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  Preface and Acknowledgements




  After a long career teaching and researching the history of the joint earldoms of Orkney and Caithness I have accumulated over the years a host of colleagues, former students

  and Scandinavian contacts with parallel interests in the medieval world of north Britain and the north Atlantic. We are co-workers in many fields of endeavour: primarily history and archaeology,

  language and place-name studies. The highlights of my retirement have been the volumes of essays written for me by many of these friends, students and colleagues: one resulting from a conference

  organised by Alex Woolf;1 the other a festschrift organised and edited by Beverley Ballin Smith, Simon Taylor and Gareth Williams.2 These four –whose own work in the fields of early medieval Scottish history, archaeology, place-names and numismatics has been an inspiration to me – deserve my special

  thanks.




  My focus on the history of the Norse world has benefited from collaboration with William Thomson and Sarah Jane Gibbon in Orkney, Raymond Lamb (now in Caithness) and Brian Smith in Shetland.

  Their knowledge and understanding of the history of Orkney and Shetland in the medieval period is unmatched and our discussions and correspondence over many years have been most valuable. It is

  encouraging to see the new development of teaching and research programmes undertaken by the Orkney and Shetland Colleges of the University of the Highlands and Islands, and most especially the

  focus on the history of Orkney and Shetland at the flourishing Centre for Nordic Studies where researchers such as Donna Heddle, Alexandra Sanmark and Ragnhild Liosland are taking our understanding

  of Norse society and Nordic culture in new and interesting directions.




  Norway has always provided an extra-special added dimension to my northern researches, and the many visits I have had to that wonderful country have enlightened me and enhanced my understanding

  of the northern world to which the earls belonged. Among those Norwegians whose academic support and personal friendship have helped to make me feel welcome to their country and its historical

  traditions have been Per Sveaas Andersen (whose advice I sought all those years ago when starting out on postgraduate research), Knut Helle and Ingvild Øye, Hans-Emil Lidén, Erla

  Hohler, Alf Tore Hommedal, and more recently Jon Vidar Sigurdsson and Steinar Imsen. The younger generation – some of whom have been participants in the exchange programme between the School

  of History at St Andrews and the Centre for Medieval Studies in Oslo such as Margrete Syrstad, Torhild Øien and Regin Meyer – have developed Viking and medieval Norse studies in

  different and exciting ways. I would like to acknowledge in particular the recent important publications on aspects of Orkney history by Haki Antonsson (2007), Randi Wærdahl (2011) and Ian

  Beuermann (2012).




  My own efforts in the world of Viking and Norse studies have encompassed an interdisciplinary combination of history and archaeology, with some forays into the study of place-names.3 However, my earlier focus in the Ph.D thesis on the earls of Orkney and Caithness was entirely historical,4 and it was only in

  the 1980s that I expanded my interests to include archaeology and place-names when working on the theme of Scandinavian Scotland. By reverting to the history of the earldoms in the present book I

  have once more confined myself primarily to written sources, with the unfortunate result that there is little archaeological information or analysis in the following pages. The fact of the matter

  is that there is little archaeology in the earldoms directly linked to the earls themselves. None of the pagan earls’ burial places has been located or excavated; their earldom residences at

  both Birsay and Orphir have been only partially excavated, mostly long ago, and it is not easy to draw general conclusions from the results. Churches provide the most dominant, and to some extent

  the most meaningful, surviving material evidence of the earldom establishments at both Birsay and Orphir, as also of course in Kirkwall. Archaeology is far too important to be marginalised in a

  study of medieval earldoms and it is regrettable that there is so little archaeological information which can be directly linked to the story of the Orkney and Caithness earldoms. The present book

  is not the place to embark on a more general assessment of medieval culture in the north which could include archaeological evidence; that is being done by others.5




  It may be thought that there is too great a focus in the following chapters on my own publications. The main purpose of this book is to renew, update and expand a thesis dating back forty years

  with the further work undertaken since then by me and by other scholars. William Thomson’s New History of Orkney has filled the gap as a general and fully comprehensive history of

  the islands, and Randi Wærdahl’s recent study of the ‘skattlands’ of Norway has put the Orkney earldom firmly into the Norwegian political and judicial context.6 Orkneyinga Saga (or Jarls’ Saga as it will be called) has received some detailed attention and different Old Norse scholars are

  providing further enlightenment about the significance and value of this saga evidence.7 Little has been written about the earldom in Caithness or about the

  Scandinavian parts of north Scotland.8 This book aims therefore to give a fresh assessment of the history of the joint earldoms of Orkney and Caithness

  based on my doctoral dissertation but taking it much further, and benefiting from the accumulation of information in the intervening forty years. The writing of this book has provided an

  opportunity to revisit the topic and to take a fresh look at this very remarkable long-lived northern Scottish and Norwegian political and cultural institution.




  In some respects I adjust my interpretation of the role of the earls in the histories of the two kingdoms, Norway and Scotland, and in other respects I make a new bid to impress the reader with

  the importance of these joint earldoms as part of the Viking phenomenon, and as part of Scotland’s history. The main thread in the following pages takes the story of the Viking earls beyond

  the Norse era and into medieval history. It will hopefully provide some enlightenment for those who have wondered ‘What happened to the Vikings after the Viking Age?’9




  Grateful acknowledgements are due to many people who helped with advice on particular aspects, and with the acquisition of illustrations. Duncan Stewart of the University of St Andrews Printing

  and Design Unit drew most of the maps which are such an important aid to our understanding of the earls’ place in the maritime world of northern Scotland and the North Sea zone. Paul Bibire

  kindly contributed the stemma and notes on Orkneyinga Saga and provided ready help with many linguistic questions. Simon Taylor, Brian Smith, William Thomson, Robert Smart, Elisabeth

  Okasha and Doreen Waugh responded to requests for help and advice with particular chapters or captions. Andrew MacEwan’s comments on Chapter 7 have rescued me from factual and grammatical

  errors. Alison Rosie of the National Archives of Scotland gave unstinting help with the provision of the illustrations of Earl John’s charter and of his seal. Dave Cowley of RCAHMS provided

  appropriate aerial views for the cover photographs. Other help with pictures was generously given by Geoffrey Stell, Peter Anderson, Iain Ashman, Steinar Imsen, Alf Tore Hommedal, Bjørn

  Bandlien, Morten Stige and Chris Lowe. Above all, my husband worked magic on many sometimes unsuitable images and turned them into publishable material. This book is a monument to his and

  Magnus’ devoted support in so many ways over many years.




  In addition I would like to acknowledge the professional care and high standards of the production team at Birlinn, headed by Mairi Sutherland, who devoted considerable time towards the

  publication requirements of this book and considerable patience with the author’s wishes and considerations. Alicia Correa also contributed her professional expertise as an indexer,

  maintaining our close links from her St Andrews days. This book is published on the 600th anniversary of St Andrews University with which I have been associated throughout my academic career, as

  student, postgraduate researcher and teacher of Medieval History. I hope it lives up to the University’s motto, which has inspired generations of those who have studied and taught within its

  venerable walls by the sea which unites many of the places explored and depicted in the following pages:




   




  αἰὲν ἀριστεύειν ‘Ever to Excel’




   




  St Andrews, June 2013
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  Introduction




  1971–2012




  This book is a result of research carried out and written up in a doctoral thesis forty years ago.10 It was not published at the time

  (few theses were in those days), although several chapters and articles were drawn from it and based on the evidence presented in it. This current book is, however, a great deal more than a

  rewrite. My intellectual and interdisciplinary interests have expanded in many different directions since I focused on the historical relationships of kings and earls: particularly regarding the

  archaeology of the Vikings and the Norse settlements in Scotland, but also concerning the place-name evidence for Norse settlement, the history of the medieval Church in the bishoprics of Orkney

  and Caithness, along with medieval saints’ cults, most notably the cult of Magnus Erlendsson, earl and saint of Orkney.




  A developing interest in archaeology led to a multi-disciplinary research project on the island of Papa Stour, Shetland, where a house site of the late Viking and medieval periods was excavated.

  A documentary reference to a wooden house called a ‘stofa’ led to the site at the Biggins and the discovery of a wooden building of the right type and date. This opened up a fascinating

  area of research into comparable log-timbered buildings in Norway and the north Atlantic islands. However, there are few references to this discovery and the ensuing research in the present book

  because it bears little relevance to the history of the earls of Orkney, having been built by the Norwegian regime for the use of royal officials when residing in Shetland.




  This raises another point, regarding the absence of any real focus on Shetland’s history in the present book. Shetland was detached from the earldom of Orkney in 1195 with the result that

  the earls lost control over Shetland and forfeited their estates there (see Section 6.2). The history of Shetland thereafter is rather different and the impact of direct rule

  from Norway caused it to develop in a distinctive way, which means that there is little to say with respect to the history of the earldom until the Sinclair earls reasserted

  some control over Shetland after 1379 (see Section 8.2.3).11




  Another aspect of the history of the earldoms has come to the fore in recent studies and publications: the medieval Church in Orkney and Caithness, most particularly the role of the bishops in

  the two earldoms and their relationship with the earls and the kings.12 As will be seen, that relationship was often a difficult one which resulted in

  some bloody and violent clashes, causing the earls great problems for their position in their two earldoms. These clashes reveal a great deal about ecclesiastical policies and the programme of

  increasing episcopal authority, especially the ways in which the kings of Scotland used the Church to further their own policies of increasing royal authority in the most northerly Scottish

  diocese. As far as Orkney is concerned, the relationship between the bishop and the king of Norway was bad for most of the fourteenth century, possibly due in part to the particular circumstances

  of increasing Scottish influence. There is much more to be studied and understood about the role of the Church in the history of the two earldoms.




  An additional element in the present analysis of the status of the earls of Orkney and Caithness is a focus on the martyrdom of Earl Magnus Erlendsson, and the growth and spread of his cult (see

  Chapter 5). Saints’ cults in general became of particular personal interest with the development of a research project on the cult of St Clement, which enhanced my

  understanding of the importance of saints’ cults and what they can tell us about medieval life and culture. Again this project does not feature in the current book, for the cult of St Clement

  is of little relevance to earldom history, there being no evidence that the cult made any impact whatsoever in Orkney or Caithness, although it was of rich significance in Norway and Denmark (and

  to some extent in Iceland). Nonetheless, understanding the significance of that cult and of the royal cults of Scandinavia has enhanced my appreciation of the status which was gained by the

  sanctification of the Orkney saint-earls. This was a development of great importance for the earldom dynasty and one which enhanced the reputation of the Orkney earldom among the countries of

  northern Europe.13




  In another respect this book is much expanded from the 1971 thesis in its coverage of the early centuries of the earldoms from the coming of Earl Rognvald of Møre and the grant of Orkney

  to his brother Sigurd (c.870) through to the mid-twelfth century. This period requires familiarity with and understanding of interdisciplinary studies and the importance of archaeological and

  place-name evidence, as well as the ability to use Old Norse sources sensitively. Using these sources of evidence for better understanding of the early centuries had already

  been developed by the author when writing the handbook Scandinavian Scotland (1987).14 The writing of that book (and a number of further

  publications on the Vikings in Scotland) has provided the groundwork for the study of the Viking and medieval earldoms in Chapters 3 and 4.




  Place-name, or toponymic, evidence is another area of inter-disciplinary studies with which I have been engaged since 1971, and which, as noted, was included in my study of Scandinavian Scotland

  in 1987. Toponymic evidence is an important basis for a better understanding of Scandinavian settlement in the Northern and Western Isles and in north Scotland, and this evidence has been used in a

  fairly general way to chart the spread of Scandinavian settlement in the islands and in north Scotland (see Section 3.3). Place-names have also been used in an attempt to

  analyse the movements of earldom forces around north Scotland,15 while consideration of the habitative farm name Houseby in Orkney (huseby) has

  been used to provide possible evidence for policies regarding royal, or earldom, administrative structures in Orkney.16




  The ‘papar’ project was another research direction which took me away from earldom history, but which has some bearing on the process of Scandinavian settlement in the Northern and

  Western Isles.17 This was a multi-disciplinary project intended to compare all the islands called Papay (in the Northern Isles) or Pabbay (in the Western

  Isles) and locations with a Papil, Payble, or Bayble name, in an attempt to understand the reasons why these places were named after the Celtic priests whom the Norse called papar

  (‘fathers’ or ‘priests’). It showed that the majority of the places so named were fertile (some were very fertile) and some of them very strategically located. These names

  possibly indicate that such places were used by the early Viking raiders as supply bases for their fleets. Were the Celtic priests’ settlements left undisturbed by the Norse so that crops

  could be grown, and pastoral economy continue, and the products accessed for the Vikings’ own needs and requirements? Were these locations given papar names to indicate their

  function as supply bases for the Viking fleets?18 This theory relates to the earliest phase of raiding and is not therefore included as part of the

  earldom story.19




  The foregoing explanation should make it clear that, during the intervening forty years, research projects of very different kinds have occupied my time, not many of which

  have been directly concerned with the history of the earldoms of Orkney and Caithness. The eclectic range of subject areas may not have been completely relevant to the earls and their history, but

  they have expanded my horizons beyond a narrow historical focus, and have helped to make this book of a rather different quality from the original thesis. A brief survey will now highlight some of

  the issues with which it is concerned, and point towards the main conclusions.




  EARLS AND KINGS




  The book starts off with a contextualisation of the important geographical nature underlying these two conjoint earldoms, as well as a brief survey of previous historical

  studies (Chapter 1). It continues with an evaluation of the different kinds of (mostly) written evidence that provides the source material (Chapter 2), and then proceeds to the origin of the

  earldoms and the Viking earls, based on the saga story (Chapter 3). Chapter 4 describes the period after the conversion and establishment of the Orkney bishopric by Earl Thorfinn which is the basis

  of the development of the medieval earldom, when the trajectory was set for the establishment of a settled society ruled by the earls. With the appearance of the kings of Norway, intent on

  challenging the earls’ control of these fertile islands and using them for the establishment of their own far-flung imperial designs on the islands of Britain and Ireland, another feature

  comes into the picture which is going to be an important side of the political story, threatening the independent status of the earls.




  The two earldoms have been practically established by this date, forming a joint lordship divided (or united) by the Pentland Firth. There is focus on the nature of the dual lordship which was

  the basis of the two earldoms, and better awareness that they remained two separate earldoms, which is a phenomenon of some interest. The questions asked relate to the family’s ability to

  maintain control over the joint earldoms and how the rivalries and power struggles were resolved in the period when the saga sources are available. Once the saga sources cease (post-1230) we have

  very little evidence telling us about the individual earls, and this coincides with inheritance of the claim to the earldoms by Scottish heirs and the end of joint or divided rule by two or more

  members of the earldom family (see Section 7.1).




  One of the main themes of the present book (as also of the 1971 thesis) is the relationship of the earls with their two overlords, the kings of Norway and Scotland. How did this relationship

  develop and change over time? The political interest of the phase after 1230 is concerned with the earls’ role in national history and the relationship of the earls with their two kings.

  These are very ‘medieval’ themes and the Orkney and Caithness earldoms are a special addition to the corpus of ‘feudal’ history.20

  They continued to operate as a dual lordship subject to two quite separate national kingdoms and two different cultures. The circumstances of ‘divided loyalty’ become a pressing issue

  in the events of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries (see Chapters 6 and 7).




  This period saw the rise of royal authority and the expansion of the power of kings to the furthermost limits of their national territory – or maritime dominion. In this process the earls

  were squeezed between the two advancing royal powers of Norway and Scotland, and one of the particular interests of this study is the process of curtailment. How and to what extent did the earls

  lose some of their powers and lands in the islands and on the north Scottish mainland? Again this is a very ‘medieval’ theme and the joint earldoms provide dramatic evidence and a very

  illuminating case-study of the process of the growth of royal authority at the expense of aristocratic independence. The methods used by the kings to bring their earls to heel had to be

  particularly effective for such peripheral parts of their kingdoms and we should not underestimate the problems faced in imposing royal officials and central systems of administration.21 The earls nearly always survived, although their power and authority in their earldoms was curtailed, and their lands reduced by various means of appropriation.

  They were theoretically foremost members of the Norwegian king’s ‘hird’ (ON hirð), the close circle of followers and warriors who were attached to the royal service

  by oaths of loyalty22 (see Section 7.2). However, their attendance at the Norwegian royal court can only have been spasmodic.




  Links with the kings of Scotland were probably less close and less formal. The peripheral place of the earls in the aristocratic community suggests that their involvement in the central events

  of the Scottish kingdom would have been minimal. Any contact we learn of is usually a result of the earls being on the receiving end of royal displeasure, or coming to terms

  after some event in which they had been less than loyal. Their traditional role as defenders of the northern Scottish maritime zone was severely tested in the situation of antagonism between the

  two kings, the earl’s two overlords, in 1263 (see Section 7.3). There was no such institution as the Norwegian hird to keep them in close contact with the Scottish king

  and his court, although they would have had to do homage to the king, and swear an oath of loyalty when inheriting their earldom.




  JOINT EARLDOMS




  Embarking on the study of the medieval earldoms of Orkney and Caithness entailed a move into uncharted territory. These earldoms had never been looked at as a joint lordship,

  worthy of study as a political phenomenon in its own right. Caithness was a very peripheral part of Scottish history, and Orkney was not part of Scotland at all for most of the medieval period. The

  saga of the earls (Jarls’ Saga), or Orkneyinga Saga as it is more usually known, had long been recognised as a remarkable example of the writing of sagas by the literate

  Icelanders, and appreciated for its evidence of life in the islands, and the deeds of the earls from the late ninth to the late twelfth century (see Section 2.1). But the

  post-saga period had been written about only briefly by Orkney historians, and also briefly (but percipiently) by Joseph Anderson in his Introduction to the Hjaltalin and Goudie translation of the

  Orkneyinga saga (Anderson 1873; facsimile 1973).




  From the Norwegian side it has recently been pointed out that there has been a lack of historical writing on the ‘skattlands’ by Norwegian historians, and this vacuum has formed the

  rationale for a research project led by Steinar Imsen of the University of Trondheim (NTNU).23 For the first time this project has brought together the

  history of the skattlands, peripheral Norwegiansettled communities which paid skat (tax); both the Atlantic islands (Iceland, Faeroe, Shetland and Orkney, the Hebrides) and the eastern frontier

  province of Jemtland, together with the northern regions of Norway beyond the Arctic circle.24 The publications resulting from this project have already

  provided a substantial body of evidence for the importance of these peripheral areas in Norwegian history, and brought into focus the wide-ranging geographical zone of

  Norwegian influence which emanated from the earlier Viking era and Norse diaspora.25




  The main research enquiry behind the skattland project is the political history of the extension of Norwegian royal authority, as well as the impact of that royal authority on the individual

  skattlands.26 It is therefore focused on the High and Later medieval period, from the time of Norgesveldet, which is traditionally understood to

  mark the high point of the Norwegian medieval kingdom, before the ravages of the Black Death and ensuing political problems of the later Middle Ages. This period included the reign of Hakon

  Hakonsson (1217–1263), which saw the loss of the Hebrides and the corresponding gain of Iceland and Greenland under direct royal authority, and especially the reign of his son Magnus

  Hakonsson ‘the Lawmender’ (lagabøter) (1263–1280). King Magnus’ by-name is fully justified by the evidence for a reformation of Norway’s laws in his

  reign. First the different provincial laws were revised and then in 1274 a national law code, the Landlaw, was promulgated for the whole country and ‘Norway became one

  jurisdiction’.27 Orkney and Shetland would have been part of this legal province and the judicial standardisation must have been an important factor

  in incorporating the islands in the national Norwegian political community.




  Caithness, however, would have continued to use traditional legal structures, although we know little of what these were. The earl may have played a role in the judicial arrangements in

  Caithness and the public assemblies probably continued to function. The Scottish system of sheriff courts was not extended to north Scotland until the early sixteenth century: before then Inverness

  was the nearest –but rather distant – centre of royal justice. The two earldoms therefore diverged markedly in judicial provision from the late thirteenth century, a situation which

  must have served to widen the differences between them.




  The subtitle of Chapter 1: ‘Joint Earldoms and Divided Loyalties’ expresses the dichotomy of a situation in which two earldoms were united in the hands of one family and usually one

  person, but the loyalties of the family and earl were divided between two overlords. The two halves of the family’s lordship were united by a waterway, the Pentland Firth, a situation

  stemming from the Viking Age when maritime factors created non-territorial units, usually islands, linked by the sea. In the case of Orkney, Shetland and Caithness, the islands were linked to the northern fringe of a land mass – very much a territorial unit – and this was going to turn into a problem. As the Middle Ages progressed, this waterway

  became a boundary, and eventually a frontier. We will consider this phenomenon more closely in the following chapters, and start off Chapter 1 with looking at the political and maritime contexts of

  our study area.
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Between Norway and Scotland





  Joint Earldoms and Divided Loyalties




  1.1 POLITICAL AND MARITIME CONTEXTS28




  The political history of the medieval earldoms of Orkney and Caithness is quite significant in the context of the wider European medieval picture. These were two earldoms which

  were part of two different national and political entities, but they were held by the same family, and sometimes the same individual. The question as to how the two earldoms related to each other

  is an important consideration, and there will be a close focus on the relationship of the two halves of this combined lordship, the offshore insular half (Orkney and Shetland) and the territorial

  half in the north of the Scottish mainland (Caithness). It is the very duality of this political unit which is so significant. There is the duality of medieval/feudal honour29 and title, the duality of loyalty to two national kingdoms and territorial overlords, and the duality of relating to the histories of two very different north European

  societies and cultures. This duality emanated from the circumstances by which the earldoms were united in one individual’s possession for most of the period under discussion but remained

  separate units throughout their existence.30 They were also two independent feudal honours, two earldoms subject to two different overlords, two separate

  entities, and yet two halves of a whole unit of lordship, united by water. This is a distinctive political phenomenon, difficult to match elsewhere in medieval Europe, which is worthy of

  consideration.




  1.1.1 Waterways, Lordships and Power Centres




  Starting off with the all-important matter of maritime geography underlying the power bases of the earls of Orkney and Caithness, we have two groups of islands, Orkney and

  Shetland, located between Norway and the British Isles, and very marginal to these two territorial masses. However, the southern group, the Orkney Islands, is only a short distance from the north

  mainland of Scotland, where the joint earldom of Caithness was based, although separated from Orkney by the turbulent waters of the Pentland Firth, where ‘the mouth of Charybdis’ lay as

  is said in the medieval Norwegian chronicle of Theodoric the monk.31




  This waterway and the waters separating Orkney from the more northerly Shetland Isles were no barrier to colonists from Britain who settled these islands in prehistoric times. In the Late Iron

  Age they were part of the kingdom of the Picts which covered the northern part of what is now called Scotland, and the name ‘Orkney’ dates from that period and is derived from the

  Celtic language which they, presumably, spoke.32 The name Shetland is Norse,33 and different from its

  pre-Scandinavian name which was Innsi Catt (‘Isles of Cats’); this is the same totemic term as lies behind the origin of the first element of the Norse name Caithness (ON

  Katanes) for the extreme north-east portion of the Scottish mainland. The province of Cait included the whole of Caithness and Sutherland.34

  Links had therefore already been established between the north Scottish mainland and the offshore islands long before the Norse arrived.




  When the Vikings dominated northern waters, the sea passage around the north of the British Isles was an important maritime feature which they needed to control. This was a crucial sea route for

  maintaining communication between different parts of the northern world. In order to control and police it the two provinces of the Orkney Islands (where the tribe of the Orc lived) and the north

  Scottish mainland (the land of the Cataibh) had to be in the hands of the same warlords and Viking pirates, and eventually their political successors. This factor made the Orkney–Caithness

  connection quite important; if a Norse earl had ruled the islands and a Scottish earl had ruled Caithness, control of the waterway would have been disputed. It is the importance of this waterway

  which led to the two earldoms becoming established and continuing to exist jointly as one lordship for 500 years. It helps to explain why the earldoms never separated and were never divided between

  different members of the earldom kindred.




  Although the Northern Isles of Orkney and Shetland had formed part of the Pictish world in the first centuries of our era, the Celtic culture they established in these

  islands was, if not obliterated by the Scandinavian influx in the eighth and ninth centuries ad, very much dominated by the new arrivals from the east. All traces of the Celtic language were

  erased, and the Vikings became the dominant component in both Orkney and Shetland.35 So the Northern Isles were divorced from the culture of Scotland for

  some centuries. This was not so certainly the case in Caithness on the north Scottish mainland, where the indigenous population survived to some degree and did so increasingly further south down

  the north Scottish mainland through Sutherland.36 The place-names are evidence of a very dominant Norse settlement in the north-eastern part (the

  ‘Ness’ of Caithness) (see Section 3.3.2), but this toponymic evidence becomes more evidently intermingled with Gaelic nomenclature further south-east, and

  westwards towards the west coast.37 The culture of Caithness most probably became very rapidly hybridised with Gaelic as the Middle Ages progressed, in

  Sutherland even more so (see Section 4.4.3). Naturally, southern Scottish culture became an increasingly important element in the Norse settlements of the north Scottish

  mainland, particularly as the kings of Scots came to regard this territory as part of their realm, and were able, by the late twelfth century, to lead expeditions right into the heart of the

  Caithness earldom (see Chapter 6). The territorial part of the earls’ domain was inevitably going to become integrated into the medieval Scottish kingdom. This process

  stopped at the Pentland Firth, however, and the islands of Orkney and Shetland remained a part of the maritime world of the North Sea and Atlantic Ocean until the islands were pledged to Scotland

  in 1468–9 (see Chapters 8 and 9).




  In the Viking world power and expansion were based on control of the seaways, and the location of the islands in the Atlantic became obvious targets for the warriors with ships who were able to

  cross open seas with ease. Western Norway faces out to sea, and is divorced from the interior of the country by mountain ranges which were always a formidable barrier. However, the coastal

  communities have a sea route up and down the coast, sheltered by the chains of islands from the rougher waters. This is the ‘north way’ (the meaning of the name Norway), which leads to

  the northern hunting grounds and also round the southern province of Jaeren into Skaggerak and the Viken for maritime access to south-eastern Norway. It was only a stage further to cross the North

  Sea to Shetland and Orkney, and the radius of maritime contacts from Bergen in western Norway includes Shetland within the same diameter as Trondheim or the southern tip of Norway (see Figure 1.1). The radius of maritime contacts from Stavanger includes Orkney as well as Jutland in Denmark. Once the Viking ships had crossed the stretch of open water between

  Norway and Shetland (which can be done in twenty-four hours with a good wind), they could then sail within sight of land all the way south-west to Ireland and the Irish Sea. Shetland was a

  strategic base for moving further north and west to the Faeroes and Iceland, and the Orkney Isles were a nodal point in the maritime routeways around the British Isles. Situated as they are at the

  very north of Scotland they provide a base for access down the western and eastern coasts to the whole of England, so that control of these islands was crucial for Norwegian navies which had plans

  to raid or conquer Scotland and England. They provided a power base for ambitious conquerors and plentiful resources for supply of provisions.




  

    

  




  

    [image: ]

  




  Figure 1.1 Map of Norway and Scotland, showing how the radius of maritime contact from Bergen in western Norway includes Shetland within the same

  diameter as the district of Møre, south of Trondheim, and the Skagerrak, the sea passage between Norway and Denmark. The radius of maritime contact from Stavanger which includes Orkney also

  extends to the south of Jutland.
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  Figure 1.2 Map of the three parts of the earldom lordship – Shetland, Orkney, Caithness.


  


  As will be seen later, the Orkneys were a group of islands which had many favourable features for settlement and the exercise of political power. The Mainland of Orkney

  (the biggest central island) is surrounded by the north isles such as Rousay, Sanday and Westray, and the south isles of Burray and South Ronaldsay, all within easy sailing distance of the main

  power centres on Mainland.38 One of the earliest earldom power centres was on the Brough of Birsay, on the west Mainland coast, which provided direct

  access to the western sea route. Orphir became an important earldom estate in the twelfth century; it lies on the north shore of Scapa Flow, the large sheltered inland sea which has provided a

  refuge for fleets throughout history (see Section 4.6.1 and Figure 4.7). The islands around Scapa Flow protected this inland harbour, and the

  island of Hoy (Há-ey, ‘high island’) provided shelter from the south-west gales. The urban centre of Kirkwall grew up at a strategic point on an isthmus connecting Scapa

  Flow with the route to the north isles of Orkney, and providing an accessible political, commercial and ecclesiastical power hub from the twelfth century (until the present day). Above all, Scapa

  Flow gave direct access to the Pentland Firth, the waterway which divided the two earldoms of Orkney and Caithness but which was the main route for sailing around the north coast of Scotland (see

  Figure 1.3).




  Of course this waterway united the two earldoms in terms of medieval contact, rather than divided, and as already noted, made it imperative that the earls maintained control of the Firth in

  order to maintain control of the sailing routes. The perils of navigating the tidal streams and rips which swirl along the Firth twice a day – as well as the feared whirlpool called the

  Swelchie – should not be underestimated, and the sagas provide plenty of examples of disastrous shipwrecks of people whose loss caused grief and dislocation in their home

  country.39 But, for the earls, with their followings and local watchmen who knew the dangers of the Firth well, it was quite possible to maintain

  political control over the two sides of the Firth and combine their island domain with their territorial one in a joint power base, difficult though that may seem to us today.




  The joint earldoms were really a tripartite maritime lordship, consisting of Shetland, Orkney and Caithess, all three divided by rough waters. At the northern extremity, Shetland, a separate

  archipelago, had its own culture and distinctive geography. Composed of much harder and older rocks than Orkney (except for the southern peninsula of Dunrossness), Shetland is far less fertile with

  respect to arable culture, although with excellent pasture for stock-raising and surrounded by rich fishing grounds. It is divided by deep voes, like miniature fjords, with

  large islands at the northern end of the archipelago. It was less easy to maintain political control over this extensive seascape, although the þing site at Tingwall40 was well placed for access from both north and south for the Shetland farmers to attend the annual Lawthing assembly. Shetland was an integral part of the Orkney

  earldom until it was brought directly under the control of the Norwegian Crown in 1195 as a result of the treacherous behaviour of Earl Harald Maddadson (see Section 6.2).

  Once the most northerly component of the earldom had been lost, the remaining combination of Orkney and Caithness (which continued to be a joint lordship for nearly another 200 years), was pulled

  inevitably in a southerly direction.41 Of the three component parts, Shetland remained the most closely connected with Norway being nearest to the western

  province of Hordaland and the administrative centre at Bergen. When the earls no longer posssessed Shetland, they were possibly less closely connected with west Norway, although they still had to

  attend the royal court for their installation and when summoned for important meetings.




  The tripartite maritime lordship did not survive into the thirteenth century. But the close ties between Orkney and Caithness did survive, and Caithness was a part of the northern Scandinavian

  world and linked, emotionally and economically, with the Norwegian earldom throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, although Scottish influences moved rapidly north in the fourteenth

  century and the earls’ power base in Caithness was reduced during the same period. We can recognise some geographical determinism in the surviving connection between the two earldoms, for the

  geological situation in Orkney and north-east Caithness is remarkably similar. Both are composed of low-lying level sheets of Old Red Sandstone (Devonian) flags.42 Farming this fertile soil would have been done by similar methods, large-scale cultivation of arable land, producing crops of barley and oats, worked by the tenants (earlier

  slaves) based on earldom demesne estates. These Caithness estates in the north-east part (called the ‘Ness’ in the sagas) and along the north coast, would eventually be farmed by the

  bondi, wealthier farmers whom we meet in Jarls’ Saga, usually because they were being fined, or worse, by the Scottish kings (see Sections 6.4.2 and

  6.7.2). There is evidence from the saga that the earls fought hard to win Caithness in the first century of the earldom (see Sections 3.4.2 and

  3.6.2), and that they then frequently resided there to maintain control or defeat their rivals. This was dictated by geography and by earldom ambition southwards, for there

  were campaigns to conquer and absorb Sutherland into the Caithness earldom and to conquer, but not to absorb, Easter Ross into the earldom in the eleventh century (see Section

  4.2.1).
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  Figure 1.3 Map of the Pentland Firth, indicating the proximity of the north Caithness coast and the south isles of Orkney, although divided by the

  treacherous waters of the Firth. Local pilots would know how to avoid the Swelchie (ON svelgr, ‘swirl, current, whirlpool, stream’) as mentioned in the account in OS

  Chapter 74. OS Taylor, p. 189, n.3, gives references to saga accounts of shipwrecks in the Swelchie.




  Eventually the southern frontier of earldom power retreated back to Caithness alone, as Sutherland was taken away, and north Scotland became vulnerable to royal campaigns and heavy retribution

  which must have reduced the wealth the earls derived from this area. To some degree it is this Scottish earldom which provides the most dramatic evidence of the attrition of lordly independence by

  royal authority which is a feature of medieval kingdoms everywhere, although the earls also faced crackdowns on their freedom of control in their island earldom. However,

  their Norwegian overlords were rather more remote in terms of actual distance, although the North Sea was not an insuperable barrier to the exercise of royal authority, as is very evident from the

  occasions when royal fleets arrived in Orkney (in 1098, 1151 and 1263) (see Sections 4.3.1 and 7.3.2).




  1.2 EARLS OF DIFFERENT KINGDOMS




  Despite the linking of the two earldoms in one family and the survival of the conjoint comital unit, it was of course the case that the earls were subject to two very different

  political systems and earls of quite separate national entities. The earls of Orkney were part of a kingdom where power was maintained by maritime access; Norway has been called a ‘sea-borne

  realm’ in the period before the mid-thirteenth century. After that there was a change from kingship based on sea to royal dominion based on land,43

  although administrative structures then in place maintained royal authority over the islands in the west. It was at this same period that the term ‘skattland’ came into use in Norway to

  describe those external parts of the Norwegian kingdom which paid taxes (ON skattr).44 This term is used in Magnus

  ‘Lawmender’s’ Landlaw, issued in 1274, which was a new national Lawcode introduced into the skattlands as well.45 During this

  period the development of Norway into a medieval kingdom on the lines of the countries of western and northern Europe took place, and the new law of hereditary succession to the throne meant that

  the king was recognised as sovereign overlord of the skattland territories as well as in the Norwegian kingdom. The inhabitants of skattlands were theoretically considered to be royal subjects.

  This new concept developed just at the time that the Hebrides were lost, and replaced by Iceland and Greenland as skattlands, which submitted to royal overlordship in 1263–4. There was a

  ‘state-formation process’ by which the peripheral Atlantic communities were incorporated into the medieval kingdom.46 The earls were also

  incorporated into this political structure nominally, although they probably retained a certain degree of independence being so far removed from the main centres of royal authority.




  This is something of a contrast to the earldom of Caithness, which was part of the mainland of Scotland, and therefore always territorially part of the political structures in the kingdom, a

  fact which seems to have been theoretically acknowledged by the earls from almost the beginning of the earldom, at least as far as can be understood from Jarls’

  Saga (see Section 3.6). This was entirely based on territorial links, and sea power did not come into the picture. Land-based authorities have a simpler task in front of

  them when they develop theories of national identity and a kingdom grows towards its natural boundaries, particularly where the boundaries are defined by the sea. However, the kings of Scots were

  rather slow to get marching on the road to the creation of a single and undivided kingdom, for throughout the earliest period of the earldoms’ history there were several political groupings

  in north Scotland, all of them vying with each other to dominate militarily. The ongoing struggle of the kings of Alba to defeat their rivals occupied two centuries and delayed the process of

  extending Scottish authority to Caithness.We will find that the earls battled with the rulers of Moray to the south (see Section 3.4), who constantly opposed the growing power

  of the kings of Alba (Scotland), and it was not until this Moravian dynasty was finally crushed by a series of campaigns in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries that the Scottish kings were

  able to extend their authority north of the Beauly Firth.47 They were greatly aided in their ability to lead military expeditions to the furthest north of

  mainland Scotland with moral justification by the mistakes made by Earl Harald and his son Earl John with regard to the episcopal authorities in Caithness (see Sections

  6.4.1 and 6.7.1).




  Caithness was therefore a province of the kingdom of Scotland which, despite the different ethnicity of the population and its Norse culture, was always going to be brought closer to the kingdom

  of which it was an integral part when the opportunity offered. It was incorporated by a punitive process of heavy fines, rather than the installation of royal officials or the confiscation of

  earldom lands (although the kings attempted to implement both). The bond with the king of Scots was sealed by the personal submission of the earl, symbolised by the oath of fealty and the feudal

  ceremony of homage, and in return the earl was granted his earldom with full freedom to run the northern province much as he liked. The nearest sheriff was based in Inverness, well to the south of

  Caithness, and other royal officials such as baillies and ‘crowners’ only appear in the documentary record for Caithness in the fourteenth century.48




  The way in which the earl of Orkney was bound to his Norwegian overlord was somewhat different, although it involved a ceremony of submission, and each earl was supposed to renew his allegiance

  to each new king. These ceremonies are mentioned in passing in the course of the saga story of the earls (and we cannot be sure that the later description was not influenced

  by the saga writer’s experience of the earls’ relationship in his own times). The record of the events of 1210 when the joint earls John and David Haraldsson went to make their peace

  with King Ingi and Jarl Hakon is likely to be an accurate rendering of how the two earls were reconciled, as it was recorded in an almost contemporary saga. They had to pay a large fine (for not

  having visited the king to give their allegiance sooner), give security and hostages and swear loyalty and obedience. Then ‘in the end, King Ingi made them his earls over Orkney and Shetland,

  upon such terms as were adhered to until their death-day’.49 This indicates that the grant of the earldom to the heir was not an automatic

  development, but conditional upon certain terms, which could be set by each king with the new earl. It was a situation which developed after their father Harald Maddadson had been tangentially

  involved in the Eyiarskeggjar rising against King Sverre and paid dearly for his disloyalty, losing Shetland, and having his powers over his earldom curtailed (see Section

  6.2.2).




  Earls in Norway were few and far between by this date, and regarded with some reservation, as can be seen from the law governing the king’s hird.50 It was a title of nobility which by that date was only granted to members of the royal family for life, and, in a situation where there was no system of primogeniture, these

  powerful individuals could be regarded as a threat by those already seated on the throne (and there might be more than one king sharing power until later in the twelfth century, when primogeniture

  was at last acknowledged as the normal method of inheritance). The earls of Orkney were always an exception, in that it was acknowledged that the sons of an Orkney earl had a right to claim the

  earldom, but it came to be treated as more of an official appointment with a residual inherited family right to the title. The difficulty of knowing what the terms of an earl’s appointment

  were, and whether these differed over time will be discussed more fully below in Section 7.2.1.




  The two earldoms therefore developed into somewhat different honours, both in nature and in status. We have no indication of how the earls regarded these differences but they were doubtless very

  well aware of them; the circumstances of their relationship with their two overlords, the king of Scots to the south and the king of Norway over the sea to the east, must have been rather important

  factors in their lives. They faced two ways and the dichotomy of the two cultures, Scots and Norse, was something they lived with and adjusted to, even those new earldom dynasties which moved north

  from southern Scotland in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries (see Sections 7.1.3, 7.6.2).




  1.2.1 Peripheral communities




  From the point of view of the kings and royal administration the earldoms were peripheral to the political heartlands of both Scotland and Norway. The concept of ‘centre

  and periphery’ has been much used by historians in recent decades, and as the young kingdoms grew into political units the communities on the fringes of the geographical national terrain were

  seen to be natural objectives for domination and incorporation. As far as Norway was concerned the distances between political centre and periphery ‘were immense’, whether it was the

  Fenno–Scandinavian north, the oceanic western islands, or the forested parts of eastern Norway on the borders with Sweden. The islands off the Scottish coasts were certainly highly

  peripheral, if less so than Iceland and Greenland, which could only be reached by extremely long voyages of two to four weeks.51




  It is interesting to make a comparison of the province of Jemtland on the eastern, forested frontier of Norway with the earldom of Orkney, both of them physically detached from the political

  centres of government, although with entirely different political structures. Jemtland was conquered by King Sverre in 1178, and was treated as a skattland like Orkney. One difference was that it

  was part of the archbishopric of Uppsala in Sweden, whereas Orkney and Shetland were part of the Norwegian archbishopric of Nidaros (from 1152/1153). The Jemtlanders were remarkably independent,

  and renowned for their self-government, and in this respect the comparison with Iceland is frequently cited by local historians.52 Certainly their

  identity was regional and they considered themselves to be ‘Jemtlanders’ rather than Norwegian, just like Icelanders, (and also Orcadians). Steinar Imsen emphasises that these

  skattlands were turned into ‘provincial communes’, a process by which the Norwegian Crown ruled these outlying communities through a class of ‘royal liegemen’ (ON

  hirðmenn) but also allowing the local elites to dominate the legal and administrative operations in their locality.53 The granting of

  community seals to both areas is a striking indication of how the Norwegian Crown regarded these peripheral skattland communities to be worthy of the accolade of having their own independent means

  of confirming their own legal judgements with sealed documents.54 It was also probably intended that the granting of seals with the royal symbol (the lion

  rampant holding the Norwegian axe) included in the image would help to bind these peripheral ‘provincial communes’ closer to the Norwegian Crown and to give them

  a sense of identity with royal authority.55 There is good evidence of the importance of possessing the seal in a difficult political situation in Orkney

  with the rule of David Menzies in the 1420s which is dramatically revealed in the Complaint against him (see Section 8.4.1); while a series of fourteenth-century documents

  from Jemtland demonstrate how the seal could be misused there in similarly dramatic circumstances.56




  Caithness was also peripheral to the Scottish royal power centres in Edinburgh and Stirling, although more easily accessible to a land army than the Hebrides which came into Scottish possession

  in the 1260s. By that date Caithness had finally been penetrated by royal armies, through expeditions in the late twelfth century and in 1223 after the burning of Bishop Adam (see Sections 6.3 and 6.7.1). These were visible and memorable demonstrations that the king’s peace ‘should run undisturbed and the royal will be

  unchallenged throughout Scotland’.57 However, the danger of having his kingdom bordering on to the realm of the Norwegian king was brought

  forcefully into the open when King Hakon’s great naval expedition of 1263 sailed along the north coast of Scotland. Even more disturbing to the susceptibilities of the Scottish king must have

  been the evidence that King Hakon sent a force across to Caithness to impose a fine on the men of Caithness for ensuring their non-combatance during the time of hostilities. The letter which he

  wrote at the time found its way into the Scottish central archives, showing that it had been (probably) passed there by the inhabitants of Caithness caught between the two warring kings (see

  Section 7.3.2 for the whole story). This incident showed only too clearly how accessible northern Scotland was to a hostile Norwegian fleet – perhaps in some respects

  still more accessible than to a Scottish land army. Of course at the other end of the kingdom the kings of Scots had a southern land frontier which was easily crossed by hostile English armies, but

  the Border country was also more easily defended than the northern coastal province of Caithness. There are however some interesting parallels with the far south-western province of Galloway which

  King William struggled to assert his authority over at the same time as he also cracked down on Caithness in the late twelfth century.58




  1.2.2 Borders and frontiers59




  The waterway which divided – or united – the earldoms of Caithness and Orkney has already been mentioned several times. We can never ignore this important feature

  in our study of the history of the two earldoms. What role did it play, locally and nationally? The very fact that these two earldoms on the northern and southern sides of the Pentland Firth were

  held by the same family reflects an early medieval age of fluid frontiers and personal lordship over men and their territories.60 That picture is

  exemplified by the many incidents in Jarls’ Saga showing the earls and their relatives and followers moving to and fro across the Firth as if it was one social and political arena,

  without any difference of national identity. The supposed agreement between the Norwegian King Magnus barfættr (‘Barelegs’) and the Scottish king Edgar which followed on

  King Magnus’s war-cruise around the northern and western coasts of Scotland in 1098 may have defined the various spheres of authority in theory, but it probably made very little difference to

  the situation on the ground – or over the water. The constant activity of ships moving across the Firth as described in the twelfth-century section of Jarls’ Saga certainly

  gives no impression that the actors in the dramatic incidents were in the least bit concerned about whether they were acting out their roles on a Norwegian or a Scottish stage (see Section 4.5). If it was then a ‘boundary’, it should have made the Norwegian kings wary of infiltrating the southern, Scottish, side of the Firth, and yet we hear about

  King Eystein Haraldsson capturing Earl Harald Maddadson in the harbour of Thurso in 1151 (OS, Chapter 91). The Scottish kings’ authority in Caithness at this time (especially King

  David’s) was exercised by attempting to influence the inheritance of the earls, and by promoting the Scottish Church in the area, rather than by their own royal presence (see Section 4.3.1).That authority was also expressed in a charter of King David’s addressed to Earl Rognvald (as earl of Orkney) and including the local people in Orkney as well

  as in Caithness (see Section 4.5).61 The Firth as a boundary did not seem politically relevant to the Scottish king either.




  The next century saw a change, particularly brought about by the Treaty of Perth of 1266 (see Section 7.4). The role of kingship was changing, in that kings now considered

  themselves to be rulers over ‘national’ entities in which borders were important defining elements of that national entity.62 The statement in

  the treaty about Orkney’s position being reserved specially to the king’s domain, with all rights and pertinents relating to his lordship, gives a clear

  indication of the constitutional position of Orkney within the realm of Norway for the first time, even though the treaty is primarily concerned with the situation in the Hebrides. The Pentland

  Firth was a new state border and the inhabitants of Orkney and Caithness were ‘subjects’ of one or other of the kings,63 which did in theory

  make the other side of the Firth ‘foreign territory’.64 So long as there were earls in receipt of grants of both earldoms, as they were

  throughout the thirteenth century, the links across the Pentland Firth would be retained. During the periods of minority or abeyance in the fourteenth century when royal officials had full

  authority over royal and earldom lands and rights in Orkney, and powerful feudatories in northern Scotland were exercising wardship rights over the heirs to the Caithness earldom, a tense situation

  must have developed across this maritime frontier.65




  The closer incorporation of Orkney into the Norwegian kingdom is a feature of the latter part of the thirteenth century, and the introduction of the new Landlaw of 1274 must have been

  an important element in binding the island societies into the central administrative structures. The policy of developing ‘provincial-communal’ rule throughout the island dominions at

  the same time would have encouraged self-government. Was this also ‘aimed at reducing the position of the earl’ as argued by Steinar Imsen? It would seem unlikely that that was a prime

  purpose of such developments, especially if the Scottish king was regarded as a ‘potential threat’.66 The earl’s main role was to defend

  his earldom from all external attacks, which was traditionally the function of feudal vassals, and as we know was still an important factor from the earls’ installation charter which survives

  from the later fourteenth century (see Section 8.1.1). All earls were given fiscal privileges to carry out such functions, and arrangements for the granting of such

  privileges would no doubt have been included in the ‘many special agreements’ referred to in the reconciliation of Earl Magnus Gilbertsson with King Magnus ‘the Lawmender’

  in 1267 (see Section 7.4.1). The clearer definition of the Pentland Firth as a ‘state border’ made the earl’s role even more

  significant, and particularly when Caithness was the other half of Earl Magnus’ lordship, a factor about which the Norwegian kings must have had some reservations. An important element in

  this border control issue was the matter of maritime relations between the two kingdoms.67 We have a very clear statement of Earl William’s fight in

  Caithness against the old enemy the earl of Ross in order to defend Orkney in the latter years of the Norwegian period (see Section 1.4).




  Of course, as will be seen, there was increasing Scots influence creeping ever further north into the north mainland of Scotland during the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries (see Section 7.5). This process was aided by the policy of bringing in royal feudatories such as the de Moravias, who were given grants of land and heiresses in marriage by the Scottish

  kings. The loss of Sutherland meant a big chunk of former Caithness earldom territory was handed over to this family who were created earls and became big players in the power games of north

  Scotland. Another scion of the family, Freskin de Moravia, was married to Lady Joanna, an heiress of the Caithness earldom dynasty, and through her had authority in Strathnaver, in north-west

  Caithness (see Section 7.1.2). The one surviving document from the second half of the thirteenth century relating to the earldom of Caithness concerns a grant by Earl John

  to Freskin’s son-in-law, Reginald Cheyne II, of an earldom estate at Nothegane in south Caithness, with the harbour of Forse (see Sections 2.3 and 7.7.2). These landholding changes were happening in the earl’s circle; we have no inkling of the extent to which society was changing among ordinary farmers, or among the

  tenantry of the earl’s estates. In the difficult period of the abeyance of the earldom after the death of Earl Malise (c.1350) there is clear evidence that members of the Ross family and

  following were in control of Caithness and probably dominating matters in Orkney, and seemingly not inhibited by any definition of the Pentland Firth as a state border.68




  The Church was also a factor in the spread of Scottish influence into the islands, just at this time, and it is considered very likely that this was a result of the impact of the Black Death and

  succeeding bouts of plague which decimated the ranks of the clergy in Norway.69 Economic and social matters were rendering the frontier zone along the

  Pentland Firth a crossing point for mobile and ambitious members of the northern Scottish nobility and the Scottish Church. The absence of an earl of Orkney and Caithness

  from c.1350 to 1379 probably made the situation more fluid and allowed this movement north to happen. The Pentland Firth might have been a state border, but it was not one which was easily policed,

  and those who were in control in Caithness were in control of the ferries and crossing-points.




  1.3 HISTORICAL APPROACHES




  The earldoms arose or were created in an early medieval context, which makes it of interest to those historians and linguists who look to the sagas, particularly

  Jarls’ Saga, as source material for analysis (see Section 2.1). However, the actual situation of the Orkney earl and the status of his title ‘jarl’,

  or the relationship of the earls with their kings, is not necessarily of prime interest to these researchers, most of whom are immersed in the wider Norse world and the Icelandic school of

  saga-writing, which has much bigger social, cultural and emotional horizons than the constitutional position of the jarls.70 Naturally enough there was

  great interest in Orkneyinga Saga among early local historians in Orkney and Shetland,71 but the first achievement of this early manifestation of

  enthusiasm for medieval Nordic literature was the translation of Heimskringla (‘Saga of the kings of Norway’ by Snorri Sturlason) by Samuel Laing of Papdale, Kirkwall (as early

  as 1844).72 There was already at that time the pioneering translation into Latin of Orkneyinga Saga by the Icelander Thormodus Torfæus

  (þormóður Torfason) (1697), which was translated into English in an abridged version in 1866 by Reverend Alexander Pope of Wick. However, the first full English translation was the

  joint effort of the Shetlander Gilbert Goudie and the Icelander Jón Hjaltalín, which appeared a few years later in 1873 (reprinted in a facsimile edition in 1973), and which still

  serves a very useful purpose, not least because of the notes and Introduction contributed by the Scottish antiquary Joseph Anderson.73 His was the first

  critical approach to the medieval sources to be undertaken, and includes, for the first time, a consideration of the history of the post-saga period when the earldoms of Caithness and Orkney are

  plunged into a darkness which is illuminated by very few written sources.74 Since then there have been further translations, one by

  A.B.Taylor (1938), with a critical edition of the text, and a more popular translation, with only a short introduction, by Hermann Pálsson and Paul Edwards (1972). Both of these have their

  own particular value for the student of Norse Orkney.75




  The earldoms of course survived into the late medieval period when the title and the position of earls as members of the medieval nobility had developed into a rather different phenomenon from

  that of the early earls. The rulers of feudalised medieval kingdoms regarded earls as important members of their courts and entourages whose role as fighters was still essential, but who were also

  meant to help maintain the rule of law, and of the kings’ writ within their earldoms. The position of earls in Norway developed rather differently, and the earls of Orkney were always

  something of an anomaly76 (see Section 7.2.1), although their independent position in the islands may have been tolerated because

  the kings were unwilling – or unable – to do away with them entirely. However, there were clear intentions of bringing the earls more tightly under royal authority, and of converting

  their role into something more approximate to that of appointed officials (see Section 7.4.1). Historians are interested in such developments, and the earliest generation of

  Norwegian historians, such as P.A. Munch and A. Bugge, were committed to understanding the role of the earls in Norway’s political development. Munch in particular included the story of the

  Orkney earls in his monumental five-volume work Det Norske Folks Historie (‘The History of the Norwegian People’), first published 1852–63.77 Until recently he was alone among Norwegian historians who considered the role of the earls in the post-saga period.78 The position of

  the Orkney earl in the High and Later Middle Ages has recently come under close analysis by Norwegian historians, as part of a wider study of the political administration of the

  skattlands79 (already mentioned in the Introduction to this volume).




  Similarly, the earls of Caithness have only in comparatively recent decades been considered of historical interest by historians.80 The Scottish

  earldom was regarded as an adjunct of the Orkney earldom, and not of any great intrinsic importance in Scottish history, as the earls of Orkney belonged to a non-Scottish

  world. The early Norse earldoms were of general significance because of the Viking impact on Scotland.81 However, it is now better appreciated that the

  incorporation of Caithness into the medieval kingdom in the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries is one significant aspect of the growth of Scottish national identity which provides some

  interesting evidence about the incorporation of different ethnic elements in the composite kingdom (as with the Western Isles in the 1260s). The story of the taming of the north, and of the men of

  Caithness, as well as the processes by which the earls were brought to heel, provides instructive examples of the methodology of ambitious and ruthless kings in the pursuit of maintaining and

  extending their power over their territory. The developing consciousness of a Scottish national state led them to assert that this was their territory to dominate and assimilate.




  1.3.1 Local historians




  If we turn to the local historians of our two earldoms, the contrast between the Orkney islands and the north Scottish mainland is particularly striking. Caithness has never

  had a local historian of the calibre of Orcadian authors such as J. Storer Clouston, Hugh Marwick, or William Thomson, at least as far as the medieval history of the earldom is concerned. J.T.

  Calder’s Sketch of the Civil and Traditional History of Caithness (1861) is indeed ‘sketchy’ on the medieval earls, who take up only two and a bit chapters. Reverend

  Angus Mackay’s History of the Province of Cat (1914) shows a greater depth of enquiry and understanding in the three chapters devoted to the medieval period, although his interests

  are directed more specifically towards ‘the Conflicts of the Clans’ (of which there is indeed much to write about in Caithness and Strathnaver’s history). Much more focused on the

  medieval earldom is James Gray’s Sutherland and Caithness in Saga-Time (or the Jarls and the Freskyns) (1922), which is full of insights, somewhat romanticised at times. The very

  general book in the County series (The Caithness Book) (1973) has one chapter on ‘The Vikings’ and another one ‘From the Vikings to the “Forty-Five”’,

  both of them short summaries.82 From the point of view of publication of medieval charters and other records, Caithness has been better served, thanks to

  the energy of the original founders of The Viking Club. The collection, editing and translation of Caithness and Sutherland Records, (edd. A.W. and A. Johnston, 1909) is a remarkable

  achievement, although the majority of the record material concerns Sutherland, and the preponderance of Caithness material concerns the medieval Church.83 There are more articles on medieval Caithness scattered through the Old Lore Miscellany publications of The Viking Society. But in general the Caithness earldom

  has suffered from being seen as a minor component of the Orkney earls’ dynastic power base and less significant in northern Highland history than the earldoms of Sutherland and Ross to the

  south. This may be a fair representation of the Scottish half of the joint earldom, which has to be seen in the context of the maritime world across the Pentland Firth,84 but it fails to see the history of Caithness as that of a very interesting community in its own right.




  Orkney has been fortunate in its historians, either local or non-local.85 The history of the islands, and of the earldom, have attracted the interest

  of many men, and rather few women! Among those already mentioned is J.S. Clouston, whose History of Orkney (1932) is a monumental study of the Norse earldom, as well as a socio-economic

  study of Norse society in the earldom.86 He also wrote many articles of importance for our understanding of medieval society in the islands, in

  Scottish Historical Review and Proceedings of the Orkney Antiquarian Society. It has been said by one of the new generation of Orkney researchers that his contribution to studies

  on medieval Orkney is ‘second to none’.87 There were earlier writers who immersed themselves in the history of the earldom, the first of whom,

  George Mackenzie, can perhaps be called the founder of modern Orkney scholarship.88 He was an eighteenth-century Orkney lawyer who held a local position

  connected with earldom grain rents, and was involved in an important lawsuit which gave him access to documents concerned with traditional weights and measures, including the 1492 Rental, of which

  he made a copy (the only one now surviving).89 He also wrote a book called The General Grievances and Oppressions of the Isles of Orkney and

  Shetland (1750 and 1836). The Rental was used by a local landowner, David Balfour, when he wrote his Odal Rights and Feudal Wrongs (1860). Historians are now fortunate to have a

  modern edition, with a significantly important introduction explaining much about the obscurities of the rental entries and payments of skat.90




  A number of other early Orkney rentals were published by a local Orkney sheriff, Alexander Peterkin, early in the nineteenth century, among which was the second of Lord Henry Sinclair’s

  rental compilations, that of 1500 (actually compiled at various dates between 1497 and 1503)91 (see Section 9.1.1).




  More general accounts of the history of the islands were forthcoming in the nineteenth century, the first of them written by George Barry, minister of Shapansay, as early as 1805, although his

  survey is primarily of the geographical nature of the islands and the islanders,92 with the earldom’s history only occupying two chapters. Another

  remarkable nineteenth-century compiler who amalgamated a large amount of evidence (although unfortunately not referencing his material very adequately) was Roland Saint-Clair whose study of The

  Saint-Clairs of the Isles (1898) provides information about the earldom dynasty (‘Sea Kings of Orkney’) and also the earls of Caithness, more briefly. In this respect he is the

  only writer to have considered the two earldoms together in one book, (as this present study will attempt to do).93 The main purpose of

  Saint-Clair’s book was to focus on the Sinclair earls and the cadet branches of the family in Orkney, Shetland and Caithness, as well as everywhere else where the Sinclair name was

  established.94 A local historian of the same generation as Storer Clouston was John Mooney, whose acceptance of the evidence of Orkneyinga Saga

  was very much in line with the nineteenth-century approach to saga sources.95 One of his ground-breaking efforts was to collect a great deal of evidence

  together for his study of the martyrdom and cult of Earl Magnus (1935) which had not been done in English before, as well as editing the medieval charters relating to Kirkwall (Kirkwall

  Charters), and writing a very historically focused study of The Cathedral and Royal Burgh of Kirkwall (1947).




  Another of J.S. Clouston’s achievements was the editing and publication of Records of the Earldom of Orkney1299–1614 (SHS, 1914) which includes many documents relative to

  the administration of the islands, particularly in the time of the Sinclair earls. This was produced at just about the same time as Orkney and Shetland Records,

  another Viking Society publication edited by A.W. and A. Johnston (1907–13), which complements Clouston’s collection and translation of Orkney records by including documents with a much

  wider scope, dating from the late eleventh century to the early sixteenth century, and also many ecclesiastical records.96 It also is a collection of

  Orkney and Shetland records, and the forerunner of the up-to-date edition of Shetland record material by John Ballantyne and Brian Smith, who have produced two volumes in recent years to

  the definite advantage of researchers into Shetland history (1994; 1999).




  The earls, and Orkney society in the time of the medieval earls, feature in Hugh Marwick’s and William Thomson’s books, alongside their many other studies and publications of a

  diverse nature concerning Orkney in the Norse and medieval periods. Marwick’s seminal book on Orkney Farm-Names (1952) is an assessment of settlement evidence, as derived from

  toponymy, and the elucidation of the meaning of Norse farm-names in the islands relates quite often to the earls’ power bases and estates. Part II (‘Farm Background’)is a

  ground-breaking discussion of ‘Skatts and Rents’ and the classification of land, with an important analysis of the ‘earldom lands of various kinds’ (p. 192). Part III

  focuses on the chronology and meaning of habitative names, which initiated the study of Norse settlement chronology.97 William Thomson is the most notable

  contemporary local historian of our time, and he has introduced a ‘new era’ into Orcadian historical studies,98 and not only with regard to

  the medieval period. He is one of the very few with the breadth of knowledge of the wider economic and social background to be able not only to fit the Orkney evidence into the contemporary

  situation, but also to see Orkney’s identity as a ‘changing variable’. The New History of Orkney (1987, and updated twice, in 2001 and 2008) is a remarkable history of

  the islands which few localities in Scotland can match; while his edition of Lord Henry Sinclair’s 1492 Rental has already been mentioned as a most valuable contribution to our

  understanding of medieval rural economies and tax structures. Many of the articles which Thomson has written on the Orkney landscape and economy over a wide historical spectrum are now collected

  and republished in Orkney, Land and People (2008).




  Few of the historians of the earldom of Orkney have considered the earldom as one half of a joint medieval lordship.99 There is

  also the danger that Shetland is left out of our study because of the fact that it was taken out of the earldom in 1195 and brought under direct Norwegian rule (see Chapter 6).

  Shetland, especially the southern half of the long Shetland archipelago, can never be omitted from any consideration of the history of the Northern Isles because it has always been closely

  associated with Orkney. Moreover, we must always remember that throughout our period Shetland and Orkney were ecclesiastically tied together in the Orkney bishopric, the significance of which

  should not be underestimated (and probably needs more estimation).100 From the point of view of our historiographical survey, we need to appreciate that

  Shetland has produced a remarkable number of local historians, such as Edmonston, Goudie and Hibbert.101 It has also been the focus of attention by

  early travellers who then wrote about their experiences and impressions of this northern archipelago. One of these writers, John R. Tudor (1883), actually treated Orkney and Shetland together in

  his description of the islands, and he starts off with four chapters on the history of ‘The Norse period’.102 Brian Smith continues to

  publish in the fine tradition of local historians in Shetland; his published works range over a wide period from the Viking Age to modern social and economic history.103




  1.3.2 Genealogies




  Despite some reservations it is important to mention the work of genealogists, and particularly Father Richard Augustine Hay (1661–c.1736) who wrote the Genealogie of

  the Sainteclaires of Rosslyn, first published in 1835 by James Maidment.104 Hay’s mother married Sir James St Clair of Rosslyn/Roslin as her

  second husband, from which arose Hay’s intense interest in the family, its history and its charters, to which he appears to have had access, and many of which he recorded in

  full.105This gives his Genealogie great worth for the historian of the Sinclair family and of the Sinclair earls, and

  although Maidment cast doubt on the accuracy of Hay’s transcriptions, some of the originals of the charters which have recently been discovered (like those in the Crookston writs) show that

  there is no great inaccuracy on Hay’s part.106 What makes Hay’s work very unhelpful for the academic historian is the amount of hyperbole in

  his prose sections about the Sinclair earls and their lifestyles. Much of this appears to be derived from the writings of a certain Van Bassan (‘fabulous genealogist’)107 and it is very difficult to be sure what is Hay’s own writing and what he has copied from Van Bassan’s hyperbolic descriptions.108 The long lists of Earl Henry’s titles and powers (such as the power to stamp coins within his dominions, to make laws, and the wearing of a crown when he

  ‘constituted laws’)109 were very likely dreamed up by Van Bassan. The passages where the list of hundreds of retainers and their sumptuous

  dress is described likewise appear somewhat overblown, although there can be no doubt that noblemen of the standing of the Sinclair earls, and their wives, would be surrounded with large retinues

  of their attendees, possibly dressed in scarlet gowns and coats of black velvet110 which were part of the panoply of nobility in the fourteenth and

  fifteenth centuries. We have evidence, from his will, that similar fine clothing belonged to Sir David Sinclair (1506), illegitimate son of the last earl of Orkney; he was based mostly in Shetland,

  although an esteemed official of both King Hans of Norway–Denmark and King James IV of Scotland (see Section 9.2.1).




  Hay’s Genealogie has had wide circulation for a very long time, and has boosted the mystique of the Sinclair earls, emanating from their possession of an ancient and remote island

  earldom. They were the heirs of a long line of Orkney earls, who had held sway in the northern seas, and whose insular stronghold appeared invincible and an almost regal power base. They continued

  to hold their earldom of a foreign power and yet became linked by marriage with the Scottish kings, whose vassals they also were. But their possession of the islands of Orkney – and their

  increasing influence in Shetland – gave them an independent status which no other feudal vassal possessed. These lordly Sinclairs could sail north and reside in Orkney and be outwith the

  dominion of their Scottish overlord. They drew great wealth from their fertile estates, and the produce from those estates was brought into the Scottish east coast ports and

  probably sold at a good profit. They appeared untouchable, and although their relationship with their Norwegian king was contractual and they could be deprived of their title in theory, that would

  not be widely known in Scotland (and the possibility of it happening was remote).




  The era of the Sinclair earls was a successful final chapter in the history of the northern earldoms, even though for most of their rule they no longer held the joint earldoms because Caithness

  was acquired by the Scottish king in 1375 (see Section 7.7). The success of Earl William Sinclair in regaining the earldom of Caithness in 1455 was an apparently deliberate

  move to reunite the joint earldoms and recreate the cross-Pentland Firth dominance which his ancestors had had from the beginning. However, Earl William’s more immediate ambition was probably

  to secure for himself a Scottish earldom title which his family would retain when the Norwegian title was lost, a situation which he doubtless foresaw was going to happen in the near future (see

  Section 8.4.4). There is one piece of evidence which suggests that the ancient link of the earldom of Caithness with the earldom of Orkney may have been considered quite

  important at the time that Earl William was striving to regain the title of earl of Caithness. It comes from the opening sentence of a contracted version of the ‘Genealogy of the Earls’

  which was added to the Corpus MS of Bower’s Scotichronicon in the late 1440s or early 1450s.111 It says ‘Note that the earl of

  Orkney was accustomed from ancient times to be [also] earl of Caithness’112 and is followed by a list of the earls from Rognvald III to the Earl

  William who was given the earldom of Caithness by James III in 1455. This preliminary sentence has no counterpart in the full version of the ‘Genealogy’ (neither the version dating from

  1443 nor the one dating from 1446) and is a significant pointer to the purpose of this aide-memoire being added to the Corpus MS. It was written there for some reason connected with Earl

  William’s ambition to have the earldom of Caithness reunited with his earldom of Orkney.




  This contracted version of the ‘Genealogy of the Earls’, added to a manuscript of Bower’s Scotichronicon in the late 1440s or early 1450s, indicates that the full

  version of the ‘Genealogy’ must have been known to Bower’s scribe at that time. This fact is in itself quite important for telling us that the extant Latin earldom pedigree, drawn

  up probably in 1443,113 was quickly known outside Orkney (where it was drawn up).114 It was certainly a

  very remarkable document, and perhaps thought so at the time, for very few such genealogical compilations are known from Scotland (and it deserves to be better known in the

  history of medieval Orkney). This ‘Genealogy’ was an important statement of the young William’s right to the earldom, and it was compiled with the purpose of proving to King Erik

  that William should be awarded the family title and rights which went with the title. Its importance for those of us trying to understand the complexities lying behind the inheritance of Orkney,

  and Caithness, in the later Middle Ages is inestimable, and it is much used in the later chapters of this book.115
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