five hostages from the provinces of Ireland, and four from Scotland; according to Geoffrey Keating, he brought Patrick then aged sixteen as a captive to Ireland on one of his raiding expeditions. He is the traditional forebear of the O’Neills in Ireland and the MacNeils or MacNeills in Scotland. His mother Eithne was the daughter of Dioma, son of Naoi, of the race of Cairbre Nia Fear, King of Leinster.


He was thus qualified for election to the High Kingship of Ireland, had he chosen a secular career. As it was, religion did not keep him out of contemporary Irish politics, which almost invariably involved violence sooner or later. He was obviously a man of very strong character, in which a failing of pride and hot temper was balanced by a great quality of asceticism and devotion to his duty inspired by his devotion to Our Lord Jesus Christ. This was typical of an age in which extreme violence on the one hand was balanced by extreme asceticism and personal saintliness on the other. It is obvious from many of the stories told about him that Colum Cille possessed the gift, which some would call the burden, of second sight. Highland second sight, which has attracted the curious interest of enquirers since the late seventeenth century, is, in the opinion of the writer, the best attested of so-called psychical phenomena, being regarded as an affliction by its unwilling exponents, to whom the faculty brought neither pleasure nor financial gain nor social advantage – indeed in the seventeenth century, the risk of prosecution for witchcraft. Readers who are inclined to find this kind of thing and other marvels in Adamnan’s and O’Donell’s lives of Colum Cille irritating must remember that we are dealing with a very different age and different level of human consciousness and time dimension, and one in which oral tradition, something that has nearly disappeared from the English-speaking world, played a very important part.


St Columba’s nature is best shown by two important incidents told of his life, the quarrels and fighting that arose over his copying without permission of St Fintain’s holy manuscript book, leading to his banishment from Ireland, and his later intervention at the Convention of Druim Ceat, to which he was brought from Scotland blindfolded to plead for the poets of Ireland who were then threatened by King Aedh mac Ainmirech with expulsion from Ireland (because they had become very numerous and their exactions, procured by threats of satirizing their unwilling hosts, very burdensome; it was not the first time their expulsion from Ireland had been proposed); for the release from imprisonment of Scannlan, and the exemption of the Scottish-Gaelic Kingdom of Dal Riada from tribute. The case of Fintain’s or Finnian’s holy book must be one of the earliest copyright actions on record. Colum Cille had been on a visit to Fintain of Druim Finn, and obtained a loan of this valuable manuscript, which he copied surreptitiously in church, staying there after Mass and Office were over in order to do so. On the last night when the copying was nearly complete, Fintain sent a messenger for the book, and discovered what Colum Cille had been doing. He told Colum Cille that he had acted wrongly in copying the book without permission. A dispute arose, and the matter was referred to the High King of Ireland, Diarmaid mac Cearbhuill, for adjudication. The High King gave the famous judgement ‘to every cow its calf and to every book its copy’ against Colum Cille, who was furious. Colum Cille was also angry with the High King for having put a young man, Curnan mac Aedha, to death following a manslaughter. Curnan was under Colum Cille’s protection at the time; other stories show that Colum Cille was very touchy indeed about persons under his protection being harmed or threatened. Colum Cille told King Diarmaid he would go to his relations the clans of Conall and of Eogan (i.e. the descendants of King Niall of the Nine Hostages, who occupied the present Counties Tyrone and Donegal) and get them to wage war on him in consequence of his bad judgement about the book and his execution of Curnan.


The clans of Conall and Eogan prepared for battle at a place in Connacht called Cuil Dreimhne or Culdrevny under their Kings Ainmire mac Setna, and Ferghus and Domhnall. Colum Cille spent the night fasting and praying on their behalf. Next day the Archangel Michael appeared to Colum Cille in a vision, and told him that God would grant him his request, but that ‘for having made such a worldly request God would not be pleased with him until he would exile himself beyond the seas, and never return to Ireland’s shore, nor partake of her food and drink, except during his outward journey nor behold her men and women for evermore’.2


In the battle, Diarmaid mac Cearbhuill was defeated with the loss of 3,000 men; then Colum Cille made peace with him and gave him back the Kingdom ‘for he thought it sufficient to have punished him for his evil judgment, and he could then have held the Kingdom of Ireland, had he not renounced it for the sake of God’. The copy Colum Cille had made of the book become his most important relic in the land of the race of Conall, Donegal.’3


Colum Cille’s part in the instigation of this battle (and one or two others) did not please his fellow clerics ‘considering all the people that were slain in these battles as a result of his counsel’. On their advice Colum Cille went to St Molaisse of Damh-Inis to make confession of his sin. ‘St Molaisse ratified the sentence the [Arch]angel [Michael] had passed on him previously, namely to. abandon Ireland and never to behold her and to abstain from her food and drink, and the sight of her men and women, and never to tread her soil.4


Thus Colum Cille was exiled to Scotland and Iona for the last thirty-four years of his life. Going he said




Far I gaze across the ocean


From a deck of oaken planks;


Many are the tears my eye is shedding,


As I look back on Erin.


There is a grey eye


Looking back on Ireland,


That will never see again


Her men or her women.


Early and late my lamentation,


Alas, the journey I am making;


This will be my secret bye-name


‘Back turned on Ireland’.





Colum Cille and his monks made their monastery on Iona a mission centre for much of the north and north-west of Scotland, including the Inner Hebrides. Amongst the islands specifically mentioned in Adamnan’s Life of Colum Cille are Islay, Mull, CoIl,* Tiree, Eigg, and Skye, and there are also allusions to his having been in Ardnamurchan on the mainland. Other islands mentioned under what must have been their pre-Norse names are not easy to identify precisely.


One of these is the mysterious ‘Hinba’ or ‘Himba’. Adamnan refers to incidents involving Colum Cille on Hinba six times and also refers to one of his disciples, Feargna, spending the rest of his life there after Colum Cille’s death. From these allusions we learn the following things about Hinba: (1) it was inhabited, (2) there was a monastic settlement there, (3) there was a considerable sea inlet there, ‘Muirbolc Már’ (‘Great Sea-bag’ – Már = Mór in Old Irish), and (4) Colum Cille had a revelation of spiritual secrets and difficult passages of Scripture in a house there, and regretted that his foster son Baithin (who was his cousin and successor as abbot of Iona) was not present and able to write these things down. ‘Baithin however could not be present, being detained by winds in the Egean Island’,5 i.e. the Isle of Eigg.


These circumstances point to the strong possibility, to say the least, that Canna can be identified with Hinba. (1) Archaeological remains prove it was inhabited long before Colum Cille’s mission to the isles. (2) It is well known that there is a monastic site on the far south-west rocky shore of the island, even though this is now traditionally called a nunnery. (3) There is a considerable sea inlet between Canna and the tidal island of Sanday, forming Canna harbour and at high tides cutting Sanday off from Canna. (4) The Gaelic (Celtic) Church ‘always dedicated its churches to the founder, or the founder of the monastery from which the founder of the church came’,6 and the original chapel at Cill or Keill on Canna was dedicated to St Columba.


But to my mind the most compelling reason for identifying Canna with Hinba is that Colum Cille was expecting Baithin to join him there from Eigg, a thing he could not possibly have been expecting Baithin easily to do if Hinba had been Jura or Na h-Eileacha Naomha (= ‘the Holy Rocks’) in the Firth of Lorne. On the other hand it would have been natural for one of the two monks going north of Ardnamurchan on a mission to have gone to Canna and the other to Eigg with the idea of meeting again on Canna, which has the better harbour of the two islands. Canon William Reeves thought that Canna could reasonably be identified with Hinba.7


Colum Cille’s mission extended to Skye, where the saint baptized the pagan Artbranan at a place on the sea where there was a river, called thenceforth (at least, until the Norsemen came) ‘Dobur Artbranani’, i.e. ‘The Water of Artbranan’. This place unfortunately cannot be identified now; Professor W. J. Watson says that the only place-name on Skye known to him in which the word dobur or dobhar (‘water’) enters is Tot-ardor (‘Tobht’ ard-dobhar’) in the Bracadale district.8 One could hardly travel between Iona and Bracadale in the kind of boat used in Colum Cille’s time without using Canna harbour.


The impression made on Scotland by Colum Cille remains very great. Sometimes it is suggested that St Margaret of Scotland, King Malcolm Ceannmór’s queen, should be held in higher honour and devotion by Highland Catholics than Colum Cille. Comparison between the merits of saints is invidious. While one must respect St Margaret for her personal sanctity and the reforms she carried out in contemporary Church discipline and practices, she was working from a position of established regal power in a nominally Christianized country. The fact that Scotland was by the second half of the eleventh century at least nominally Christian was due in no small measure, as far as the Gaelic-speaking half of it was concerned, to the faith, sanctity, physical courage, and endurance of St Columba, who worked amongst pagans in a rough and difficult country, often making dangerous journeys in small boats in stormy Hebridean seas. Colum Cille and Iona will never fade from Scotland’s national consciousness.


Nor will he from Canna’s, for the present chapel is dedicated to him, and apart from in our minds, his memorials are written in the small carved stone crosses of simple beauty that have been preserved on the island, and above all in Canna’s national shrine, the remains of the Celtic nunnery at Sgor nam Ban Naomh, in a place of great natural beauty on a broad grassy ledge between cliffs below and above on the south-west coast of the island.* The National Trust for Scotland will be a most suitable guardian of this holy place, which the inhabitants of Canna do not want to be disturbed. They honoured St Columba by commemorating on his Day, 9 June, in 1963 the fourteen-hundredth anniversary of his coming to Scotland, when Mass was said in beautiful weather in the open air by the famous carved cross and near the site of St Columba’s original chapel at Keill, by the late Revd Fr. Donald MacDougall in the presence of a large congregation, many of whom had come from the other Small Isles and the mainland by motor boat.
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* A source of evil in Canna eyes, see p. 125.


* Professor W. J. Watson, who devoted an important chapter of his book on the Celtic place-names of Scotland to the places mentioned by Adamnan, points out that Adamnan’s Colosus must = Coll, as Colonsay (pronounced Colo’osai in Gaelic) Kolbein’s island, a Norse post-Columban name.


* See the Report of the Ancient Monuments Commission on the Outer Hebrides, Skye, and the Small Isles, p. 217, where ‘Sgor’ of the name is wrongly translated ‘Skerry’. ‘Sgor’ in Canna place-names is used in the Faeroese sense of a grassy slope between two cliffs. It is pronounced with a short o. Presumably this nunnery would have originally been called after the person who founded it. Probably that name was forgotten during Viking times, while memory of the purpose of the foundation survived. ‘Sgor nam Ban Naomh’ (‘Scree of the Holy Women’) could be a back-translation into Gaelic of a Norse appellation, something like Heiligakvinnaskor.





2   THE COMING OF THE NORSEMEN


In the last decade of the eighth century began the Viking raids on the whole of Britain, including the north and west coasts of Scotland. However much one may admire the navigational feats of the Norsemen, their settling of the Faroes, Iceland, and Greenland (the first two already discovered by Irish monks), and their discovery of America – for there can be no doubt that sailing from Greenland they did discover America, though they were unable to form any permanent settlement there – no effort to romanticize their achievements is ever going to succeed in covering up the trail of death, destruction, rape, and pillage that their barbarous unprovoked raids inflicted on Gaels, Welsh, and Anglo-Saxons alike. Attacks by the ‘Gentiles’, i.e. pagan Norsemen and/or Danes, are first mentioned by the Irish annalists in AD 793, and for the next two hundred years hardly a year goes by without such an attack being mentioned in these annals.




Bitter is the wind tonight


That tosses the ocean’s white-capped waves;


Tonight I fear not the coursing of the Irish Sea


By the fierce warriors from Norway1





That year the Annals of Ulster record that the Norsemen devastated all the isles of Britain. The following year Skye was ‘pillaged and wasted’ (Sci doscradh agus do lomradh). The Norsemen made religious foundations a particular target, no doubt because valuable relics were to be plundered from churches and monasteries, but probably also from a hatred of the Christian religion. Iona was one of the first to suffer; in 797 (recte 802) the Annals of the Four Masters* record that the the coming of the norsemen 9 monastery of Iona was burned by the Norsemen, ‘Hi Choluimb Chille do losccadh la hallmurachaibh. i. la Nortmanoibh’. In 801 (recte 806) the same annals record that the Norsemen plundered Iona and killed sixty-eight persons there, clerical and lay. In 823 (824 according to the Annals of Ulster) Blathmac, son of Flann, was martyred on Iona.


In 985 the Annals of the Four Masters record that ‘Hi-Cholulm-Chille was plundered by the Danes on Christmas night; and they killed the abbot, and fifteen of the seniors of the church along with him.’ The Annals of Ulster also record this. Happily this outrage did not go unavenged; the next year the Four Masters record that ‘a great slaughter was made of the Danes who had plundered Hi, for three hundred and sixty of them were slain through the miracles of God and Colum Cille’.


We know nothing about the history of Canna in the period between the mission of St Columba and the beginning of the thirteenth century. Norway became Christian in the first third of the eleventh century under her kings Ólaf Tryggvason and St Ólaf Haraldsson, not without some violence, and Iceland was converted about the same time – the story of that conversion can be read in the Saga of Burnt Njal. Archaeologically and linguistically as well as destructively, the Norse occupation made a deep impression on the islands of the Hebrides, certainly playing a part in the development of Scottish Gaelic as a language distinct from Irish, and affecting the oral traditions and toponymy of the isles deeply.


Practically every feature of the shores of Canna and many other Canna place-names bear appellations of Norse origins; some of these names are easily intelligible today, such as Langanes, a peninsula on the north side of the island (wrongly entered as Langan-Innis on older Ordanance Survey maps). Langanes means ‘Long Ness’ – there is a Langanes in Iceland. Tallaibrig, from Norse Hallabrekka (‘sloping hill’) on Sanday (itself a Norse name, given to islands with a conspicuous sandy beach – there is a Sanday in the Faroes); (Camus) Stianabhaig on Sanday, from steinna-vík, (‘stony bay’ – it is a very stony bay – the Gaelic Camus is superfluous). Stéidh, an anvil-shaped little island off the south-west part of Canna, from the Norse steði, anvil. Cràcasgor, one of the steep slopes in the same part of the island, from kráka, crow, and skor – in Canna, -skor or -sgor in place-names of Norse origin is used in the Faeroese sense of a steep grassy slope between two cliffs, one above and one below. A raven’s nest is there today. Làmasgor, a long steep grassy slope on the north side of the eastern part of Canna, suitable for grazing sheep (when one can get them on and off), Norse Lambaskor. Geugasgor, further west, the highest cliff on Canna and a great breeding place for puffins and other seabirds, is possibly Norse Geiguskor, ‘Dangerous Cliff’. Greòd, a large, very stony field on Sanday, must be Norse grjót, ‘stones’.


Other such names can be seen in the list of Canna place-names in Appendix IX. The origin and meaning of the name ‘Canna’ itself is uncertain. It is very interesting that the name Cana occurs in the list of British islands in the Ravenna Cosmography, as well as Scetis, ‘Skye’. The Cosmography was written early in the eighth century, and is therefore pre-Norse.2 If the identification with present Canna is to be made, this suggests a connection with Old Irish cana, cano, ‘wolf-whelp, young warrior’, Scottish Gaelic cana ‘porpoise’ or ‘dolphin’ by transference.


Porpoises and dolphins are common around Canna and the other Small Isles, and it is possible that the Muc of Eilean nam Muc, Isle of Muck, represents muc-mhara, ‘whale’, and not muc, ‘pig’, though Professor W. B. Lockwood informs me that the Norse equivalent Svíney has often been given pejoratively to Norwegian islands and skerries that are a danger to navigation.


Though the present second syllable of the Gaelic for Canna, Canaidh (rhymes with ‘eye’), does suggest the Norse ey, ‘island’, it may be significant that the fort or place of refuge at the far south-western end of the island is called Dùn Chana, not Dùn Chanaidh. The late Revd C. M. Robertson, a good Gaelic scholar, recorded the Gaelic for Canna as Eilean Chanfhathaich. three syllables, presumably with hiatus between the last two (the fh is silent); but I have not heard this pronunciation, though some speakers do unvoice the final y sound to slender ch.3


The first Norse visitor to Canna of whom there is actual record was an Icelander, Guðmundr Arason, the Bishop-elect of Holar, who sailed from Eiafjorðr in Iceland on 14 July 1202 with Hrafn Sveinbjornsson, to go to Trondhjem in Norway. They were blown completely off course by wild northerly gales, and after running great dangers, found themselves in the Hebrides. ‘And it seemed that no man could pilot them through; and most men expected that the ship would be wrecked, and the men drowned.’ Hrafn then took over the piloting of the ship, and ‘they sailed through the night; and he piloted with great skill and good fortune . . . At the moment when they had come opposite the islands, they saw day-break . . . Next they came into good harbourage, beside an island that is called Sand-ey. And there the merchants raised a harbour mark.’


There can be no doubt that this was Sanday of Canna; there is no other Sanday in the Hebrides having a good harbour.


The Norse king of the Hebrides then was King Olaf, son of Godfrey, son of Olaf Morsel; he was called Olaf the Black. King Olaf ’s bailiff came to the Bishop and Hrafn and demanded payment of landing-dues in respect of twenty Icelanders, probably the majority of the crew. Knowing landing-dues would be demanded in Norway, and as they were unwillingly in the Hebrides, they refused.




After that, Hrafn and the Bishop-elect, with very many others, went on shore, and to the church; because the Bishop-elect wished to hold services. There was the King come; and he invited the Bishop-elect to table. But when the Bishop-elect wished to go away, the King said that the Bishop-elect must do him right, or else he said he would keep him. But the Bishop-elect refused this flatly. Hrafn said that this was to be looked for, and offered to do the King honour. But he said they must have all that he had.


But when the skippers knew that the Bishop-elect and Hrafn were detained, Botolf bade the men take their weapons, and said that they should not part with so valiant a fighter without his finding out what had become of them, Hrafn and Guðmund. And when they were ready, they sprang into the boat, and rowed to land. They went ashore in battle-order. But the Hebrideans sat under a knoll, with the Bishop-elect and Hrafn.4





Peace was made between the parties and as a compromise the Bishop-elect and Hrafn paid six landing dues. It is a vivid picture; the Icelandic bishop going ashore to say Mass in St Columba’s chapel on Canna; being detained with his captain, Hrafn, by King Olaf; the Icelanders coming ashore from their ship to rescue them, and finding the Hebrideans sitting with their captives under a knoll, very possibly the conspicuous knoll known now as Cnoc nan Còrr, ‘The Knoll of the Herons’, and peace being made between the parties by intermediaries – an obscure page of Hebridean history is suddenly brightly illuminated by the story.


With regard to this and the preceding chapter, it should be pointed out that the silting up of Canna Harbour with shell sand carried eastwards from the Tràigh Bàn (‘White Beach’) on Sanday by rising tides (which come from the West) and prevailing winds, must have been going on over a prolonged period of time; and that in the days of Guðmundr Arason, and still more of St Columba, the deep water in Canna Harbour must have been far more extensive than it is today, justifying Adamnan’s description of it as a ‘great sea-bay’, especially in the days of small boats. Indeed Canna and Sanday may have been joined by sandhills at that time. The Irish Annals record many great storms since St Columba’s time, especially one in 744 which drowned many of the Iona community according to the Annals of the Four Masters.


NOTES


1. Thesaurus Palaeohibernicus, II. 190.


2. A. F. L. Rivet and Colin Smith, The Place-Names of Roman Britain, pp. 214, 296. I am grateful to Dr M. Henig for drawing my attention to this reference. With regard to the comments on the name on p. 296, if the Cana of the Ravenna Cosmography is our Canna, it cannot have anything to do with the Latin adjective cānus, ‘white’, as the prevailing colours of Canna are the green of the grass and the black of the basalt that composes the island; nor with Latin canna, ‘reed’, as reeds are not conspicuous here. Canna in fact is dolphin-shaped.


3. In a paper on the Topography of the island of Eigg, Transactions of the Gaelic Society of Inverness, xxiii. 200.


4. See A. O. Anderson, Early Sources of Scottish History, II. 358–60; A. Sommerfelt, ‘Norse-Gaelic Contacts’, Norsk Tidsskrift for Sprogvidenskap, XVI. 232.





 


__________


* The Annals of the Four Masters were compiled by four Franciscan friars, Michael, Conaire, and Cúcoigrich ó Cléirigh, and Fearfeasa Ó Maolchonaire, between 1616 and 1636 near their monastery at Donegal, from all the MS sources of Irish history available to them. Their motive for the work was the preservation of Gaelic national traditions threatened by the collapse of the last vestige of Irish independence with the defeat of Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone, at the battle of Kinsale in 1601, and his flight to Rome in 1607.





3   CANNA AND IONA


After the beginning of the eleventh century, references to Iona in the Irish annals become less frequent. But there is plenty of evidence of the continued existence of the monastic community; any idea that it was destroyed by the Norsemen and only revived by the Benedictine foundation of 1203 is quite wrong. Queen Margaret of Scotland (St Margaret), who married King Malcolm c. 1070 and died in 1093, is said to have restored the monastery, but there is no mention of such a thing in the Irish annals, which refer to the deaths of abbots of Iona in 1005, 1025, and 1099. One striking incident recorded in the Annals of Ulster for the year 1164 is the arrival of a powerful delegation from the monastery of Iona, acting on the advice of Somerled (the founder of the family of the Lords of the Isles) and the men of Argyll and the Hebrides, to try to persuade Flaithbertach ua Brolchain, who was abbot of Colum Cille’s foundation of Derry, to accept the abbacy of Iona, ‘but the successor of Patrick [at Armagh] and the King of Ireland, that is, Ua Lochlainn, and the nobles of Cenel-Eogain [Colum Cille’s clan] prevented him’.


Flaithbertach ua Brolchain died in 1175, and the Annals of Ulster then describe him as ‘successor of Colum Cille, tower of wisdom and hospitality, a man to whom the clergy of Ireland gave the chair of a bishop [in 1158 – this probably refers to his having been made a mitred abbot] and to whom was offered the succession of I [Iona], died piously’. In 1188 one Amhlaim ua Daighri died there on a pilgrimage.


The first surviving historical allusion to Canna, as far as I know, occurs in the bull of Pope Innocent III that confirmed Celestinus as abbot of the new Benedictine foundation there, and lists the endowments of the monastery. The endowments included Iona itself, the churches of the Outer Hebrides (‘lnsegal’), Mull, Colonsay, ‘Cheldubsenaig’, Chelcenneg (Kilchenzie), and Islay, and the islands of Mull, Colonsay, Oronsay, Canna, and Calvay; the lands of ‘Magenburg’, ‘Mangecheles’, ‘Herilnean’, and ‘Sotesdal’; the lands of the abbey in Islay, of Markarna (Muckairn), and ‘Camusnanesre’.* The foundation was made by Raghnall, son of Somerled, who succeeded to the Hebrides and Kintyre, and who also founded a Benedictine nunnery in Iona and a monastery of Grey Friars at Saddell in Kintyre. The abbey was to pay two bezants (about the equivalent to two sovereigns if gold, or four old shillings if silver) a year to the papacy. The bull is dated the fifth day before the Ides of December, 1203.†


The wording of the bull suggests that the possibility of trouble with regard both to the succession of the abbacy, and the abbey’s possessions, was anticipated. And indeed trouble was not long in coming. The very next year, 1204, the Annals of Ulster recorded that:




a monastery was built by Cellach [blank space follows] in the centre‡ of Iona, without any right, in dishonour of the Community of Iona, so that he spoilt§ the place greatly.





The northern Irish clergy were furious. The bishops of Tyrone and Donegal, three abbots ‘and a large number of the Commmunity of Doire [Derry, Colum Cille’s foundation] and a large number of the clergy of the North’ went over and razed the new building ‘according to the law of the Church’. Amalgaidh, the Abbot of the monastery of Derry, was elected (traditionalist) Abbot of Iona by the Irish and the Hebrideans.


One would much like to know what words were omitted or illegible after ‘Cellach’. It seems very likely that they would have been abad Ia ‘Abbot of Iona’, and that Cellach must have been the same person whose name was Latinized as ‘Celestinus’ in the papal bull of 1203. It is not difficult to sense the resentment of the clergy of the north of Ireland, which had been the original country of St Colum Cille and the scene of his early labours, at a new monastic order being brought in by an upstart Hebridean half-Norseman to take over the monastery of Iona, where the traditional order and discipline of Colum Cille had endured, in spite of Viking raids, for over six hundred years.


The great Benedictine Order, which had done so much for the Catholic religion and European civilization since its foundation at Monte Cassino in the Dark Ages, in 529, had been introduced into Scotland under the patronage and during the reign (1124–53) of King David I. In such cases as that of Raghnall, son of Somerled, and the Benedictine foundation of Iona, one can reasonably look for a woman’s influence. It is not very difficult to find here. Raghnall’s mother, as has been said, was Ragnhildis, daughter of Olaf, King of Man and the Hebrides; his sister, Beathag or Beatrix, became a Benedictine nun, and was later prioress of the Benedictine nunnery her brother founded on Iona;’1 Raghnall ‘was married to MacRandel’s daughter, or, as some say, to a sister of Thomas Randel, Earl of Murray’.2 King David I had brought the Benedictines to Urquhart, near Elgin in Moray.


Raghnall’s successors took a characteristic revenge for the Ulstermen’s raid on the new monastery of Iona. In 1212 the Annals of Ulster (which never again mention Iona after 1204) recorded that:




Thomas, son of Uchtrach with the sons of Raghnall, son of Somerligh, came to Derry of St Colum Cille with six and seventy ships, and the town was badly damaged by them, and [the peninsula of] Inishowen was completely destroyed by them and the Cenel-Conaill [whose king was Aedh ua Néill].





– Uchtrach or Uchtred (a Norse name) of Galloway had brought Benedictine nuns to Lincluden in Nithsdale, near Dumfries.3


In 1214 the attack on Derry was renewed: ‘Thomas, son of Uchtrach, and Ruaidhri, son of Raghnall, plundered Derry completely and took the treasures of the monastic Community of Derry and of the Church of [St Colum Cille’s] monastery.’4 To Iona?


Another factor in the situation needs to be considered; the history of the monastery’s endowments. A. O. Anderson quotes an entry from the Liber Censuum for 1192, where under ‘Norway’ in addition to the bishoprics of Orkney and the Hebrides and Man is entered: ‘the church of St Columba of the island of Iona; two bezants yearly.’5


This is the same amount as the Abbey of Iona was to pay the Vatican under the terms of the bull of 1203 in favour of the Benedictines! In other words, the abbey was already endowed before the Benedictine foundation, usually supposed to have been based on Raghnall, son of Somerled’s, generous assignment of the lands described in the bull, was made. It may well be that all Raghnall did was to transfer the already existing endowments from the Irish to the Benedictine foundation; but unless we can ever learn what the pre-1203 endowments were (and the information may exist in some inaccesible document in the archives of the Vatican or of the Archdiocese of Trondhjem), we cannot know. It is quite possible that Canna was part of the endowment of the monastery of Iona before 1203.


There is a remarkable traditional confirmation of what happened on Iona in 1203 in the unpublished report to Rome on the condition of the Highlands and Islands by Fr. John Tyrie, written in 1737. Fr. Tyrie says of Iona that there was once on it a great monastery, built in St Columba’s time, but later rebuilt more magnificently, with a fine church. He also says that the misfortunes of the MacLeans of Duart in the seventeenth century were popularly ascribed to their desecration of Iona, which presumably happened in the time of Sir Lachlan MacLean’s chiefship, of which we shall hear more later.


The troubles that took place on Iona and at Derry in 1203, 1204, 1212, and 1214 were the last important clashes between the sympathizers with the traditional practices of the old Gaelic or so-called Celtic Church and those of the Roman discipline. The most intransigent followers of the former were always to be found in Ulster, St Columba’s native province, so closely associated with Iona. After the coming of St Patrick in the fifth century, they had made Ireland a centre of learning and fervent Christianity, which Irish missionaries had carried all over Western Europe at a time when the Roman Empire had been overrun by barbarians. They had converted a great part of England north of the Thames, including the important kingdom of Northumbria.


But in their remote corner of Europe they had clung to an obsolete system of calculating the date of Easter, on which the dates of all the other church festivals depended, and to an abandoned style of tonsure that marked their clergy out as different; these were matters supposed to have been settled by the Synod of Whitby in 644, when uniformity with the Roman calendar and tonsure (already accepted in southern Ireland) was agreed. But various other forms of disciplinary and organizational practices were also involved, which though well suited to a loosely united rural nation, were becoming more and more disapproved of in cities where political power lay. These differences persisted for far longer. But with its magnificent record of religious and cultural achievement in the sixth and early seventh centuries, it was intolerably galling for the followers of the Gaelic church to be told by new Anglo-Saxon converts from the South of England that they were doing the wrong things. Those of us who deplore the suppression of the Tridentine Latin Mass will have some conception of their feelings.


The Benedictines settled in at Iona, and established (or continued) a magnificent tradition of stone carving. Unfortunately their own records are lost, but some of their letters to Rome survive. They had their troubles. In 1426 Dominicus (Donnchadh mac Coinnich), the same Abbot of Iona who supplicated Pope Martin in 1428 for the excommunication of the raiders who were ruining Canna, was involved in a determined attempt to prevent a scandal at the monastery when he petitioned the Pope to grant the monastery ‘the privilege that henceforth no noble be received into the monastery as a monk or brother without the unanimous consent of the Abbot and convent, since certain noble abbots who have presided in the said monastery kept noble women as concubines, had offspring by them and dowered them with the goods of the monastery’, which would be ‘totally destroyed if such nobles [i.e. Gaelic uaislean, near relations of clan chiefs] are admitted as monks, since they wish to enter only that they may receive service from, not that they may give service to, God and man.’


The Abbot was under pressure to admit as a monk one Fionghuin mac Fhionghuin or Finnon MacKinnon, nephew of a former ‘noble abbot’ and son of the chief of the clan MacKinnon, who then held lands in Mull (some formerly belonging to the monastery) as well as in Skye. The young man’s vocation to the Benedictine order was naturally regarded with scepticism. The papal response was that the Abbot and monastery be not bound to receive anyone through whose reception scandal might arise.6


In making this petition, Abbot Dominicus was making a firm stand against a very real evil which in the long run did enormous harm to the Church in Scotland: the persistent attempts, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, of the Scottish nobles and clan chiefs to obtain lucrative clerical situations for their needy younger sons, often in institutions which their pious forebears had founded and endowed in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. It can well be asked how obedience to the rules of clerical celibacy under conditions of great temptation could have been expected from the poorer secular clergy in the Highlands and Islands when the kind of example against which Abbot Dominicus protested could come from the great Benedictine monastery of Iona, which certainly violated memories of the earlier asceticism of the Celtic Church.* The ultimate result was that when the sixteenth century came, too often the man who was drawing the emoluments was not doing the work, but instead some poorly paid substitute, ill-learnt and badly equipped to dispute with the zealous followers of Luther and Calvin.


It is necessary to consider how ordinary religious life must have been arranged in the Highlands in medieval times. One gets the impression, from frequent clerical complaints in supplications to Rome of the cost of entertaining visitors at the times of major Church festivals, that on such occasions there was an influx of parishioners to attend the services in the parish church, travelling on horseback, on foot, or in small boats, and having to be fed and sheltered during the periods in question. Otherwise the priest would be likely to make a regular round of the various small thatched chapels in the remote parts of his parish in the summertime. As Highland and Hebridean parishes were far bigger than Lowland or English ones, and roads other than very rough tracks nonexistent, this is really the only way things could have been done.


Nothing is known about what became of Abbot Cellach or of Abbot Amalgaidh – the disappearance of the archives of the Benedictine monastery of Iona is a very severe loss to Highland history. On 22 April 1247 Pope Innocent IV ‘granted to the Abbot of Iona licence to use the ring and the mitre, and to give benediction, in absence of any papal legate or bishop; and pronounced that the abbot and convent of Iona . . . were not to be summoned to the general chapter of Benedictines in Scotland.7 The isles then still belonged to Norway and Iona was under the archbishopric of Trondhjem (Nidaros). After the annexation by the Scottish Crown in 1263, Pope Nicholas IV wrote to the Bishop of Argyll, on 3 October 1289, declaring that the abbey of Iona, in the diocese of Argyll, was immediately subject to the Roman Church, and not to the diocese.’8


This explains why on 15 March 1428 ‘Dominicus’ (i.e. Donnchadh, or Duncan) the abbot of Iona sent the following supplication to Rome, the earliest known surviving extended document referring to Canna:




Since in the island of CANNA, Sodor diocese, situated among the islands of Scotland and pertaining to the monastery of ST. COLUMBA, isle of HY [Iona], O.S.B., said diocese, and in the parish of St. Dorman,9 by reason of wars and other calamities in the past divers homicides, depredations and other ills were perpetrated, so that some strong men [valentes viri] of the familiars of the Abbot and convent were slain by pirates and sea rovers [predones], and divers farmers [incole] and inhabitants of the island were afraid to reside there and cultivate the land, and transferred themselves elsewhere, deserting the island to the no little loss of the said monastery, – therefore DOMINICUS, present ABBOT and the convent of the said monastery supplicate that the Pope would grant them privilege and indult that the said island of Canna and all and sundry the inhabitants of both sexes and of whatsoever condition with their servants and familiars and all who may betake themselves to the said island with their goods movable and immovable may enjoy full and free immunity in all things, as best and most honourably obtains in the kingdom of Scotland; and that the Pope would give mandate to the Bishop of Sodor that he cause the said immunity and everything concerning it to be inviolably observed in perpetuity, and that any violaters and disturbers of the peace should incur sentence of excommunication from which they may not be absolved, except at the point of death, unless they have made due satisfaction and restitution.10
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