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Foreword

[image: images]

THERE have in the past been various summary discussions of the extent and status of Gaelic in Scotland at different periods, and some more detailed examinations, as J. L, Campbell’s Gaelic in Scottish Education and Life, and Kenneth Mackinnon’s The Lion’s Tongue and his more specifically sociological contributions. In addition, there has been a long succession of prejudiced and under-informed comments on Gaelic.

As part of the remarkable resurgence of interest in Gaelic which has occurred in the past quarter-century, there has been a growing tendency to focus more sharply on historical and other studies which bear on the general topic of the Gaels and their society. The present publishers are to be congratulated on having recently made available Victor Durkacz’s The Decline of the Celtic Languages, and now they put us further in their debt by publishing Charles Withers’ detailed and illuminating history of Gaelic in Scotland, especially from the 17th century onwards. Again it is a picture mainly of decline, and the author refers to the early period of expansion of Gaelic (5th to 11th or 12th centuries) only in passing, for regrettably the details of that are much harder to distinguish.

Charles Withers has drawn on many different sources, some of them little noticed hitherto, and has brought into play a long series of vivid maps, together with graphs and tables, thus adding great clarity to our view of the work of the SSPCK schools, for example, or the distribution of Gaelic speakers as shown by the Census. In the latter case the sophisticated mapping adds definition to the Census data (notoriously inadequate as such data often are).

The author’s involvement in this work has extended over many years, from his undergraduate days at Dundee through his postgraduate work at Cambridge. This detailed exposition is greatly to be welcomed.

 

University of Glasgow                     Derick S. Thomson.


Preface
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TODAY Gaelic is spoken by about 80,000 persons in Scotland, chiefly in the western isles, the more isolated parts of the north and west mainland and in several towns and cities in the south. Yet at one time, much of Scotland was Gaelic and the language, to one degree or another, was spoken by the majority of the inhabitants, except perhaps in the south-east and in the northern isles. Even as recently as a century ago, Gaelic was spoken by about 250,000 people, nearly one-fifth of whom knew no other language. Despite considerable interest today in Scotland’s Gaelic heritage and a general understanding of Gaelic’s decline over time, surprisingly little is known of the geographical history of the language: ‘where’ and ‘when’ Gaelic was spoken in Scotland in the past and ‘how’ and ‘why’ the Gaelic-speaking area of Scotland – the Gaidhealtachd – has retreated and the language declined. This book is an attempt to answer four broad questions: what has been the geography of Gaelic in the past? how has that geography changed over time and space? what have been the patterns of language use within the Gaidhealtachd in the past? and what have been the processes of language change?

Emphasis is upon the changing geography of the spoken language from 1698 to 1981: from the earliest date for which it is possible to document the expanse of the Gaelic language area to the most recent census to record the numbers speaking Gaelic. Within this period, it has proved possible to produce several pictures of the extent of the Gaelic language area. Individually, these cross-sections through time reveal the geographical area of the Gaidhealtachd for various dates during the period in question: in comparison one with another, they illustrate the territorial changes in Gaelic speaking over time for Scotland as a whole and for a variety of regional and local scales. Singly and in combination, such pictures are of great value in understanding the geography of Gaelic. But they should not be seen as static. Equally important to identify are the mechanisms of change and the processes underlying the shifts in the geographical extent of the spoken language. Throughout the book, an attempt has been made to link together the several pictures with the various ‘processes of becoming’: to explain the changes in the geography of the language in relation to events and agencies, institutions and ideologies affecting not just the Gaelic areas but Scotland as a whole. In many ways, the story of Gaelic is the story of the Highlands or Gaidhealtachd, and the fate of the language is much bound up with changes in its habitat. But the aim has not been to write an historical geography of the Gaelic areas in which language change is only one theme, but rather the geographical history of a language wherein contemporaneous changes in Highland, Scottish, and British economy and society are reckoned important only insofar as they have affected the lives of Gaelic speakers and the speaking of Gaelic.

This book owes its origins to work undertaken for a postgraduate degree at Cambridge University, the research itself stemming from a feeling that studies of Scotland’s Gaelic past had failed to bring together the geographical and historical approaches. Lachlan Maclean’s History of the Celtic Language of 1840, Gregory’s History of the Western Highlands and Isles of Scotland (1881) and Mitchell’s History of the Highlands and Gaelic Scotland (1900) are certainly negligent in this respect. For their guidance and helpful support during my years in Cambridge, I should like to thank Dr. Robin Glasscock, Dr. Mark Billinge, Dr. Derek Gregory and Dr. Robin Donkin and acknowledge also the encouragement of Tom Spencer, Mike Meadows, Alan Nash, Mark Cleary, Bill Adams and Sudhir Wanmali.

The scholarly advice and friendship of Dr. John MacInnes, Dr. Hans Speitel, Dr. Iain Fraser, and Dr. David Clement, all of the University of Edinburgh, have been a great source of inspiration to me. To them I am particularly indebted. My thanks are due to the staff of the following libraries for their unfailing courtesy and assistance in the location of source material: National Library of Scotland; Cambridge University; Edinburgh University; Dundee University; Aberdeen University; Bodleian Library, Oxford; British Museum; Dundee Central Library; Sandeman Library, Perth; Edinburgh City Library; Mitchell Library, Glasgow; Renfrew Local History Library; Strathclyde Regional Archives, Glasgow. I am especially grateful to the staff of the Scottish Record Office for guidance and advice upon sources.

For information upon An Comunn Gaidhealach, I am grateful to Colin Spencer, Education Director; upon Gaelic and the BBC to Pauline Johnston; upon the place of Gaelic in the Western Isles Islands Council to Annie MacSween, Bilingual Development Officer; to Professor Nigel Grant for drawing my attention to the Gaelic Feasibility Study; and to Murdo Macleod, HM Inspector of Schools for material on Gaelic and education. A number of people have been kind enough to let me quote from their work, published or unpublished. In this respect, I am grateful to Professor D. S. Thomson, Professor G. W. S. Barrow, Professor T. C. Smout, Dr. R. D. Lobban, Dr. V. E. Durkacz, Dr. Hans Speitel, Dr. R. Nicholson, David Murison, J. L. Campbell of Canna, and Dr. K. MacKinnon. For being allowed to include the information contained in Figure 5, I am grateful to Dr. D. E. R. Watt. Nicholson’s line on this map is reproduced from An Historical Atlas of Scotland c.400-c.1600, edited by Peter McNeill and Ranald Nicholson, with the permission of the Trustees of the Conference of Scottish Medievalists. For additional help, I should like to thank Hugh Barron, Honorary Secretary of the Gaelic Society of Inverness, the Editor of the Oban Times, the officers of the Gaelic Society of London, and Professor John MacQueen.

I am grateful to the editors of the following journals for allowing me to make use of material previously published by me in their publications: Scottish Studies; Scottish Geographical Magazine; Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers. For their financial support, I am indebted to the British Academy for the receipt of a Small Grants Research Fund in the Humanities, the 20th International Geographical Congress Fund (Dudley Stamp Award), and the College of St. Paul and St. Mary, Cheltenham. A little over half of the maps and figures I drew myself: for drawing the remainder I am grateful to Sheila Taylor. For typing the text and preparing the figures for production, thanks go to Jill Hunt and Mike Turner. John Tuckwell of John Donald has been a source of good advice and patience at all times. Lastly, I must thank my wife for her love and tolerance during the preparation of this work.

 

Charles W. J. Withers
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Introduction
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SCOTLAND has always been a nation of many languages. Few countries can lay claim to a linguistic heritage that embraces English, Gaelic, Scots, French, Cumbric, Pictish, and a variant of Norse. In modern Scotland, the first three of these are of particular importance. But in the past, each of the above languages has enjoyed some degree of supremacy over the others in various parts of the country at one time or another. Indeed, the further back in time one goes, the more complex Scotland’s linguistic history becomes and the more removed one is from the present tripartite situation. But one relationship in particular has been common throughout the last 1500 years or so of Scotland’s history and geography: the ebb and flow of the Gaelic and English languages relative to one another. Throughout the greater part of this period, the story has been one of the decline of Gaelic and the expansion of English: the patterns of change and the underlying processes behind this conflict provide the focus for what follows.

There would be few persons today who would deny Thomson’s recent claim that ‘This is a good time for fresh analysis of Gaelic’s role in the life of Scotland’.1 But an understanding of what actually that role and place was in the past is fraught with difficulties, not least for the fact that, as MacAulay observes, ‘almost no work has been done overtly on the history of Scottish Gaelic itself’.2 It is curious that so important a part of Scotland’s make-up should have received so little notice in view of the place that Gaelic has had in the past and seems likely to enjoy in the future. A number of reasons can be put forward to explain this relative neglect, at least in terms of its geographical history. In the first place, several difficulties have to be recognised: that of delimiting with any certainty the Gaelic-speaking areas in the past; of knowing in what ways the language was spoken by the inhabitants of those areas; of identifying and isolating the processes of language change; and, in combination with the above, of dating the decline. The fact that Gaelic has received relatively little attention in this respect is partly also the result of, to use MacDiarmid’s words, ‘a thoughtless and contemptuous treatment of the old cultural heritage’, Scots or Gaelic. Since the eighteenth century, and in some ways much earlier, English has been regarded as the language of gentility, of status, and as the medium of progress and the yardstick of cultural acceptability. For some hundreds of years, both Gaelic and Scots have, in this sense, been ‘beyond the pale’. In the case of Gaelic, there has been a particularly long-standing antipathy towards the language and its culture: an attitude only recently and slowly changing. Recent decades have witnessed the rise of an all-Gaelic publishing company, Gaelic theatre, and an increase in numbers of those learning Gaelic sufficiently pronounced between 1961 and 1971 to raise the total Gaelic-speaking population in Scotland by some 8,411. But such things are very different from earlier periods and events.

Only a little over a hundred years ago, Gaelic was considered ‘antiquated’, ‘a nuisance’, and was commonly regarded as ‘a hindrance’ to individual and social advancement. In the eighteenth century in particular, the language and its speakers were associated with backwardness, political protest and religious dissent and were subjected to processes of ‘Improvement’ that embraced anglicisation as perhaps the chief end in view. Not to know or speak English marked one as culturally inferior and economically dependent: as one eighteenth-century observer recorded, ‘the common people can carry on no Transactions with the more Southern parts of Great Britain, without the Intervention of their Superiors, who know the English language’.3 Throughout the period under review, it is important to be aware of the prevalent ideologies and attitudes that have informed and determined Gaelic’s place in Scottish life. The difficulty of setting the changing fortunes of Gaelic in relation to various climates of opinion in the past has undoubtedly contributed to our lack of understanding. Moreover, these ideas and actions must be judged, so far as is possible, in their contemporary context, their ‘historic present’, since what may be regarded today as harsh or unjust may not have been so considered in the past.

During the later 1400s and 1500s Gaelic lost its connotations as the ‘national’ language and, for one reason or another, forfeited cultural prestige and social status: something that was crucial at that period and that has taken centuries to mend. And earlier still, in dark age and early medieval Scotland, the fact that several languages were known and used, each with its own spatial and social expression, makes a precise history of any language problematic and the accurate dating of early changes in the geography of Gaelic virtually impossible.4 Although it has proved possible to identify the geographical extent of the Gaidhealtachd for the late medieval period and there is quite a lot that can be said on Gaelic’s position in the seventeenth century, our understanding of Gaelic’s retreat before about 1600 will always be incomplete. Rait has considered the decline of Gaelic from Scottish political circles and from the Lowlands into the upland core to the north and west – the Highlands or Gaidhealtachd – to be the result of the gradual move towards ‘an English way-of-life’: a process that began with the incoming of English speakers in the later eleventh century and continued in one way or another throughout following centuries.5 Sharp has also considered the assimilation of Anglo-Normans and English speakers into the Scottish upper classes from the 1100s onwards to be, in large part, responsible for shifts in language within early Scotland: particularly, of course, the waning of Gaelic or the overlaying of Gaelic by French or English. Such shifts were especially pronounced in the south and east of Scotland and, gradually, English established itself over most of the land south of the Forth and Clyde and in parts of the north-east as well.6 But the changing geography of-languages is not as neat on the ground as this implies. As Murison has pointed out, the linguistic relationships of medieval Scotland are complex indeed: several languages may have been known and used in any particular area, each with its own currency and social prestige. It is quite likely that a language such as Gaelic would have been predominant in one area at the same time as it was vanishing from another part of the country and lingering on in the mouths of a few in yet another district.7 The very nature of Scotland’s geography makes it unlikely that Gaelic’s retreat from the Lowlands was a simple ebbing away of the language across the south and east. In the foothills of the uplands, in remote parts of the Lowlands, and in places where travel was difficult or where out-of-the-way glens and straths were peopled by communities who drew a living from their immediate surrounds and had little contact with the outside world, Gaelic may have continued long after the district as a whole had become ‘English speaking’. In certain parts of the southern Highlands – in the Dunbartonshire parish of Luss, for example, where the Glen Douglas burn acted as a boundary, near King’s Seat in Dowally or along the Burnside stream in Dunkeld parish – we know that natural features provided the border between Gaelic and English areas and acted as barriers to linguistic contact.8 There is no reason to suppose that Gaelic did not linger longer in similar parts of the Lowlands and find temporary respite in the more isolated districts of, for example, West Lothian, Fife, or Lanarkshire. The problem is really one of scale: of counties or regions where we are told that ‘half the people speak the Gaelic’, yet with parishes where over three-quarters of the inhabitants spoke the language; of particular districts in these parishes where nearly everyone spoke Gaelic; and of certain families and individuals who knew no other language. Such variations must be borne in mind though they are not always easy to identify.

The retreat of Gaelic into its Highlands habitat can be dated to around the late fourteenth century. From that period, the Highlands were recognised not simply as a distinct cultural province within Scotland, but alien and distant in every sense. The geographical isolation of the inhabitants, their separateness from the word of King and God and, above all, the prevalence of Gaelic, in time made the Gaidhealtachd the focus for political action. Campbell has considered Gaelic’s history to be one of political persecution; of deliberate extirpation by an anglicised Lowland elite.9 In his view, ‘the legislative campaign began soon after the Union of the Crowns in 1603’,10 and has continued in different forms since then. His use of the terms ‘Sectarian phase’ (1609–1767), ‘Utilitarian phase’ (1767–1872) and ‘Bureaucratic phase’ (1872–1918) marks the first attempt to date and identify the agencies of decline. Certainly, these dates are significant: the Statutes of Icolmkill (lona) of 1609; the decision of 1767 to allow some use of Gaelic in the schools of the Society in Scotland for Propagating Christian Knowledge (SSPCK); and the Education Acts of 1872 and 1918 have all, to one degree or another, been important influences upon Gaelic. As Campbell is especially concerned to show, education, particularly the role of the SSPCK in the 1700s, has been important in influencing the position of Gaelic.11 But so too have other agencies, other acts and other institutions. In a work whose focus is geographical and whose concern is with the regional and social effect of varying processes of change, attention must certainly be paid to individual elements, even to the part played by certain key persons and prominent institutions. What is more difficult to know is how these separate elements relate to one another, for in truth, nearly everything about Scotland and the Gaidhealtachd in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was in a state of flux, and even today such diverse things as educational provision,12 policies of regional bilingualism,13 the development of oil-related industry in the Highlands,14 population loss,15 and tourist immigration have all affected the speaking of Gaelic directly or indirectly.

MacKinnon has proposed four models of language change which have all, at one time or another, together or in isolation, been important in the shift from Gaelic to English in the Highlands. In turn, these models have found expression in the work of other authors. The four are, firstly, the ‘Clearance Model’ in which Gaelic has declined as a result of substantial numbers of the native population being removed from the Gaidhealtachd; secondly, the ‘Economic Development Model’ where new modes of production brought about a new economic and cultural regime that could not support the continued use of Gaelic; thirdly, the ‘Changeover Model’ involving the in-movement of English speakers and the collapse of an inherently Gaelic way of life; and fourthly, the ‘Social Morale Model’ in which Gaelic speakers, over time, lost pride in their language, even to the point of denying an ability to speak it.16 It is certainly true that the fortunes of Gaelic have been affected by the migration of Highlanders from Gaelic parishes to other parts of Scotland, further south to jobs in such places as Liverpool and London, or to the New World. Clearance of population in the sense of the deliberate expulsion of a native tenantry by a landowning class in the Highlands can be said to have begun in the last quarter of the eighteenth century,17 although Highlanders had been engaged in trade with the south and with Europe, and involved in temporary migration for decades before. Mass emigration as a result of potato famine, the failure of locally based economic stimuli such as kelping (the burning of seaweed to produce a calcined ash for use in chemical manufacture) and in simple terms, the pressure of too many people on too few resources, were particularly nineteenth-century phenomena. Some estimates show nearly 800 persons leaving the north Highlands in 1801, and nearly 3,250 in 1802.18 The flow of Highlanders was no less reduced following the widespread conversion of smallholdings into sheep farms in the 1820s and 1830s, and it accelerated still further in the wake of the potato crop failure in the 1840s and 1850s.19 Whilst such migration and, of course, the parallel in-movement of non-Gaelic speakers into the Highlands were important influences upon the speaking of Gaelic – in one sense, nothing less than the emptying of the Gaidhealtachd or at least a considerable dilution – it is more difficult to know how being a Gaelic speaker affected migration, and it is almost impossible to know whether Gaelic would have been retained by these people had they not migrated, given the other processes of language change.

As MacKinnon has argued, there does not appear to be any simple relationship between economic development and the decline of Gaelic.20 The lack of roads, distance from markets and the fact that there were few towns around which to coordinate commerce meant that the Highland economy was local in scale and chiefly subsistence in nature. The assimilation of the Highlands into the market economy of Britain as a whole was often abrupt. Hechter has considered the Highlands, like Wales and Ireland, to be an ‘internal colony’ in the way the area provided natural resources and a reserve of cheap labour.21 Many of the sources of the eighteenth century in particular see the Highlander as a ‘native’ to be brought to heel and to be taught, through English, English ways. In places during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Gaelic did lose its footing as the introduction of new modes of production alienated Highlanders from their clan, made money the basis of all transactions, and forced them to towns and factories, there to learn a new trade and a new language. But in other places and at other times, Gaelic was reinforced, often in districts from which it had earlier retreated, through the movement of people to participate in the economic development of the area. In the western isles today, industrial development appears to be acting as support to the continued use of Gaelic.22 Although it is certainly true that English has been more commonly spoken than Gaelic in a number of Highland towns, and by outsiders employed in fishing, agriculture and manufacturing during the period in question, it is perhaps rather facile to equate uncritically the development of the Highland economy, with all its regional and social differences, with a simple transformation from Gaelic to English. For this reason also, the ‘Changeover Model’ should be used circumspectly since the impact of new ways, new ideas and a new language was, as this book hopes to illustrate, not everywhere the same.

The question of the ‘social morale’ of a language and its culture is more difficult to assess. It is undeniable that in Gaelic Scotland in the past, the language was widely considered inferior to English, especially by those able to dictate the relative fortunes of the two. The association of English with social status and prestige often led Gaelic speakers to adopt English in place of their native tongue. Thus, in a report of 1794 upon the Argyll parish of Kilmore and Kilbride, we are told people there ‘adulterate their native forcible language with Anglicisms’.23 On the face of it, there is nothing unusual in this; languages in contact may be expected to intermix in this way. Indeed, there is a certain amount of evidence upon Gaelic in the Highlands to suggest that such ‘interference’24 paralleled the general retreat of the language and could even be regarded as an initial indicator of decline. But what is important to note is not that Gaelic speakers adopted English words and phrases in this way and perhaps switched from one language to another in the course of conversation,25 but that they were actually denied the use of Gaelic in schools, at work and in many walks of life. Of course, many Highlanders let slide their Gaelic in the pursuit of a career,26 but many more were forced to turn to English because of the belittlement of their language. MacKinnon has himself shown that, in the nineteenth century particularly, the place of Gaelic in education and social life was prescribed almost entirely through forms of authority based on the English system and language.27 What one author has called.the ‘Twilight over Gaeldom’28 has been, as he and others have suggested, the result of a centuries-old feeling of inferiority about speaking Gaelic: a feeling created by ‘those who denied it its place in Highland and Scottish identity’.29 Hunter and Murchison, in considering the place of Gaelic in Perthshire in the mid-seventeenth century and later 1700s respectively, have shown how the fortunes of the language were directly affected by its lack of use in religious administration and its deliberate proscription in schools.30 The 1872 Education (Scotland) Act ignored Gaelic entirely in its plans for a national system of education,31 but the ‘deliberately antagonistic’32 attitude of the authorities towards Gaelic and schooling began centuries before then. Both MacKinnon and Durkacz have shown how ‘the atmosphere of repression’ hanging over Gaelic’s place in schemes for the educational provision of the Highlands dates from the seventeenth century. This repression found its best expression in the first half of the eighteenth century with the policies of the SSPCK.33 Harding has looked at the role of the Gaelic Schools Society in the 1800s,34 and a number of authors have provided an overview of Gaelic’s subordinate role in education.35 All of them have pointed to this loss of ‘social morale’ as important. Even today, when there is considerable sympathy for the language, Gaelic is not as widely used in schools, colleges and universities as it might be, and an overall policy on Gaelic and education has still to be drawn up or even hinted at. Only the Scottish National Party has a prepared policy for Gaelic, but how the language might fare in a developed or independent Scotland is hard to say.

In review, each of these models has something to offer. In broad terms, Scotland in this period was undergoing ‘modernisation’ in most facets of her economy and society: the old order was changing, and population change, economic development, and the substitution of new ways of thinking for old all played their part.36 Although it is true, as Turnock has noted, that the processes of modernisation were mediated through an elite which in the case of Scotland had always looked to its southern neighbours,37 we should not asssume a simple dichotomy between a ‘traditional’ and a ‘modern’ Scotland,38 or between a ‘High’ and a ‘Low’ culture.39 In looking at the changing fortunes of Gaelic, it is perhaps more important to establish the links between policies and institutions, between the persons making the Acts of the Privy Council or Parliament and the geographical effects of such acts; in short, to look at the relationships between the agency and structure of change and to note the way in which the position of Gaelic is dynamic and always in flux.

MacKinnon has noted that ‘A fifth model of language-shift requires attention … the ‘cultural retreat’ or Gaidhealtachd model’ which, he writes, is the result of the combined operation of the four models. MacKinnon sees the workings of the Gaidhealtachd model to be primarily spatial: ‘Recession of Gaelic is shown as an ever-shrinking area, the Gaidhealtachd, enclosed by an ever-retreating frontier or “Highland Line” ’.40 As we have seen, the term ‘Gaidhealtachd’ has long had connotations with the Highlands in particular, commonly defined on the basis of language. Although, as a divide, the ‘Highland Line’ is more imaginary than real, since no such actual and formal linguistic boundary has ever existed,41 it is semantically correct to equate the term Gaidhealtachd with the Highlands. But despite this semantic accuracy, it is not wholly true in terms of the past geography of Gaelic. From the early 1700s and probably before, numbers of Gaelic speakers were resident in the towns of the Scottish Lowlands. By the late eighteenth century, their presence was apparent in a number of Gaelic chapels of worship and Highland societies, and this Lowland distribution of Gaelic speakers is important today.42 The geography of Gaelic is thus characterised by two general distributions: the Highlands or Gaidhealtachd ‘proper’, and Gaelic communities in the Lowlands which, although semantically embraced within the term ‘Gaidhealtachd’, do not geographically so correspond. But the ‘Gaidhealtachd model’ is social as well as spatial. Studies of language shift must seek to explain distributional changes and not be content merely to describe them.43 Such explanation must take into account social attitudes and social processes and, as for the related geographical changes, we should expect these to be important on a variety of scales. On one level, it has been suggested that one language is replaced by another in particular social situations: in what is known as a particular ‘domain’.44 Thus, for example, MacKinnon has documented the decline of Gaelic in education in modern-day Harris whilst noting the continued use of Gaelic in the home and as a religious language,45 and Dorian has made similar observations about Sutherland Gaelic.46 Likewise in the past, Gaelic may have continued longer in some places in one particular social situation – for example, in church or at home – despite having been replaced by English as the medium of everyday conversation. An illustration of the way in which language use varied in this way is given in a report on Logierait parish in Perthshire in the early 1840s: ‘The language generally spoken is the Gaelic. It cannot be said to be getting into disuse as the language of the fireside among the common people; but it is falling into manifest decline as a branch of school education’.47 On another level, Gaelic was replaced by English within whole groups of society, and the effect over time was not only the waning of Gaelic generation by generation, but also the replacement of Gaelic by English in an increasing number of social situations. In combination with geographical differences in the strength of Gaelic, the differences in use between particular social situations and variations in the prevalence of Gaelic by age or sex or class make an assessment of the changing position of Gaelic difficult indeed. Occasionally the sources reveal the various ways in which Gaelic was used in a place. Thus, for the parish of Inverness in 1835, we are told that ‘In the remoter parts of the parish, and by some of the poorer classes in town, the Gaelic languages is exclusively spoken, but it is fast wearing out, and by the rising generation English is almost universally preferred, especially in the town of Inverness, where many of them are wholly ignorant of Gaelic’.48 By piecing together similar reports of later date and for other places, it is possible to reconstruct the changing geography of Gaelic. At the level of the individual, it is not so easy. The Justiciary Records of Argyll for 28th August, 1716, reveal how, in an incident at a brewhouse in Inveraray, the clamour following the shooting of one McNab by a person called Barwilline was sometimes in Gaelic and sometimes in English.49 The fact that most of the people who witnessed the incident could speak both languages is itself interesting, but is not very enlightening as to how much English was known by the individuals concerned, when they used it in place of Gaelic, and to whom. Even today significant variations have been found to exist in the use of Gaelic or English in particular social situations, and according to the topic under, discussion or the age of the speakers.50 And, of course, the varying ability of Gaelic speakers to understand English may not have meant that they could actually speak the language and, even if they could, that they favoured Gaelic. For these reasons, the terms ‘bilingualism’ and ‘monoglot’ have been used sparingly.

As one Scottish historian has noted, ‘The sources on which we depend for our knowledge of the past are themselves a part of the history which we are trying to study’.51 Perhaps understandably, several authors have turned to the published census figures to document the decline of Gaelic.52 From 1881, the census has recorded the numbers of those speaking Gaelic and, from 1891, those able to speak Gaelic and English or Gaelic only. This material, presented usually as a sequence of maps, is undeniably valuable but does not itself explain why the language has declined or what the situation was before 1881.

Price has shown how the records of the Old Statistical Account (1791–1799) and the statements they contain on Gaelic can be used to provide insight into the state of the language at the end of the eighteenth century.53 This evidence, together with similar material in the New Statistical Account (1831–1845), is certainly useful (see Appendices), but more in combination with other sources than in isolation. There is, moreover, a need to be critical of the sources: not merely to assemble them but to question what they reveal.54 Much of the source material upon the geographical history of Gaelic relates to educational and religious provision in the Highlands. ‘The School’ and ‘the Church’ were key elements in the anglicisation of the Gaidhealtachd: the first to make Gaelic speakers of service to the economy and society of Scotland and Britain, the second to ensure commitment to the one God: in combination, to make Gaelic speakers useful to ‘the one Commonwealth’. A great deal of the evidence used here is from manuscript sources: reports to the General Assembly,. records of the Society in Scotland for Propagating Christian Knowledge, individual folios. Many of the later sources are printed: nineteenth century educational policies, parliamentary papers, and of course a whole suite of contemporary observations and gleanings from local and parish histories. By the time sufficient source material of whatever sort concerning Gaelic in the Highlands became available, the language had retreated into its upland core. For this reason, the base map of parishes (Figure 1) covers only those parishes north and west of a rough line from Dumbarton in the south to Nairn in the north. By the last quarter of the seventeenth century, these 230 or so parishes had become the Gaidhealtachd: an accurate delimitation of which parishes in this area were Gaelic at any particular time forms the basis of what follows. Particular localities or parishes may be described as Gaelic at one time and ‘chiefly English’ a century later, with little evidence for the interim: gaps of this sort in the evidence make an accurate dating of geographical change difficult. Furthermore, it should be recognised that an explanation of what occurs at the level of the parish may not hold for the scale of the county or for the Gaidhealtachd as a whole. There is quite a lot of documentary evidence at the level of presbytery and synod (Figure 2), since much of the opposition to Gaelic was channelled through those bodies. But when one comes down to kirk session and parish records, the sources are more taken up with day-today affairs – baptisms, admonishments for fornication and such like – than they are with the state of the language. For this reason, it has not always proved possible to document the changing geography parish by parish. Even in the various counties (Figure 3) – here defined as they appeared before the 1975 administrative changes – there exist gaps in the picture and in our understanding. Nevertheless, it is possible to investigate and draw conclusions about a number of themes central to the geographical history of Gaelic: the changing extent of the Gaidhealtachd from the late seventeenth century; the ways in which the language was used; the processes of language change; the role played by certain individuals and institutions; and the strength of Gaelic in Highland communities in the Lowlands. These are the main issues discussed in the following chapters.
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Fig. 1.   Base map of parishes










	Parish names for parish base map of the Highlands (Fig. 1)




	Parish name

	Number

	Parish name

	Number




	Aberfoyle

	123

	Fowlis Wester

	131




	Aberlour

	69

	Glass

	65




	Abernethy and Kincardine

	76

	Glenbucket

	73




	Aboyne and Glentanar

	84

	Glenisla

	90




	Alness

	16

	Glenmuick Tullich and Glengairn

	82




	Alves

	47

	Glenorchy and Inishail

	93




	Alyth

	145

	Glentrathen

	147




	Ardchattan

	94

	Grange

	62




	Ardclach

	42

	Inveraven

	72




	Ardersier

	38

	Inverchaolain

	107




	Ardgour

	80

	Inverness and Bona

	33




	Ardoch

	127

	Keith

	63




	Arisaig and Moidart

	79

	Kilcalmonell

	112




	Arrochar

	116.

	Kilchrennan and Dalavich

	98




	Auchtergaven

	133

	Killearnan

	26




	Auldearn

	40

	Kilfman

	103




	Avoch

	24

	Kilmadock

	125




	Balquhidder

	126

	Kilmaronock

	122




	Bellie

	57

	Kilmartin

	100




	Bendochy

	144

	Kilmichael Glassary

	101




	Birnie

	53

	Kilmodan

	106




	Birse

	85

	Kilmore and Kilbride

	96




	Blairgowrie

	142

	Kilmuir Easter

	14




	Boharm

	67

	Kilninver and Kilmelfort

	97




	Bonhill

	121

	Kiltarlity and Convinth

	30




	Botriphnie

	66

	Kiltearn

	17




	Bower

	5

	Kingarth

	111




	Cabrach

	71

	Kingoldrum

	146




	Cairnie

	64

	Kingussie and Insh

	81




	Canisbay

	4

	Kinloch

	141




	Caputh

	139

	Kinloss

	44




	Car dross

	117

	Kirkhill

	31




	Clunie

	140

	Kirkmichael (Perthshire)

	91




	Cortachy and Clova

	89

	Kirriemuir

	148




	Craignish

	99

	Knockando

	70




	Crieff

	130

	Knockbain

	25




	Cromarty

	22

	Lethendy

	138




	Croy and Dalcross

	36

	Lethnot and Navar

	88




	Cullen

	59

	Little Dunkeld

	134




	Dallas

	49

	Lochalsh

	29




	Daviot and Dunlichity

	35

	Lochcarron

	28




	Deskford

	60

	Lochgoilhead and Kilmorich

	115




	Dingwall

	19

	Lochlee

	87




	Dores

	34

	Logiealmond

	132




	Dumbarton

	120

	Logie Coldstone

	83




	Dunkeld and Dowally

	137

	Logie Easter

	13




	Dunnet

	3

	Logierait

	136




	Dunoon and Kilmun

	108

	Monzievaird and Strowan

	129




	Duthil and Rothiemurchus

	77

	Mortlach

	68




	Dyke and Moy

	41

	Moulin

	92




	Edderton

	8

	Moy and Dalarossie

	78




	Edinkillie

	46

	Muckairn

	95




	Edzell

	86

	Muthill

	128




	Elgin

	48

	Nairn

	39




	Fearn

	11

	New Kilpatrick

	119




	Fodderty

	18

	New Spynie

	54




	Forres

	43

	Nigg

	12




	North Bute

	109

	Speymouth

	56




	North Knapdale

	102

	Spynie

	50




	Old Kilpatrick

	118

	St. Andrews Lhanbryd

	51




	Olrig

	2

	Strachur

	105




	Ordiquhill

	61

	Stralachlan

	104




	Petty

	37

	Strathdon

	75




	Port of Menteith

	124

	Tain

	9




	RafFord

	45

	Tarbat

	10




	Rathven

	58

	Thurso

	1




	Rattray

	143

	Towie

	74




	Resolis

	21

	Urquhart

	52




	Rosemarkie

	23

	Urquhart and Glenmoriston

	32




	Rosneath

	114

	Urquhart and Logie Wester

	20




	Rosskeen

	15

	Urray

	27




	Rothes

	55

	Watten

	6




	Rothesay

	110

	Weem

	135




	Saddell and Skipness

	113

	Wick

	7
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Fig. 2.  Base map of synods and presbyteries
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Fig. 3.  Base map of cunties
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Fig. 4.  Places mentioned in the text


2

Gaelic in Scotland before 1609

[image: images]

THE story of Gaelic in Scotland is largely one of decline. However, in contrast to its later retreat in the face of English, the history of Gaelic from 500 A.D. until the middle years of the eleventh century is one of linguistic expansion. It is unlikely that the details of Gaelic’s geographical and social advance throughout Scotland following the establishment about the year 500 of the Gaelic-speaking territory of Dal Riata in Argyll will ever be fully known,1 and with this in mind only the broad sequence of events within ‘early Scotland’ – before about 1018 A.D. – has been outlined here.2 Perhaps more important to any understanding of Gaelic’s changing geography within Scotland is an examination of the factors behind its decline from the late eleventh century or thereabouts to the late 1500s – ‘medieval Scotland’ – and it is upon these points that this chapter concentrates. Unfortunately, what evidence there is for the position of Gaelic in Scotland during the Middle Ages does not allow a detailed understanding of how and why it declined or even when and where Gaelic was last spoken as it retreated to the uplands, and the claim by one historian that ‘Few problems in Scottish cultural history are more baffling than why the Celtic language drew back and disappeared from the whole of Lowland Scotland during the middle ages’3 will probably long remain true.

Gaelic was the language of the ‘Scotti’, a people of Irish origin from whom Scotland takes its name, and until the late fourteenth century, or thereabouts, Gaelic was known as the ‘Scottish’ language. Several languages were known and spoken in Scotland in the early sixth century. Alongside Gaelic, Cumbric,4 Norse or more properly Norn, a dialect of it, Pictish whose origins and essential characteristics are uncertain, and Anglian the language of the early English, were all spoken, each with varying prevalence over the others in various parts of Scotland. The ebb and flow of military and political dominance in dark-age Scotland is a complicated story, but it is now generally accepted that increasing political, military, and religious control on the part of the Gaelic-speaking groups over the Picts in central Scotland by the late 800s, and by the end of the tenth century over the Cumbric-speaking kingdom of Strathclyde in the south-west, led to the extension of the Gaelic language over much of mainland Scotland.5 The northern isles of Orkney and Shetland remained Norse in language and culture long after the islands fringing the western coast of the mainland had become largely Gaelic by the thirteenth century. It has been suggested that following the battle of Carham in 1018, Gaelic became the dominant language from Solway to Tweed and was perhaps known in what is now Cumberland.6 It would be wrong to see the attainment of political supremacy within early Scotland as meaning that the language spoken by the dominant political group everywhere and at once replaced other languages. Anglian advances against the Cumbric-speaking Britons in southeast Scotland in the seventh century were undeniably militarily successful and provided a basis for new settlement and the speaking of Anglian, but Cumbric survived and was used in this region despite these changes. In the isles, Norn was spoken widely only after it replaced Pictish, and later when political power based on military supremacy lay with the Gaelic-speaking Scots, Norn in turn continued to be used.7

The processes whereby Gaelic supplanted these other languages – what one author has called the ‘Gaelicisation’ of Scotland8 – were not everywhere the same throughout early Scotland. In terms both of overall geographical spread and presumably also of the extent to which it was commonly used, Gaelic superimposed itself upon, rather than replaced, other languages such as Pictish, Cumbric, Norn, and Anglian. The distribution of Gaelic place-names reflects the nationwide usuage of that language at one time or another, but regional variations in proportion to place-names derived from these other languages bear witness to the complicated patterns of language usage at that time.9 In south-east Scotland, the predominance of Anglian place-names and the relative scarcity of Gaelic names on the land reflect the low level of settlement by Gaelic speakers.10 Cumbric place-names have a mainly central and south-west distribution in Scotland.11 Scotland north of a line between the Forth and Clyde – that area chiefly settled by Gaelic speakers and known until about 1250 as ‘Scotia’ – shows the greatest concentration of Gaelic place-names. In the northern and western isles and in parts of the northeast mainland, the presence of Norn as the common language is likewise evident in the place-names.12 For lowland Scotland as a whole south of the Forth and Clyde, Gaelic place-names, particularly those derived from baile (village), cill (chapel), and achadh (field), have been interpreted as falling into several regions or zones, each zone representing varying degrees of permanency and density of settlement by Gaelic speakers.13 Gaelic place-names in what is today Galloway (the counties of Kirkcudbrightshire and Wigtownshire), southern Ayrshire, western Dumfriesshire, Dunbartonshire, Stirlingshire, West Lothian and parts of western Midlothian probably indicate a full-scale settlement of Gaelic speakers for some period, whereas in north Ayrshire, Renfrewshire, the Clyde Valley and eastern Dumfriesshire, place-names suggest a less permanent and less dense settlement by Gaelic speakers. Gaelic presence in ‘Lothian’ – that area roughly embraced by what are today the counties of Peebles, Selkirk, Roxburgh, Berwick, and East Lothian together with parts of eastern Midlothian – was minor in contrast to other parts of lowland Scotland, and would probably have been even less had not Anglian power been partially reduced by the incursions of the Vikings into northern England.14 Lothian with its long history of Anglian occupation represents the area least densely settled by Gaelic speakers in early Scotland. Even by 1091, when a Gaelic-speaking king ruled all north of the Tweed, it is possible that Lothian was outside the recognised Gaelic-speaking, i.e. Scottish world, as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records of that year that Malcolm III (1058–1093) ‘for mid his fryde ut of Scotlande into Lodene on Englaland’15 (went with his army out of Scotland into Lothian in England). Although Scotland’s place-names thus reflect the general distribution of language groups, one should be wary of accepting uncritically their value in explaining which language was used in an area or the date at which one language was spoken in place of another. Place-names may record the transition from one language to another and in so doing parallel the broader patterns of language shift,16 but such changes in nomenclature are not necessarily indicative of shifts in the usage of language amongst the people.17 Acknowledgement of the fact that Gaelic overlay and did not immediately replace these other languages within Scotland makes the question of the extent to which these other languages continued to be used and for how long all the more intriguing. Cumbric probably continued alongside Gaelic in the lowlands after the formal dissolution of the kingdom of Strathclyde in the late tenth century, and may even have been recognised as a distinct element within Scotland as late as 1165.18 Cumbric survived longest in the upper part of Midlothian,19 and to this extent was probably spoken, if only in a limited way, in isolated parts of southern Scotland, alongside Anglian as well as Gaelic. In the south-east of Scotland in particular, Gaelic and Anglian were both spoken, although Gaelic was never much more than the language of the ruling classes even after the eleventh century, and was almost certainly never spoken by the majority of the population. Norn-Gaelic interrelationships, chiefly in the outer isles, are reflected in several loanwords in Gaelic – perhaps surprisingly few in number considering the close contacts between the two languages.20

Bearing in mind that its expansion was not everywhere equal in effect in early Scotland and that other languages continued to be spoken, it cannot be doubted that Gaelic became increasingly common within Scotland before the eleventh century. The statement by one author that by the late eleventh century ‘the language of all Scotland was Gaelic’21 should not, however, be taken literally, for as we have seen and as Murison has argued, Gaelic’s territorial advance was not equatable with the uniform extension of that language as a spoken medium throughout all parts of Scotland. Murison has suggested that Gaelic may have attained its maximum geographical spread by the early 1100s,22 but perhaps more important than the accurate dating of a Gaelic tabula rasa for early Scotland is to note that this coverage varied regionally in intensity of Gaelic speaking and that at no period within early and medieval Scotland was Gaelic everywhere understood and used as a spoken language for all purposes by all persons.23 When Gaelic’s ‘long linguistic retreat’24 began from the late eleventh century or thereabouts, that language was certainly predominant in Scotland and was recognised as the Scottish language, but there was never a time when every person north of the Tweed spoke only Gaelic and swore allegiance only to a Gaelic-speaking lord. To this extent the later competition between Gaelic and English and languages such as French and Latin in medieval Scotland is paralleled in the earlier rivalry between the languages of early Scotland, and clues to linguistic change in one period may be found in an assessment of the other.25 However, just as it is difficult to detail with any accuracy the linguistic flux within early Scotland and thus largely impossible to reconstruct accurately the social and geographical patterns of language usage, so it is also difficult to identify with any certainty the mechanisms behind the decline of Gaelic from the Middle Ages.

For several authors, the retreat of Gaelic begins from the mid-eleventh century and the reign of Malcolm III (1058–1093) and, from 1071, his English-born wife Margaret. Rait (1914) put forward nine reasons for the decline of Gaelic from this period: the influence of the Scottish court from Malcolm III and Margaret; the authority of the Roman over the Celtic Church; the transition from tribalism to feudalism within Scotland; the spread of English-dominated trade; the status of the English language amongst the upper classes; an increased Anglicisation both in language usage and in the personnel of the ecclesiastical hierarchy; the placement of areas of land under Anglo-Norman hegemony; English-speaking merchants living in Scottish burghs; and what Rait termed ‘the general shift toward an English way-of-life’.26 The movement of Scotland’s ‘capital’ or seat of power into Lothian, and the frequent wars with England from this period may also have undermined Gaelic’s position.27 Examination of several of these points, particularly the impact of feudalism and its attendant changes, the growth of trade within Scotland’s emergent burghs, and the loss of Gaelic’s status together with a rise in the prestige of English, sheds some light on the patterns and processes of Gaelic’s decline.

Queen Margaret, unlike her husband, knew no Gaelic, but although she may have been unused or even opposed to particularly Celtic customs, it is unlikely that she effected any major changes in Scotland during her reign.28 Nonetheless, the Anglo-Saxon names given by her to several of her children suggest some break with certain traditions from this period, and the influx of Saxons and Anglo-Normans of high social position did represent the entry of an influential, and to a large degree unassailable, element into Scottish Gaelic life.29 The presence of these incomers is evident in both personal and place-names, whilst the replacement of Celtic personnel in ecclesiastical and judicial positions within Scotland and the shift from Gaelic to Norman-French or English as the language of these offices is apparent in some charter material.30 Such changes were not evident at once nor everywhere equally felt: the replacement of Celtic tribalism by feudalism was neither sudden nor wholesale and is probably best seen as the laying down of new boundaries – legal, social and on the land – within which the old ways continued to varying degrees. Gifts of land to Normans in the lowlands were numerous, but it is doubtful whether Normans were established in any significant number before about 1124.31 Evidence that, in places, Celtic practices existed in areas under Norman control or that Anglo-Norman names appeared in lands owned by men of Celtic origin demonstrates not only the way the imposition of the feudal order followed no rigidly defined pattern but also how it was regionally variable in impact. The peculiarly Celtic customs of ‘cain’ and ‘conveth’ (forms of rent paid in kind or in hospitality) continued in parts of Scotland, particularly north of the Forth and Clyde and in parts of Galloway.32 The retention of the office of ‘thane’ has likewise been considered indicative of the continuance of Celtic customs.33 A cautionary note should be sounded here: the maintenance of Celtic administrative posts and Gaelic personal names and the persistence of particularly Celtic customs alongside Anglo-Norman names and practices is not necessarily equatable with the retention and actual usage of Gaelic as a spoken language. Although in some parts of central Scotland under Celtic control Gaelic was spoken longer than in adjacent lands under Anglo-Norman supervision,34 such was not the case throughout Scotland.

Of perhaps greatest importance, in the light of later language patterns in Scotland, is the fact that feudal tenures, baronies, sheriffs, justiciars, and indeed almost all the trappings of feudalism, were largely unknown north of the Forth and Clyde,35 and where they did find expression in Scotia proper was, in a limited way, along the eastern coastal plains. In the northern and western uplands, the change resulting from the extension of Anglo-Norman influences was slight, if felt at all.36 The inhabitants of the mountainous areas to the north and west – identifiable in later periods by the prevalence of Gaelic as the ‘Highlands’ – were almost a law unto themselves.37 That Gaelic was still spoken quite widely in north-east Scotland by the first half of the twelfth century is suggested by the Gaelic notes in the Book of Deer, which was written sometime between 1130 and 1150.38 Certainly, Deer in Buchan was by then on the periphery of a Gaelic-speaking region that embraced Ireland as well as Scotland, but not until the late 1100s was Gaelic to retreat from there.39 In the north and east Lowlands the shift from Gaelic to English may have resulted from the displacement of the native population and the plantation of Anglo-Normans in their stead,40 and the battle of Inverurie in 1307 may have further undermined the Gaelic language in this region.41 The decline of Gaelic from these eastern coastal plains may also have been due to the emergence of burghs in the Middle Ages.

It is difficult to know the extent to which the establishment of burghs and their important role in the economy and society of Scotland from this period played a part in the decreased usage of Gaelic in parts of lowland Scotland. Burghs were never centres of Gaelic speech, and the increased trade and economic contacts they generated were in many ways alien to much of Scotland of that time. In Arbroath in the 1180s, none of the names of burgesses was Gaelic in origin (although this does not mean Gaelic was not spoken by burgh residents), and when later Gaelic names do appear, their presence must be seen as following from the attraction of Gaelic speakers to the economic pull of the burgh community.42 The transition from Gaelic to Norman names noted by Sharp (1928) for thirteenth-century Dunfermline represents, though it may not typify, the sort of changes taking place in Scottish burghs and to varying degrees throughout lowland Scotland of that time.43 In Perth and Dundee, as in a number of burghs, Anglo-Norman burgesses were resident by the early thirteenth century,44 and while the existence of burgesses with Gaelic personal names in Lanark and Aberdeen for the same period certainly suggests the presence of persons of Gaelic origin,45 the question of whether Gaelic was known and used by such persons in these burghs must remain unanswered. As has been argued elsewhere, it seems not unreasonable to assume that Gaelic speakers in lands granted to incoming non-Gaelic speakers, or trading with them, would need to know enough of the new language to understand and be understood.46 To this extent, the role of the burgh may have been to concentrate in one place, and to hasten through trade links and repeated contact with non-Gaelic speakers, the processes of social and linguistic change and the ‘general shift toward an English way-of-life’ occurring throughout the rural lowlands. Although several languages may have been used within their confines, the basically Anglian or Anglo-Scandinavian vocabulary of burghs reflects the way in which they were predominantly Anglo-Saxon in speech.47 In Elgin, Forres, Nairn, Inverness, Dingwall, Cromarty, Rosemarie, and Wick, the presence of English-speaking occupational groups during the Middle Ages may have led to these burghs being focal points for English, whilst Gaelic was known and used more commonly in the rural hinterland.48 Of course, the language shift between Gaelic and other languages in Scotland in the Middle Ages need not always have been at the expense of Gaelic. In Ireland and Wales in this period some incoming Norman and English settlers did learn and use a little of the native Celtic49 – so much so in Ireland that the Statutes of Kilkenny of 1366 forbade the speaking of Irish amongst the ‘degenerate Englishry’. It is quite possible that this situation was paralleled in Scotland, though probably not to the same degree.

Not just in the burghs, but throughout Scotland, a number of languages were in use in the Middle Ages, each with varying geographical and social expression. Anglo-Saxon was commonly used in the burghs and to an extent by the upper classes, but Norman-French was the usual language in the upper echelons of society and remained until the late fourteenth century pre-eminent as the language of the court and of letters. Latin was used for the performance of religious duties, for political charters and parliamentary documents. In their knowledge and use of Latin, learned men throughout Scotland mirrored trends common in Europe during the Middle Ages, and even in the Gaelic-speaking areas the literati used Latin rather than Gaelic as the language of wider communication.50 Norn survived in parts of Orkney as late as 1725 and may even have survived until 1773, and a century earlier had been quite common in parts of Shetland.51 Norman-French was for long the language of the upper classes. Fantosme’s twelfth-century Chronicle stated of two courtiers that ‘They well know in rich court to speak many a language’,52 and Jean Froissart, a French government official visiting Scotland in 1365, recorded of David II (1329–1371) that the king spoke ‘moult biau francois’.53 By 1400, however, French had largely given way to English as the language of letters and status: in 1401 the Earl of March wrote to Henry IV in English because ‘the Englishe tongue is maire clear to myne understanding’,54 and when John Eldar, a Gaelic-speaking resident of Sutherland, wrote to Henry VIII in English in 1543, he was doing no more than mirroring the literate and cultural sensibilities of the upper classes in Scotland at that period.55 The advancement of English up the social scale was an important component within the history of languages in medieval Scotland, particularly when placed against the withdrawal of Gaelic from the lowlands in the same period.

It is partly the fact that those areas of high land to the north and west of a line running from Dumbarton along the edge of the Grampians ending near Nairn were terrae incognitae and were at best only imperfectly known to the inhabitants of the lowlands that led, by the end of the fourteenth century, to their being seen as a distinct area within Scotland. The fact that feudalism had scarcely affected the north and west, the rugged nature of the land itself with its scanty soils and inaccessibility, and distance from the king and his officers allowed the population of these areas to exist largely untroubled by events in the lowlands. Although one author has considered that a ‘line’ of demarcation existed between north and west Scotland and the lowlands in the south and east by the early twelfth century,56 it is now generally acknowledged that only from the late 1300s was this difference fully apparent. The terms ‘Highlands’ and ‘Lowlands’ describing separate linguistic regions within Scotland did not exist before then: ‘they had simply not entered the minds of men’.57 The social and geographical ‘emergence of the Highlander’58 and the division within Scotland from this period between Gaelic-speaking and non-Gaelic-speaking areas provide a basis for much of the later history of that language.

The first writer to make explicit this divide within Scotland and the differences in language thus illuminated was John of Fordun writing in the late 1380s. His comments are perhaps well known, but nonetheless warrant some attention here:

The manners and customs of the Scots vary with the diversity of their speech. For two languages are spoken amongst them, the Scottish and the Teutonic; the latter of which is the language of those who occupy the seaboard and plains, while the race of Scottish speech inhabits the Highlands and out-lying islands. The people of the coast are of domestic and civilised habits, trusty, patient, and urbane, decent in their attire, affable, and peaceful, devout in Divine worship … the Highlanders and people of the Islands, on the other hand, are a savage and untamed nation, rude and independent, given to rapine, ease-loving, of a docile and warm disposition, comely in person, but unsightly in dress, hostile to the English people and language, and owing to diversity of speech, even to their own nation, and exceedingly cruel.59

To begin with, Gaelic was still at that time seen as the Scottish language: there was no question of applying the label ‘Scottish’ to the English language then spoken over much of south and east Scotland. Fordun’s note that the ‘race of Scottish speech inhabits the Highlands and outlying islands’ must be interpreted to mean that by 1385 or thereabouts the Gaelic language had retreated to the uplands of the north and west and the islands beyond. Although it is now difficult to delimit exactly the area over which Gaelic held sway, these upland areas were by then synonymous as they had not been before with a language area – the ‘Highlands’ or Gaidhealtachd. Additionally, Fordun’s rather prejudiced reference to the people of this area as a ‘savage and untamed nation, rude and independent’ is the first of many to see the Highlander not just as geographically separate from his Lowland counterpart, but culturally and socially inferior by virtue of his language. This attitude towards both language and speaker was perhaps intensified as a result of political dissension between the two areas, and although the attitude toward Gaelic that it was somehow alien to the civilised values of lowland Scotland may not have itself determined a decline in the extent to which Gaelic was spoken, such feelings and beliefs did serve to widen a cultural gulf between Gaelic and non-Gaelic in Scotland.

The sense of physical separation and comparative isolation from the lowland court in fact permitted a relative Gaelic political renaissance as the result of the waning of Norse power during the second half of the thirteenth century and the involvement of the Scottish monarchy in the Wars of Independence with England.60 Events such as the burning of Elgin in 1390 and the continued incursions of Highland caterans into the Lowlands from this period can hardly have helped relations within Scotland, and although the battle of Harlaw in 1411 between the forces of the Lords of the Isles and the Earl of Mar should be seen more as a clash between cultures than as a firm demarcation between Highlands and Lowlands, such events acted to further alienate the Highlands from Lowland political circles. The intention of James I (1406–1437) was to diminish the power of the Lords of the Isles and their Highland vassals, but his policies and events of the time served to widen rather than narrow the political and cultural gap within Scotland. Continued insurgence within the Gaelic-speaking areas themselves during the fifteenth century only deepened this gulf, and whilst the following century began with a peace of sorts, the greater part of the 1500s was likewise characterised either by internal strife amongst the Highlanders or conflict with the Crown.61 From 1574 no Highland bards were to be admitted into the Lowlands,62 and by the last years of the sixteenth century, James VI (1567–1625) had led several expeditions ‘to quell the defection and disobedience of the inhabitants of … pairtes of the Illis and Hielandis of this realme’.63 In his Basilicon Doron written about the year 1598, the king contrasted two populations in the Highlands: ‘[those] that dwelleth in our maine land, that are barbarous for the most parte, and yet mixed with some shewe of ciuilitie: the other, that dwelleth in the Isles, and are attuterlie barbares, without any sort or shewe of ciuilitie’.64 Proposals at this time to establish burghs in Kintyre, Lochaber, and Lewis to help civilise and anglicise the Highlands were only partly successful,65 although ‘urban places’ in the Highlands were to become important focal centres for English speech in later centuries. Alongside this political alienation must be placed the Reformation and the move towards one religion, the result of which left the Highlands largely Catholic or without religion at all, in contrast to the mainly Protestant lowlands. Particularly in the eighteenth century, the combined stigma of Catholicism and Gaelic speech was to provide the rationale for the ‘civilisation’ and anglicisation of the Highlands.

Throughout much of the Middle Ages, those variants of the English language spoken over much of south and east Scotland were known as ‘Inglis’.66 But as Scotland as a whole developed a national and cultural distinctiveness apart from England, so the term ‘Inglis’ used to describe the language of the Lowlands became inappropriate, even though ‘Inglis’ itself was increasingly prestigious as the language of civilised, i.e. Lowland, Scotland.67 As a result of its increasing status and the connotations of Gaelic with inferiority, the English language in the Lowlands became known as ‘Scottis’ and Gaelic became known as ‘Yrisch’ or ‘Ersch’ in reference to its Irish origins. This important change in nomenclature and Gaelic’s change of identity from ‘Scottish’ to ‘Irish’, together with the loss of its nationalist associations, roughly coincided with the emergence of the Highlands-Lowlands division within the then Scottish consciousness. The first records of the ‘Scottish tongue’ being associated with the language of the Lowlands and not with Gaelic appear in Barbour’s Bruce, written about 1375,68 and it is a distinction reiterated by several writers of the period. John Major, writing in 1521, distinguished between ‘Wild Scots’ or Highlanders who spoke ‘the Irish tongue’ and ‘civilised Scots’ who spoke English:

The Irish tongue is in rise among the former, the English tongue amonst the latter. One half of Scotland speaks Irish, and all these as well as the Islanders … belong to the Wild Scots. In dress, in the manner of their outward life, and in good morals, … these come behind the householding Scots.69

Interestingly, Major also wrote that ‘most of us spoke Irish a short time ago’,70 thus reinforcing the idea that this division was not all that long apparent. Even in the eyes of a foreign observer writing in 1498, Gaelic was ‘the language of the savages who live in some parts of Scotland and on the islands’,71 although his host, James IV (1488–1513), probably spoke the language and would be the last king of Scotland to do so. The very employment of Gaelic in situations in which other languages were considered more socially appropriate may have implied that the user was an uncivilised figure, even a source of ridicule,72 and the famous ‘Flyting’ of Dunbar and Kennedy of about 1505 certainly makes evident the scorn with which Gaelic was regarded by that time. Dunbar was a Lothian-born poet, and in taunting the Galloway-born Kennedy he abused the latter with terms such as ‘Irische brybour baird’ and ‘Ersch Katherane’.73 Kennedy retorted that Dunbar, who knew nothing of Gaelic, should not so decry that language since it was the true Scots tongue: ‘Thow lufis nane Irische, elf, I understand, Bot it suld be all trew Scottis mennis lede; It was the gud language of this land, and Scotia it causit to multiply and sprede’.74 Montgomerie, in his ‘Ane Answer to ane Helandmannis Invective’ written in the 1550s, went so far as to record ‘How the first Helandman, of God was maid, of ane horss turd, in Argyle, as is said’,75 and by the same period the difference between Scottish as nationality and Gaelic as a language divorced from Scottishness may even have been explicit in Scottish political circles.76 By 1578, Leslie could write in his Historie of Scotland of a distinction between ‘the mair politick Scottis’ or ‘the Inglis men’ speaking the ‘auld Saxoune toung’ and the ‘rest of the Scottish [who] we halde as outlawis and wylde peple’, speaking what by Leslie’s time was known to him as the ‘aide Irishe toung’.77 George Buchanan, in his 1582 History, referred to the ‘ancient Scotish Language’ (Gaelic) as so many ‘barbarous sounds’.78 It is interesting that Buchanan should regard this ‘transmigration of languages … Rusticity and Barbarism, to Culture and Humanity’ as the shedding of ‘that uncouthness which accrued to us by the infelicity of our birth’, since it is likely that he was himself a native Gaelic speaker.79

The evidence for Gaelic’s loss of status and its cultural alienation during the Middle Ages in concert with several other processes of language change is thus quite well documented. The same cannot be said of the evidence available by which to distinguish the actual territorial extent of the Gaelic-speaking areas in medieval Scotland. It is quite likely that Gaelic was widely spoken in the north-east coastal lowlands in the early twelfth century and remained the language of the majority of the peasantry in Scotland north of the Forth and Clyde and in parts of south-west Scotland until the late 1100s and later than that in more isolated areas.80 The same author has suggested that Gaelic had retreated into what is identifiable as the Gaidhealtachd of later periods by about 1350.81 An exact dating of this decline and a charting of its changing geography within Scotland over time and space will probably continue to be a ‘baffling problem’, although there are a number of pieces of evidence that throw some light on the matter.

That Gaelic was still spoken in south-west Scotland in the 1560s we may infer from a military report upon that area which reported ‘a barrant cutree but for bestiall: the people for the moste part speketht erishe’.82 (The possibility of Gaelic’s survival into the seventeenth century and even later in this area is examined in the following chapter.) Part of the population of the Dunkeld area may have been non-Gaelic speakers or at least unable to derive benefit from worship conducted in that language by the early thirteenth century,83 and further to the south and east, Gaelic was probably extinct as the native vernacular in Fife, Kinross, and Clackmannan by about 1350,84 although Gaelic may have survived to a later period in Fife. The area around Caputh and Abernyte in southern Perthshire was only partly Gaelic-speaking in the early sixteenth century, and in the county of Angus in the Middle Ages, as for later centuries, Gaelic was commonly in use only in the parishes of Glenisla, Cortachy and Clova, Lethnot and Navar, Lochlee, and Edzell.85 In the east-central and coastal parishes of Aberdeenshire, Gaelic probably ceased to be commonly spoken ‘some time between 1500 and 1600’.86 According to an English traveller writing in 1434, Gaelic was still quite widely used in parts of the Morayshire and Aberdeenshire lowlands at that time.87 James IV (1488–1513) is reputed to have said that half the population of Nairn could not understand or be understood by the other half,88 but such statements do not make an accurate assessment of the patterns of Gaelic’s retreat very easy.

Attempts at the delimitation on a map of the extent of the Gaelic-speaking areas in the Middle Ages only serve to emphasise the scanty evidence for the accurate placement of a linguistic divide within Scotland for that period (Figure 5). Nicholson’s ‘conceptual division’ between the Gaelic- and English-speaking areas for about 1400 embraces also the likely areas of Gaelic in Galloway at that time. Loch (1932) delimited a boundary for Gaelic at about 1500, and Smout (1969) has produced a ‘Highland Line’ for medieval Scotland. Although these lines approximate in general trend to those based upon more detailed evidence for later centuries, they can only depict the most general of divisions for the medieval period.

Despite this separation within Scotland and the withdrawal of Gaelic into its upland habitat, the Highlands as a language area were neither culturally isolated from the remainder of Scotland nor lacking in internal cultural vigour. Gaelic words, for example, clarsach, banshee, and slogan, were borrowed into the Lowland Scots language and thence into English, and a number of Scots words were likewise borrowed into Gaelic.89 The Gaelic charter of 1408 and later deed of fosterage are surely not the only examples of such Gaelic documents and specifically Gaelic customs in the Highlands.90 In many ways, the links between the Highlands and Ireland were stronger than between the Highlands and the remainder of Scotland. The two areas were both largely Gaelic in language – indeed, they shared the same ‘Common Gaelic’ until the thirteenth century91 – and not until the 1600s did the links begin to be permanently severed.92 The simple nature of the geography probably allowed the continuation of peculiarly Gaelic customs by the later Middle Ages, just as for earlier periods it provided a barrier to the extension of feudalism. Just as other languages survived for a period despite the earlier advance of Gaelic, so that language in turn probably lingered on in isolated parts of lowland Scotland and in the mouths and memories of many lowlanders despite the general retreat of the language to the north and west during the Middle Ages. The processes behind Gaelic’s decline from about 1100 to 1600 are perhaps better known than the dates or extent of this shift. The change in the status and prestige of languages, the extension of feudalism, the role of the burghs, and a developing political estrangement within Scotland between the inhabitants of the lowlands and those of the uplands to the north and west represent probably the most crucial factors behind the retreat of Gaelic and the emergence of the Highlands as a distinct language area within Scotland during the Middle Ages. To this must be added those actions directed at the Gaelic language itself from the early years of the seventeenth century onwards.
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Fig. 5.  The extent of the medieval Gaidhealtachd
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Gaelic in Scotland in the Seventeenth Century
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WHEN James VI addressed Parliament in 1604, he noted in his speech how God had ‘united these two Kingdomes … in Language, Religion and similitude of manners’.1 To an extent, in trade, in political ties, and in religion, England and Scotland had indeed been drawing closer since the mid-1500s, and they continued to do so during the seventeenth century. But the unity claimed by James was in some ways more apparent than real, especially where Scotland was concerned. Changes in arable agriculture, in industry, and in most facets of Scotland’s expanding market economy during this period in part mirrored what was happening in England, but even so such developments were far more distinct in the lowland areas to the south and east than in the uplands to the north where a pastoral economy was dominant.2 More important still was the fact that the problems posed by the autonomy of the Highland populations and their separateness from the King’s authority were as worrisome in 1600 as they had been centuries before. James was in no doubt that he expected obedience to the Crown, from Highlanders and Lowlanders alike. Attempts in the early 1600s to assimilate the Highlands took three forms.3 The establishment of burghs with colonies of English speakers, outlined in an Act of Parliament of 1597,4 was successful only in Kintyre with the settlement of Lochhead, later Campbeltown, in 1609. The policy of supporting a number of already semi-Lowland clans along the fringes of the Highlands and in particular favouring the Campbells was aimed at lessening the collective power of the Highland chiefs, and the bringing of these chiefs under the same legal obligation with regard to landholding as their Lowland counterparts was likewise intended to reduce the threat posed to Scottish unity by those inhabitants in the north.5 The ‘desyre to have all the parts of our dominions quiett and obedient’6 found its best expression in the Statutes of Icolmkill in 1609, agreed upon by nine prominent chiefs and the Lords Commissioners for the Affairs of the Isles.7 The Statutes as a whole sought to ‘reclaime the ignorant inhabitants thairof from their ignorance and blindnes’,8 and the chiefs and their kinsmen were obliged in various ways to live in and maintain peace in the Highlands. It is unlikely that these Statutes were ever enforced completely, and they certainly did not at once bring Highland disorder to an end, although they were instrumental in extending a degree of order in the Highlands during the 1600s.9

In large measure, the policies of the early seventeenth century ‘to bring the Hielandis and Iles to civilitie’10 were continuations and refinements of earlier attempts at unification. There were differences, however. During this century the Gaelic language itself became the focus of legislative attention. For three reasons in particular – the refinement of earlier political policy concerning the Gaelic areas; the emergence of educational policies towards that language; and the attempts to place the Highlands under the same religious control as the Lowlands for the ‘weall of the Gospel’ – the seventeenth century is a critical period in the history of Gaelic. The late 1600s also provide the earliest picture of the Gaidhealtachd as a whole, but that is left to the next chapter.

The sixth Statute of Icolmkill is of importance in understanding the policies of the period:

The quhilk day, it being undirstand that the ignorance and incivilitie of the saidis Iles hes daylie incressit be the negligence of guid educatioun and instructioun of the youth in the knowledge of God and good letters for remeid quhair of it is inactit that every gentilman or yeaman within the said Ilandis, or any of thame, haveing childerine maill or famell, and being in goodis worth thriescore ky, sall put at the leist their eldest sone, or haveing no children maill thair eldest dochter, to the scuillis in the Lowland, and interteny and bring thame up thair quhill that may be found able sufficientlie to speik, reid, and wryte Inglische.11

There is no reason to believe that this Statute was any more effective than the others, and in any case the qualification of a wealth measured in terms of sixty cattle excluded the great bulk of the population. But far more important than the extent to which this directive was actually obeyed is the obvious connotation of English, the language of the Lowlands, as the language to be used throughout Scotland as Scots itself faded and English or its Scottish variants became the language of propriety. In contrast, the use of Gaelic by the Highland populations was, in the minds of those in authority in the Lowlands, closely related to their ‘ignorance and incivilitie’ and ‘negligence of guid educatioun’. This enactment is significant, therefore, not for its actual effect – for that was surely minimal – but for its attitude towards Gaelic and for being the first of many acts explicitly concerned with the status of the language.

Efforts to establish schools throughout Scotland had been made during the fifteenth century and again in the later 1500s, but these attempts were of limited success and almost entirely Lowland in location.12 The seventeenth century witnessed renewed attempts to extend education within Scotland, many of which had a direct bearing upon the fortunes of Gaelic. The association between ‘vertew, lernyng and the Inglishe toung’ and ‘Godlines, obedience and civilitie’ was clear in the minds of many by the early 1600s, and the Act of the Privy Council of 10th December, 1616 leaves little room for doubt:

Forsameikle as the Kingis Majestie having a speciall care and regaird that the trew religioun be advanceit and establisheit in all the pairtis of this kingdome, and that all his Majesties subjectis, especiallie the youth, be exercised and trayned up in civilitie, godliness, knawledge, and learning, that the vulgar Inglishe toung be universallie plantit, and the Irische language, whilk is one of the cheif and principall causes of the continewance of barbaritie and incivilitie amongis the inhabitantis of the Ilis and Heylandis, may be abolisheit and removeit; and quhair as thair is no measure more powerfull to further his Majesties princelie regaird and purpois that the establisheing of Scooles in the particular parroches of this Kingdom whair the youthe may be taught at least to write and reid, and be catechised and instructed in the groundis of religioun.13

The act went on to note how continued residence in the Highlands and the persistence of Gaelic lay at the heart of the differences between Highlanders and Lowlanders: ‘if they had bene sent to the Inland [Lowlands] in thair youthe … They wald have bene the better preparit to reforme thair countreyis’; and it directed also that the sons of Highland chiefs would not be acknowledged as heirs or rightful tenants ‘unless they can wryte, reid and speik Inglische’.14 For centuries after 1616, the extension of education in the Highlands was to be synonymous with anglicisation. The 1616 Act made provision for a school to be maintained in every parish in Scotland, and when this Act was ratified by Parliament in 1633, power was given to the bishops to impose taxes for school maintenance.15 Legislation of 1646 revoked this decision and held parish heritors responsible for the salary and accommodation of the schoolmaster,16 but following the Act Rescissory of 1661 which annulled all parliamentary legislation passed since 1633,17 bishops were again charged with the provision of funds for school maintenance. Following the Act of 1695,18 the military were empowered to assist in the collection of funds in Argyll and the Isles, though it is not clear whether they were ever called upon. In those Highland parishes where no minister regularly served, the vacant stipend was put toward the building and maintenance of ‘English’ schools to be used, in the words of the 1695 Act, ‘for rooting out the Irish language, and other pious uses’.19 The 1696 Act for Settling of Schools20 in every parish again held parish heritors responsible for the provision and operation of schools, and this Act remained the basis of parochial education until 1872.

In Lowland Scotland, many schools were established as a result of these Acts, although the coverage was far from complete. The Highlands were not well served at all. In several of the more northern burghs such as Rosemarkie, Dingwall, Dornoch, and Inverness, schools had been in existence since the 1500s and earlier,21 and several schools were built in Argyll and parts of the western Highlands between 1641 and 1660. By 1698 some twenty-four ‘fixed’ English schools were in existence in the Argyll area together with fourteen ‘ambulatory’ English schools established under the terms of the 1695 and 1696 Acts.22 For some of the better-off Highlanders, education was through a private tutor: in 1633 Lord Lorne was engaged in hiring ‘ane sufficient man quha hes bothe Irisch and English’ to instruct his eldest son.23 The vast majority of Highland parishes remained without a school, however, and the inhabitants without education. The scattered population, difficulties of communication and what was to be a recurring problem – lack of finance – all hindered the widespread establishment of schools in the Highlands at this period.24

Moreover, the prevalence of Gaelic remained a major barrier to the extension of education. It has been reckoned that some fifty per cent of Scotland’s population lived north of the Tay at this time, and for many, especially to the north and west, Gaelic was the only language. Sir Thomas Craig, writing in 1605, was in no doubt that schools would remove this obstacle: ‘if schools are established, I have not the slightest doubt that before the century is over, Gaelic will no longer be spoken on the mainland and islands of Scotland’.25 Sir Robert Gordon, in a letter of 1620 to his nephew the Earl of Sutherland, likewise instructed him to ‘use your diligence to take away the reliques of the Irishe barbaritie which as yet remains in your countrey, to wit, the Irishe language, and the habit … The Ireishe language cannot so soone be extinguished. To help this plant schools in everie corner for learning’.26 Even Charles I (1625–1649) wrote to Ms archbishops and bishops in 1626 noting how schools had been established ‘for the better civilising and removing of the Irish language and barbaritie out of the heigh landes’.27 In those corners where schools were planted, ‘learning’ was not then as we now know it. More able schoolmasters would perhaps have taught a little Latin and even French, but the great majority taught only reading and writing, and everywhere the emphasis of education was on religious instruction, using the Bible. To this extent the attempts to extend education and the ‘one true religion’ in the Highlands during the later 1500s and the 1600s were but closely related elements in the general move to unity between Kirk and State in Scotland. This unity, between Highlands and Lowlands, Kirk and State – towards ‘one commonwealth’28 – could only be meaningful, however, if the populations to the north and west were subject to the same political and, above all, the same religious jurisdiction as the remainder of Scotland. Political control certainly increased during the period although it was never total, but the administration of religion amongst the Gaelic-speaking Highlanders demanded the use of Gaelic at an initial stage. It was the realisation of this fact that prompted the Church of Scotland to provide a Gaelic-speaking ministry for the Highlands during the seventeenth century and also scriptural texts in Gaelic. What at first seems paradoxical – the use of schools to drive out Gaelic and the emergence of policies to employ Gaelic in religious ordinance – can be resolved when it is realised that an education whose chief focus was religious instruction and, from that, the advance of English as the language of everyday use, could never be effective if the tenets of that religion were not extended through the native language of the populations concerned. In short, Gaelic was to be used as a ‘missionary medium’29 upon which to base an education aimed at anglicisation.



The Highlands had always been very poorly served by clergy, and even in those areas where ministers did officiate, the large size of parishes and the dispersed patterns of population made regular religious administration difficult at the best of times. Robert Pont, a Commissioner of the General Assembly in the Inverness, Moray, and Banff region in the 1560s, had been unable to fulfil his duties there for ‘laike of the Irish tongue’,30 and such inability was common in the 1600s. In consequence of the scarcity of Gaelic-speaking clergy, ministers who spoke English only were sometimes appointed to Highland charges. Such was the case in the Perthshire parishes of Weem, Kirkmichael, and Little Dunkeld in the 1680s, and earlier in the century one of the complaints against the Bishop of Dunkeld was that ‘he planted ministers, who understood not Irish, into paroshines wher ther was not a worde Scottish’,31 The Reverend Cochran was discharged from Luss in Dunbartonshire in 1650 through being unable to preach in Gaelic,32 and in 1630 it was recorded of Patrick Dunbar, who had been minister in the Inverness-shire parish of Dores since 1618, that ‘his travells ar unfruitfull in place wherein he serves and that only throughe want of the language’. The fact that by 1642 Dunbar was ‘still deficient in Irish but improving daily’ can hardly have pleased his parishioners or made his presence worthwhile.33 James Garner, minister at Saddell in Kintyre in 1660, was of little use there through ‘want of the Irish language’, and the minister at Dunoon in the early 1660s was likewise unable to understand or speak Gaelic.34 The minister at Laggan and Alvie in the 1620s, James Lyell, knew ‘nothing of the Irishe language’,35 and in the 1650s not one of the officiating clergy in the parishes of Aberlour, Abernethy, Boharm, Cromdale, Dundurcus, Duthel, Inveraven, Kingussie, Kirkmichael, Knockando, Laggan, and Rothes spoke Gaelic, yet a considerable proportion of the population of these parishes spoke only Gaelic.36 In the Caithness parish of Watten in 1659, some ninety Gaelic monoglots were in fact removed from the parish by the heritors and elders after having protested over the appointment of James Dunbar, a non-Gaelic speaker, as their minister.37

Many Highland parishes were without clergy at all. In 1626 the whole of Badenoch was said to be ‘destitut of the comfort of the word … and altogidder without discipline wherby the grytest part lyeth in damnable atheisme’,38 and twenty years later the area was still without clergy.39 In 1676 the Presbytery of Forres reported ‘rud, barbarous, and ignorant Irish people … betwixt Ardclach, Calder, and Moy’, who had long been without any form of religious provision.40 In several parishes, especially in south-west Argyll and along the fringes of the uplands, both Gaelic and English were spoken and used in religious administration. The southern parts of Kintyre in particular had a large English-speaking population, and in the district of Glendaruel in 1649 English services were introduced following a petition by Lowland settlers.41 In Contin in 1651, Dores in 1671, Kilmorack in 1651, in Kirkhill and Kiltearn parishes in the 1680s and in several other parishes, both Gaelic and English were preached.42 In Inverness and probably in those other towns along the edges of the Highlands such as Nairn, Dingwall, and Dornoch which served as the focal points of Highland-Lowland trade, both Gaelic and English were spoken in everyday use and used in religious worship. Of Inverness in 1656 it was noted how ‘ane halfe of the people understand not one another’,43 and in 1677 Thomas Kirk observed how most of the residents of Inverness understood and spoke only Gaelic ‘except some of the better sort that can speak Scottish’.44 The first reference to a church or chapel whose services were wholly in Gaelic in Inverness appears in September 1639, though it is likely that Gaelic was used in worship in the town before then.45 By 1640 this chapel in Inverness was in a ruinous state and the Provost of Inverness, James Ross, protested to the Presbytery, pointing out how the building was not able to accommodate the ‘common and Irish people’ in the town and that a second church for Gaelic services was needed.46 On 26th February, 1641, the Presbytery of Inverness erected the new charge – the ‘third charge’ as it was known – by enlarging the choir of the High Church, and Duncan McCulloch was appointed to this Gaelic-speaking post.47 Unfortunately for the Gaelic speakers of Inverness, McCulloch was transferred to the parish of Urquhart and Glenmoriston in October 1647,48 and Gaelic worship in the town was infrequent for quite some time thereafter. Gaelic services as well as English language ones were held also, though not on a regular basis, in Inveraray from 1657 and in Campbeltown from 1680.49

The fact that a number of Highland parishes were fortunate enough to have a resident minister, whether fluent in Gaelic or not, and that in several of these parishes services in Gaelic, in English, or in both were held on a more or less regular basis should not obscure the fact that the great mass of the Gaelic-speaking population were without regular religious administration in any language during the 1600s. What this meant in terms of the day-to-day use of Gaelic is difficult to know, but the effect was probably very little. Even allowing for those persons who spoke a little English in trading with the low country or as a mark of social standing, the Highlands were overwhelmingly Gaelic, and any lack of reinforcement of Gaelic resulting from its non-employment in religious worship was not as widely or keenly felt in the seventeenth century as it was to be in the eighteenth. What this widespread lack of Gaelic-speaking or any other clergy in the Highlands meant from a Lowland point of view was that the Highlands remained irreligious and in need of spiritual unification. These shortcomings were undoubtedly made worse by the shortage of Gaelic scriptural texts. Bishop Carswell’s translation of Knox’s Book of Common Order had appeared in 1567, and for almost seventy years this was the only available Gaelic text in the Scottish Highlands. Neither that work nor the later Catechism of 1631, the first fifty psalms produced by the Synod of Argyll in 1659, and Kirk’s Psalter of 1684 were widely available,50 and the lack of a Bible in Gaelic with which to minister to Highlanders was also a problem. The New Testament had been published in Irish Gaelic by Nehemiah Donellan in 1603 and the Irish Bible (Old Testament) by Bishop Bedell in 1685.51 Some of these Irish Gaelic Bibles were sent over to Scotland in the late 1680s for use in the Highlands, and by 1690 Robert Kirk, minister at Aberfoyle, had transcribed both Bedell’s Irish Bible and Donellan’s New Testament into Latin type. Tie task of transcription, undertaken in something like eighteen months, was enormous, but some 3000 Bibles, 1000 New Testaments and 3000 Catechisms were ready by late 1690. These texts and the earlier Bibles in Irish type were intended for ‘the several Synods who have Highland parishes in their bounds’,52 and the plans for their distribution to these parishes provide the earliest detailed evidence of the actual area over which Gaelic held sway. But such texts were of little value without the people to use them, and it was with this lack of clergy that the Church of Scotland chiefly concerned itself.53

The policy adopted by Parliament and the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland to meet this shortage was to award bursaries to suitable Gaelic-speaking young men to allow them to train for the ministry and then serve in the Highlands. These bursars or probationers as they were sometimes called were to be instructed in divinity and in English in Scotland’s universities. In large part the success of this policy depended upon the individual presbyteries knowing of the plan and putting forward suitable candidates. Perhaps because of lack of information and partly also because of the troubled times in which it was begun, the scheme was slow to develop, for although Parliament initiated it in 1641,54 the General Assembly recorded a year later how in the whole of the Gaelic-speaking areas ‘there will not be gotten six expectants [bursars] able to speak that language’.55 These plans for bursars are the more important when it is remembered that they were made not to enable Gaelic speakers to improve their education or their language, but rather to educate them in the Lowlands that they might return to the Highlands and use Gaelic as a missionary language.56 Recommendations put forward in 1643 outline the basis of the policy:

The Assembly, considering the lamentable condition of the people in the Highlands, where there are many that gets not the benefite of the Word, in respect there are very few preachers that can speak the Irish language do, for remeid thereof, think good, that young students who have the Irish tongue be trained up at colledges in letters, especially in the students of divinitie, and, to this effect, recommend to presbyteries and universities to prefere any hopefull students that have the language aforesaid to bursaries, that they, by their studies in processe of time, attaining to knowledge, and being enabled for the Ministerie, may be sent forth for preaching the Gospel in those Highland parts, as occasions shall require.57

During the 1640s a number of Gaelic-speaking youths were put forward on these terms, and by 1648 forty ‘Hieland boyes’ from the Argyll area were reckoned suitable, four of whom were considered ready for university. The remainder were directed to be kept together at school in Glasgow ‘for fear they lose their language’.58 Initially the finance for these bursaries came only from the stipends of vacant Highland parishes,59 but from 1648 each Highland congregation was directed to pay forty shillings a year to maintain the bursars.60 It was planned that this collection should last only for the next twelve years, after which time sufficient cash would have been raised and the lack of clergy ameliorated through employing bursars.61 Long before then, however, it had proved inadequate and the Act for a Collection for Entertaining Highland Boyes at Schooles, passed in 1649, made provision for a further collection to be taken at the church door on one Sunday in the year and instructed the kirk sessions to make good any difference should the sum collected be less than 40s.62 Both sources of funding were inconsistent. The Synods of Moray, Ross, and Caithness were exempt from these collections, and although each of these synods was directed to support one of the several Gaelic-speaking boys at Glasgow at that period, the burden of the financial support fell upon the Synod of Argyll. Some students were given considerable sums of money to assist them – one youth, Colin Campbell, was given 200 merks out of the vacant stipend of Iona in 165563 – and others received support as bursars prior to their examination and acceptance as ministers.64 Yet the general picture with regard to bursars, in Argyll and elsewhere before about 1660, was one of failure, due, particularly in Argyll, to the confusion arising from Montrose’s activities,65 and, in parts of the Highlands, the effects of plague and famine.66 In Kintyre in 1655 and again in 1661 there was said to be ‘a great scarcitie of ministers in the Irish language’,67 and the evidence above of several parishes in the north-east Grampians in the 1650s would support this claim. The settling down of political affairs in Scotland from the 1660s68 after the troubles of the previous decades allowed the schemes for bursars greater scope for success. The Act of 1661 ‘anent the poore schoolers in Argyle’69 allowed the collector of vacant stipends-to pay a number of Gaelic-speaking youths 100 merks each. This provision was certainly successful in attracting candidates, for by 1663, twenty-eight more Gaelic speakers were considered worthy of support ‘to be educated as ministers for Argyll and the Isles’.70 For seven years from 1672, the vacant stipends in Argyll were used to support bursars from that area,71 and from this period the schemes for attracting bursars seem to have been more effective in Argyll and the south-west Highlands than in the northern and western parishes, whose synods were excused from the collection of funds and whose populations remained distant from the word of both King and God. The Bishop of Argyll had recommended in 1663 that the bulk of all funds collected be used in his diocese that bursars ‘may serve in the Ministrie within that bounds Wherby the Ghospell may be the more propogat and pietie abound amongst them’,72 and it is likely that the policies concerning bursars and Gaelic clergy, like the plans to extend parish schools, were more successful in Argyll than in any other part of the Highlands.

On his restoration in 1660, Charles II brought back episcopacy to Scotland but not the General Assembly, whose role as an agent of change in the Highlands had ceased following its abolition by Cromwell in 1653. Unable to accept the rule of bishops, many clergy throughout Scotland – perhaps as many as 300 – were removed from or vacated their parishes between 1660 and 1690. From 1690 onwards and the establishment of a presbyterian Church of Scotland in the wake of the ‘Glorious Revolution’, the General Assembly was restored and the earlier links between Church and Parliament were strengthened.73 Almost immediately the General Assembly turned its attentions to the Highlands where the displacement of ecclesiastical personnel during the previous thirty years had compounded an already existing shortage. The fact that ‘the North’ was of chief concern rather than the more southern Highlands lends support to the suggestion that earlier plans had been successful, if only in part, in the latter regions. But ‘the North’ was a large and ill-defined area. The Act of 1694 considered it to embrace the Synods of Angus and Mearns, Aberdeen, Caithness, Moray, Ross, and Sutherland and parts of Perthshire and Inverness-shire:74 virtually the entire Highlands bar Argyll and areas all to one degree or another Gaelic-speaking. Yet the sixteen ministers chosen to serve these areas were from Lowland Synods and were all, with the exception of the Reverend Campbell of Rosneath parish in Dunbartonshire, unable to speak Gaelic.75 The fact that the earlier schemes for bursars and the plans for the establishment of schools were relatively ineffective in those parts was bad enough in view of contemporary concern to civilise the Gaelic areas, but the removal of many clergy throughout Scotland, together with the absence of the General Assembly for nearly forty years in mid-century, made the problem far worse. Understandably, in view of the lack of Gaelic-speaking clergy or, indeed, any clergy at all, the General Assembly was forced to send men from the Lowlands.

Few in number, unable to speak Gaelic and acting only as supply not resident clergy, these Lowland ministers were next to useless in the Highland parishes. This lack of effectiveness was almost at once apparent to the General Assembly, and in 1695 that body approved a ‘more expedite and certain way of planting the North’ using resident Gaelic-speaking ministers from the Argyll area.76 At the same time, synods and presbyteries were instructed not to allow any Gaelic-speaking ministers to live and work in the Lowlands, and a cautionary note to that effect appeared as the first of five Overtures for Planting the Highlands outlined in 1698 and formalised in the 1699 Act anent Planting of the Highlands.77 The five clauses were as follows:



1. That Ministers and Probationers, who have the Irish Language, be sent to the Highland parishes, and that none of them settled in the Low-Country, till the Highland places be first provided.

2. That Ministers and Ruling Elders, who have the Irish language, be appointed to visit these parts.

3. That where in any Highland Congregation many understand English, and there used once a day to be a sermon in English, Presbyteries be careful to supply them sometimes by preaching in English; and that they catechize them who understand not, by an interpreter, when they cannot get one to preach to them in Irish; and that those, whether ministers or probationers, who have somewhat of the Irish language, but not a facility to preach in it, be sent to these places for the ends foresaid, that by converse they may learn more of the language, and ability to instruct therein.

4. That English schoolmasters be erected in all Highland parishes, according to former Acts of Parliament and General Assemblies; and for this end the General Assembly recommends to their commission to address the King and Parliament, to take such course for this, and other pious uses, in the more northern Highland places, as is granted to these of Argyle, and that as they shall think fit.

5. That it be recommended to Presbyteries and Universities to have a special regard in the disposal of their bursaries for educating such as it is hoped may be useful to preach the Gospel in the Highlands.



Not only were ‘the more northern Highland places’ of particular concern, as had been Argyll earlier in the century, but the plans to civilise the north were to involve schoolmasters to teach English, services in the English language and, more importantly, the use of clergy with only a partial ability in Gaelic. The employment of such men, though it may have been forced upon the authorities as a result of the lack of clergy in those parts, must have done very little to establish piety, religion and order in the Highlands, and the fact that further Acts of 1699, 1700 and 1701 and later were all concerned with this lack of clergy, especially in the north, would support this conclusion. The committees set up in 1699 to visit Highland parishes were chiefly concerned with the Synods of Moray, Ross, Caithness, and Sutherland, and also with parts of Dunbartonshire, Perthshire, Stirlingshire, and Aberdeenshire,78 and the Act of 1700 sought to supply these areas using only nine ministers and eighteen probationers.79 Of these eighteen, only four were Gaelic-speaking: two were directed to serve the Highland parishes in Moray, and of the other two, one was sent to the Aberdeenshire Gaelic parishes and one to the Presbytery of Dunkeld. The fact that by 1701 there was still a ‘great scarcity of probationers having the Irish language to supply the vacancies of the North Highlands, notwithstanding there are several young men who might be useful in these places if they had due encouragement to prosecute their studies’80 is hardly surprising, given these earlier problems.

As the General Assembly noted, ‘the promoting of knowledge, religion, and civility, in the Highlands is the common concern of this National Church’,81 and the seventeenth century was certainly a period of considerable legislative activity to this end. In places and at various times during the 1600s the plans to extend education, provide Gaelic-speaking clergy and draw the Highlands closer to the one Church, the one language, and the authority of the King were successful. Such was certainly the case in Argyll, or at least the more southern parts of it, and also in those other areas along the skirts of the Highlands where regular contact with English speakers through trade reinforced the effect of these policies. In Argyll by 1650 use was being made of ‘poor boys that can read and speak English to teach the young and others that may be made willing in the parish to read and understand the English in the interim till schooles may be erected’,82 and in the 1660s and 1670s the trends toward the more frequent use of English in that region were bolstered by the greater success of the schemes for bursars, the settlement in Kintyre of Lowlanders from Ayrshire and Renfrewshire and, from the 1690s, the erection of English schools. Such was not the case over the Highlands as a whole. For the great majority of the Highland population, Gaelic was certainly not supported as it might have been by using it in religious administration, but it was not seriously undermined by the policies of the period either, except perhaps in those parishes where English schools were planted and English services held. The importance of these Acts during the seventeenth century lies not, however, in their somewhat limited and localised success in parts of the southern Highlands – areas which, after all, were nearer to the centres of English speech than the north and west and whose inhabitants were thus more likely to understand and speak a little English – but in their role as agents of cultural, religious, and linguistic unity within Scotland and in the crucial way they were to guide educational and religious policy towards the Highlands in later years.



Perhaps surprisingly in view of the attention focused on the Highlands in the 1600s, there is very little evidence about the actual geography of the language, the nature of the language itself, or the ways in which Gaelic and English were used in particular social situations by those people able to speak both. Some Gaelic poetry of the period – for example, the lexical choice employed by Iain Lom (John MacDonald of Keppoch) – does show a degree of contact with the Lowlands.83 Gaelic folk-poetry before about 1650 reveals a number of poets who probably did not undergo full bardic training although they were conversant with traditional poetic conventions,84 but for others the ‘rules’ of poetic construction were changing or even being forgotten during the 1600s,85 perhaps in consequence of the severing of cultural links with Ireland and the decline of the bardic schools and traditions.86 Until about 1698 there is no evidence from which to reconstruct for the Highlands as a whole the area over which Gaelic was spoken. Sir Thomas Craig, writing in 1605, recorded that ‘I myself remember the time when the inhabitants of the shires of Stirling and Dunbarton spoke pure Gaelic. But nowadays that tongue is almost relegated to Argyll and the Orkney’s’,87 but this testimony should not be taken literally.

In general, Gaelic was the common language in the north and west – those parts of Scotland bounded by hills and criss-crossed by rivers and glens – but it should be remembered that even within this upland habitat both Gaelic and English were spoken, and the border between this region and the English-speaking Lowlands to the south must be seen as a diffuse ‘zone’ rather than a distinct boundary. As Kirk observed in 1679, the Lowland Scots language was well enough understood by Englishmen, ‘but the Highlanders have a peculiar lingue to themselves, which they call Erst, unknown to most of the Lowland men, except only in those places that border on them, where they can speak both’.88 In Campbeltown and Southend parishes in particular, and to lesser degrees in other parts of Kintyre and south Argyll, English and Gaelic were both in use. Estimates based upon a Rental of 1678 show that some thirty per cent of the population of southern Kintyre were Lowlanders, and even many native Gaelic speakers were speaking English and adopting English names by that period.89 Lowlanders were also present in some numbers in the more central parishes of Argyll and Cowal by the 1690s.90

In Perthshire in the 1660s, Gaelic was the commonly used language in the parishes of Blair Atholl and Strowan, Dull, Dunkeld and Dowally, Fortingall, Kenmore, Killin, Kirkmichael, Little Dunkeld, Logierait, Moulin, and Weem,91 and in several parishes in south-east Perthshire, Gaelic was known and used by some.92 The proceedings of a trial on an adultery charge concerning Finlay Morisone and Catherine Wright, held before the Presbytery of Auchterarder in Dunblane in April, 1677, were long delayed because Finlay and many of the witnesses could speak only Gaelic whereas the adjudicating authorities could not and Morisone believed he had ‘been wronged in the process by interpreters who were not so sworne, nor so skilful in the language’.93 Writing in about 1680, Sir Robert Sibbald considered the boundary of Inveraven and Knockando parishes between the shires of Moray and Banff to be the border of the Gaelic language area,94 but in view of the considerable number of Gaelic monoglots in several parishes to the north-east in 1656, and unless we are to argue for a retreat of the Gaidhealtachd in that area (for which no evidence has been uncovered), it is likely that Gaelic was known and used beyond Knockando. More exact information upon at least one area over which Gaelic was spoken is contained in a report on Angus for 1682.95 The author, John Ochterlony, was an Angus man and lived in Guynd, not far from the parishes he wrote about. Glenisla parish he termed ‘an highland countrey’, and nearby Blacklunans in Alyth parish he also considered ‘a highland place’, with the interesting addition that ‘none speak Irish there except strangers that come from other parts’.96 In nearby Glenshee and Strathardle, a Gaelic-speaking minister was employed for the benefit of the people there, and in Lethnot and Navar and Lochlee parishes, Gaelic was also spoken. It is interesting that Edzell parish was not so included despite the evidence of an English traveller who stayed on the Laird of Edzell’s land in 1618 and recorded how he ‘lay at an Irish house, the folkes not being able to speak scarce any English’.97 Nonetheless, Ochterlony’s evidence makes it possible to draw a conjectural dividing line between the Gaelic and English parts of the south-east Highlands in about 1682 (Figure 6).

The persistence of Gaelic in the Galloway and Carrick area of south-west Scotland into the seventeenth century has received considerable attention.98 It has been suggested that Gaelic was spoken or at least understood by some persons in the Glenkens and Glenapp area as late as 1759,99 or even 1780,100 but a detailed review of the relevant sources does not support this conclusion.101 Gaelic was certainly spoken in part of the south-west in the second half of the sixteenth century, although in exactly which locations and by what proportion of the inhabitants it is now impossible to say, but it was almost certainly extinct as a native language in these areas by the late 1600s. What is wanted is contemporary local evidence,102 and I can add only a little to our knowledge on this point. Two ministers from the Synod of Galloway, John Wilson of Sorbie and Robert Burnet of Minigaff, were amongst those Lowland clergy appointed to the north under the terms of the 1694 Act. Wilson was sent to the Angus and Mearns area and Burnet was directed to serve in the bounds of the Presbyteries of Perth, Auchterarder, and Dunkeld. In view of the failure of the 1694 Act under which they were sent, the location of their home parishes, and the need for the General Assembly of that time to use any ministers to supply the north, it is unlikely either Wilson or Burnet spoke Gaelic. The case of Burnet is interesting for all that. An examination in July, 1697 into the religious state of Minigaff parish revealed Burnet to be ‘in the dark as to the success of his ministrations’ and considered Burnet defective in ‘advysing the Elders to notice the Conversation of the people’.103 It is tempting to infer that Burnet was ‘in the dark’ because a number of his parishioners spoke Gaelic and that his call north was the result of an assumption on the part of the General Assembly that he was conversant with Gaelic since he served in what was thought to be a Gaelic-speaking parish. Such temptations should be resisted. References to ‘conversation’ in this sense refer to behaviour and manners rather than to linguistic matters and are quite common in seventeenth-century ecclesiastical records. Moreover, no mention is made of Gaelic in Minigaff, Glenapp, Glenkens, or anywhere else in the south-west Lowlands in the source lists of 1698 of those parishes to receive Gaelic scriptural texts, although the non-inclusion of parishes from that area does not prove the absence of Gaelic speakers. Indeed, evidence of a century later confirms the strength of belief in the survival of Gaelic in Galloway. In an otherwise valueless letter of 1798 to George Chalmers about the position of Gaelic in early Scotland, Adam Ferguson wrote of Ayr and Galloway, ‘I have just heard it ascribed and no more that a very old man in the memory of the People in the last age used to say he remembered when the common people spoke Gaelic about him’.104
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