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Preface


The very extensive literary work in Latin called Scotichronicon compiled in Scotland by Walter Bower in the 1440s has rightly been described as one of the country’s national treasures. It was designed for reading by Scots—in those days Latin was not for educated people the barrier to understanding that it has become in recent times—but it contains not just a history of Scotland. The author ranges widely back in time to the days of the ancient Roman Empire, and to later developments on the Continent that had their effects on thinking and action in Scotland. And he offers reflections on the implications of these developments for the Scotland of his day. Hence the whole work adds up to ‘A History Book for Scots’, which is the title chosen for this book of extracts, through which modern Scots in their turn may hope to enlarge their understanding of their nation’s characteristics.


The translated passages selected here from the full work provide a taster of the variety of the whole. Their presentation is enhanced by the design of the book’s cover, which is based on aspects of an illustration of the departure of the mythical Scota and Gaythelos from Egypt which was inserted in the manuscript that was Bower’s own working copy of the book. This is now MS 171 in the library of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, and the illustration is used here by kind permission of the Master and Fellows of that College. More information about this and the other illustrations in this manuscript is to be found in the volumes of the full edition of the Scotichronicon published between 1987 and 1998 (see details opposite the title-page above).







Introduction


Walter Bower (1385-1449) was born and brought up at Haddington in East Lothian. About 1400 he joined the community of Augustinian canons who served the cathedral at St Andrews. He was one of the first students of the university there after its foundation in 1410, gaining degrees in both canon law and theology. Then in 1417 he secured a papal appointment as abbot of the small Augustinian monastery on the island of Inchcolm near the north shore of the Firth of Forth opposite Aberdour in West Fife. As holder of this office for thirty years until his death, he was one of the magnates of Scotland who attended the king’s councils and parliaments, and was employed by King James I from 1424 onwards on financial and judicial business of the government. The assassination of the king in 1437 led to much confusion in public affairs during the long minority of the young heir James II. Though Bower still went out and about in the years that followed until his death, he must have devoted most of his time to literary work, whether on Inchcolm or using the monastic libraries that were available in such places as nearby Dunfermline Abbey and his old community at St Andrews Cathed-ral. This was the period when with the help of at least one of the canons of Inchcolm as his scribe he compiled the massive historical work which he called the Scotichronicon.


We do not know why he adopted this ambiguous title for the very extensive composition which he produced in two versions—a full version running to sixteen sections called ‘books’, and an abridged and re-arranged version divided into forty shorter ‘books’. But the whole work does not add up to just a history of Scotland, even if that is certainly part of its characteristics. Bower was concerned also to inform his fellow-Scots about aspects of European history from the time of the late Roman Empire onwards which he thought they should know about, so that more familiar developments in Scotland should be appreciated in context. He does sometimes refer to people and events in England; but his focus is much more on the Continent and beyond—even as far away as Palestine in the days of the Crusades. Some space is allocated to critical stages in the history of the medieval Empire and of the Western Church as a whole under the Papacy; but Bower’s main Continental emphasis is on developments in France. This can reasonably be explained as a cultural offshoot of the Franco-Scottish Alliance that was a central feature of Scottish policy from the end of the thirteenth century onwards, and was no doubt a consequence of the fact that most of the university teachers at St Andrews in Bower’s time as a student were graduates of the University of Paris. This 

aim of putting Scottish history into a meaningful context, which characterises Bower’s whole approach, justifies the choice here of an interpretative title for this collection of extracts from his curiously-named composition. These extracts are intended not just to illustrate Bower’s narrative style or analytical skill, but also his thoughts about the past in terms of lessons to be learned for his own day. Modern readers can regard this collection as a trailer for dipping into the complete Scotichronicon, or as an illuminating work in its own right. Certainly Bower hoped that readers of any period would learn things to their advantage from his writing, whilst at the same time deriving pleasure from it. Non-Scots are of course welcome to share in this benefit!


How does this work by Bower fit into the Scottish historiographical tradition? We know that he incorporated with additions an earlier chronicle put together in the 1360s by John de Fordun, a supposed chaplain of Aberdeen cathedral. This covered in finished form the story of the Scottish nation from its mythical origins down to the death of King David I in 1153, and Fordun collected also some more scrappy annals covering the further two hundred years to his own time. His work remains of fundamental importance for study of the early centuries of Scottish history; but he did not include all the information that was available in his day, for Bower was able to find and incorporate materials (not least official documents) supplementary to Fordun’s annals from 1153 onwards which provide a story down to the death of King James I in 1437 on a much more substantial scale than Fordun was able to offer.


It is characteristic of both writers that they sought to develop the literary effect of their chronicles by offering quotations from the Bible and the works of both classical and medieval authors, which were intended to broaden the reader’s appreciation of the significance of the historical information that was being provided. Fordun is not known to have had a university education; but Bower’s much wider literary range is first-hand evidence for the wide scope of the intellectual training offered from its beginning by Scotland’s first university. Scottish readers were through his work introduced to an impressive range of helpful allusions and parallels, however it was that Bower had come across them. He was also a practised preacher who had collections of telling anecdotes to hand (especially those put together in France in the mid-thirtenth century by Vincent of Beauvais and Thomas of Cantimpré), from which he selected vivid illustrations of points that he wished to make. These anecdotes certainly help to make the Scotichronicon a good read.


Bower’s work was compiled a few decades before the invention and spread of printing. We are fortunate in the survival of his manuscript working copy (kept since the Reformation in Corpus Christi College, Cambridge), for it helps us to understand how this vast work was put together. Manuscript copies of both this full version and the abridged version (especially the copy made originally for Coupar Angus Abbey before 1480) were commissioned 

by various individuals and religious institutions between Bower’s death in 1449 and 1510. The work appears to have then fallen out of fashion, for no more manuscript copies are known to have been made, and it was only in the 1750s that the first full printed edition of the Latin text (without a translation) was published in Edinburgh in two folio volumes. That edition has served academic Scottish historians well for more than two hundred years. But then about twenty-five years ago a move was made by a group of some dozen scholars to share in the production of a fully modern edition of the Latin text with an English translation and a wealth of explanatory notes, so that now readers both in Scotland and the world over can sample the five thousand pages of this new edition in nine volumes which were published between 1987 and 1998.


The interest of each item in this collection of extracts from this new English translation is explained in the introductory notes. The choice of items is entirely subjective. Some deal with vital personalities or stages in the history of Scotland, from the telling of which the reader can form a view of Bower’s interests and attitudes—his hostility to the English reflects the outlook of educated Scots who took part in public affairs in the fifteenth century. Then writing as a holy abbot he reveals his own priorities as a leading churchman, probably quite typical of his time with his views and prejudices. He is also a man who, though he is not known ever to have travelled outside Scotland, demonstrates a broad appreciation of matters of the intellect that must surely have been typical also of the interests of those who took part in the great experiment of founding the first university in their native country. His literary standards in so vast a Latin work are being studied seriously now that a modern edition is available: they should not be harshly judged on the basis alone of the translation made available here, for the aim of the editors of the new edition has simply been to reproduce the meaning and style of the Latin as accurately as possible, even if the English is sometimes ponderous and complex. The text follows closely the corrections made by Bower himself in his Latin working copy; where he introduced further revisions for his abridged version, or where the editors have used their discretion to clarify puzzling passages, such variations from the norm are marked by inclusion within square brackets.


St Andrews


September 1998.









Prologue and Preface


Prologue




Bower announces right away that he intends to incorporate in his book called Scotichronicon the materials collected in the 1360s by John de Fordun, whose work in fact has no title in the surviving manuscripts, but is known to historians today in two sections usually called his Chronicle and his Annals. Bower incorporated his own additions from the beginning, so that in the end by far the bulk of the work is his. It is notable that the work was commissioned by the presumably literate layman Sir David Stewart, the laird of Rosyth in West Fife and so a neighbour of Bower at Inchcolm. (The Piso family in classical times were patrons of the poet Horace.) Any presentation copy for Sir David may or may not have been ready before his death early in 1444; certainly it does not exist now; but we do have the working copy that was kept in the library in Inchcolm Abbey with many marginal additions made after that date. In this copy he takes the trouble as described here in the first five books to distinguish passages from Fordun’s Chronicle from his own additions; but he drops this practice when he comes to incorporating the Annals.







The beginning of the book called Scotichronicon


Lest I write what is worthless, guide, Holy Virgin, my hand. Guide my hand, direct my heart, Virgin Mary, I pray.





Here begins the book called Scotichronicon, begun by sir John de Fordun, chaplain of the church of Aberdeen, of worthy memory, and also continued, compiled and completed by the venerable father in Christ Walter Bower, abbot of the monastery of Inchcolm, also of worthy memory etc.


I am, I confess, a debtor, not through necessity but compelled by love. The debt-collector ought not to be harsh in compulsion, when the debtor is ready and willing to pay. So I must pay what I promised, and I have agreed to satisfy the urgent requests of the noble knight Sir David Stewart of Rosyth, that is to transcribe the following famous historical work recently and excellently begun by the venerable orator sir John Fordun, priest, clearly and elegantly written as a chronicle in five books. And not only, as I said before, 

to transcribe but also to continue the work right up to the present day, particularly since after completing his fifth book he left a great deal of written material, which had however not yet been everywhere arranged, but by means of which a careful investigator could easily continue the work to the aforementioned time. To him therefore after God will be ascribed the glory of the work, the elegant style of which I would judge to deserve not only the praise but also the admiration of the wisest men. Accordingly I shall insert at this point the following story. On a certain occasion when some men knowledgeable in scholarly matters met together, and were discussing the merits of the compiler of this book, there was among them a certain venerable scholar who said: ‘I was well acquainted with the man whom you are rating so highly, the author of the book about which you are talking and almost boasting. He was an undistinguished man, and not a graduate of any of the schools.’ He was given the following answer in my presence by one of those listening: ‘This work of which he was the author is sufficient proof of the quality of his scholarship. In this work he puts into practice what Seneca says in an epistle. It is not the education of the schools but incessant reading that he calls learning. He would say that the man who expresses the most meaning in a few words is the best orator. This in my opinion at any rate is what the author of the work has done.’ And this is how that book won the approval of all educated men, gaining for him the title of scholar and the name of orator, although he was not looking for it. ‘I am a liar,’ says Jerome, ‘if Horace does not also feel the same as I do for instructing those Pisos and for restraining us.’ That is to say that some people are always learners and never attain knowledge. While they criticise the judgment of others, they are happy with their own, and think that they know something. But just as teachers listen only to themselves, and boastfully rely on their own feeble intellects, so they set no value or very little on the writings or speeches of other people, but value their own very highly. Yet on the contrary it is the mark of the wise and well-educated man to compare his own writings with those of a master, and to derive form and method in them and with them and from them, and to imitate the arrangement both of the ideas and of the actual words, and to follow the construction. And so in my own case I feel that I am [following] far behind in a very different landscape; yet I am imitating the style of those I wish to emulate in the zeal of God, but especially imitating the style of the author of this book; and if I have not been able to achieve such great scholarship as he or those [other authors] either in this work or in other exercises, I have nevertheless wished to follow [in his footsteps], and I shall go on following him. But in the material which I add, may my patron forgive me if it should happen while I am transcribing this historical work that I insert here and there what occurs to me while I am writing. Since this task has been undertaken for myself and for the place in which by the will of God I 

serve, I intend that it should be deposited with the librarian, especially since I am not intending (Heaven forbid!) to disparage even in the slightest such an excellent work, executed with such careful attention and such eloquent style, because when I insert something of my own in his work as it now stands, I shall preface it with the attribution ‘WRITER’, since not I but another is the ‘AUTHOR’. Also whatever of my own I have interposed, I shall distinguish with a different style of handwriting, <or I shall mark with a line whatever I put in of my own up to the point where I affix the note ‘AUTHOR’ or ‘WRITER’,> so that in this way my patron the knight or anyone else whosoever who wishes to copy the present manuscript will easily be able both to omit my insertions, and bring the work begun by the master to completion on its own.


Preface to the work




Bower presents his readers with his literary creed and his ambitions as an historian. (Ennodius was a sixth-century writer in Italy.) The book is designed as a useful guide for leaders of society in general, but also as a good read for anyone.





As Ennodius bishop of Pavia writes: ‘To write more than one needs to is vanity; to suppress what is necessary shows disdain.’ So that I may avoid the infamy of the first fault, and not neglect criticism arising from the second fault, and trusting in God’s help, I set my hand joyfully to valiant deeds in accordance with my promises, so that I may be able to complete this work successfully, since I consider that, as someone says: ‘Joy gives eloquence which is denied by cleverness’, and that application is the mother of arts, but carelessness is the stepmother of learning. Therefore to the honour of God, to the comfort of the king and the kingdom, and also to satisfy the request of the renowned knight who urges me on to attack a work to which I am so unaccustomed, and also to refresh myself in clear intervals, worn out and beset as I may be at times by various cares, and as a warning to and for the edification of future readers I attack this work. To begin with:




I beg the reader to ask Christ with faithful lips


that He may give the writer after death the joys of Heaven.


Let each pray that the writer may be given for his reward,


may be given sound faith, a good conscience and grace.





In particular I shall not aim in my writings at beauty of style with brilliant diction, but I shall try to devote my attention to the true riches of different 

historians and to events known to me otherwise. Indeed the chronicles by themselves are so brilliant, vouched for by the names of the writers, that they do not need the lustre of an elaborate style to delight the hearts of readers. In addition to this the artlessness of an uncultivated style has usually removed all suspicion of falsification. For how could anyone who is quite unable to produce a polished style know how to fabricate fiction? In this volume, I believe, rulers will find how to avoid the dangers of war and uncertain issues, religious will learn the rudiments of the monastic life, laymen will learn fruitful lessons, preachers will find tales with a moral. By force of its example kings will become more cautious, religious will be instructed more in accordance with their rule, and all those who are depressed will be given over to joy by reading it.







Book I



The legend of Gaythelos and Scota




Bower (following Fordun) cites many variants of the foundation legend of the Scottish kingdom. The following selection of extracts threads its way through the main story. Pharaoh Chencres cannot now be identified. Brigantia is the modern Corunna in north-west Spain (i.e. not in fact on the river Ebro, but looking north to Ireland). The explanation of the division between Gaels and Scots comes from Gerald of Wales, Topographia Hibernica.





From various writings of ancient chroniclers we deduce that the nation of the Scots is of ancient stock, taking its first beginning from the Greeks and those of the Egyptians who were left after the rest of them had been drowned in the Red Sea along with their king.


In the third age in the time of Moses there was a certain king of one of the kingdoms of Greece called Neolus or Eolaus. He had a son who was good looking but mentally unstable, Gaythelos by name. Since he had not been permitted to hold any position of power in the kingdom, he was provoked to anger, and with the support of a large company of young men he inflicted many disasters on his father’s kingdom with frightful cruelty. He greatly outraged both his father and the inhabitants [of the country] with his violent behaviour. So he was driven out of his native land and sailed off to Egypt; and there, since he was outstandingly brave and daring and also of royal descent, he was united in marriage with Scota the daughter of the Pharaoh Chencres.


The aforesaid Pharaoh was drowned with his armies including 600 chariots, 50,000 cavalry and 200,000 infantry. Now those who survived by staying at home, hoping to be freed from the servitude of the corn-tax formerly imposed by Joseph in time of famine, unexpectedly drove the king’s son-inlaw Gaythelos Glas (who wished to pursue the innocent Hebrews) right out of the kingdom along with his followers for fear that he might establish dominion over them. So all the nobles both Greek and Egyptian alike whom the voracious sea had failed to devour were cruelly driven away by peasants enrolled in a servile uprising.


So Gaythelos gathered together all his followers and left Egypt with his wife Scota. Because he was afraid to return to the regions from which he had come to Egypt because of old feuds, he directed his course westwards, 

where he knew there were fewer and less warlike peoples with whom he would have to fight, since the men there were untrained in fighting.


The legend of St Brendan: ‘Now Gaythelos was driven from Egypt and after sailing in this way over the Mediterranean Sea he landed in Spain. He built a tower on the River Ebro, having seized by force from the inhabitants a place for his settlement called Brigantia. There his descendants multiplied greatly…He summoned his sailors and ordered them to take arms, to provision small ships with all speed and to explore the boundless Ocean in search of uninhabited lands. They went off to their ships, unfurled their sails and left the Spanish shore. Leaving behind the known, they made for unknown regions over the sea. After sailing with good speed and guided by the favour of the gods they saw an island rising up in the distance surrounded on all sides by salt sea. They put into a nearby harbour on this island and after beaching their ships went all round exploring the island. After seeing as much of the island as they could they sailed quickly back to Brigantia, reporting to their king Gaythelos on the very beautiful tract of land that they had found in Ocean.’


But Gaythelos was overtaken by sudden death. Before this he urged his sons to invade the aforesaid land with armed force, accusing them of laziness and cowardice if they gave up such a notable kingdom which they could enter without fighting or any danger.


The legend of Brendan says: ‘One of the sons of Gaythelos called Hiber, young in years but strong of purpose, was roused to war and took up arms. He got ready an expedition as best he could and approached the aforesaid island. He killed some of the few inhabitants whom he found and enslaved the rest, but he claimed the whole land as a possession for himself and his brothers, calling it Scotia after his mother’s name.’


In the book of the miracles of Ireland I have found it written as follows—that the Hibernians are also called Gaitheli and Scoti.




As ancient histories record, after the confusion of languages in Nimrod’s tower [Babel] Gaythelos the grandson of Phenius became highly skilled in a variety of languages. Because of his skill the king Pharaoh gave him his daughter and heir Scota as his wife. So since the Hibernians are originally descended from Gaythelos and Scota, they are named Gaitheli [Gaels] and Scoti [Scots] according to their birth. Gaythelos, so they say, invented the Hibernian language which is also called Gaelic, that is to say compiled from all languages.





The reason for what was once upon a time called Albany now being called Scotia is found in the same passage: ‘The northern part of the island of Britain is called Scotia because that land is known to have been inhabited 

by a people originally descended from the Scoti. This is demonstrated by the affinity of both language and culture, of arms and customs right up to the present day.’ (c.1, ll.1-4; c.9, ll.1-12; c.11, ll.4-13; c.12, ll.20-24; c.15, ll.17-21; c.16, ll.21-32; c.17, ll.9-13; c.18, ll.21-27, 47-62)


The islands north-west of Europe




Bower is careful to avoid any suggestion that Scotland had ever been dominated by Britain or formed part of England. Thule has been variously identified. Kilrymont is the old name for St Andrews in Fife. Bower himself presided over the Augustinian canons of Inchcolm.





Europe also has many large islands, the largest of which is Albion situated in Ocean in the north-west. Its southern and larger part was once inhabited by Britons and called Britannia, but its name now is England. The northern part was inhabited from antiquity by the Scots and was called Scotland, which at the present time also is a kingdom ruled by its own prince under the protection of God. The Scots also have many islands to the number of one hundred or more in their possession from ancient times. Beyond their shores in the north-west there is no land to be found except for a certain island, so men say, called Thule seven days’ sailing time away from them. One day’s sailing time beyond that, they say, the sea is motionless and solid.


Of these islands the following are said to be and are royal islands namely Iona or I or I Colmekill, on which St Columba built a monastery, and which was the burial place and royal seat of the kings of Pictavia and Scotland right up to the time of King Malcolm the husband of St Margaret. Also the island of Bute on which there is a royal castle. Also the Isle of Man on which there is a royal castle and monastery. Also the Great and Little Cumbrae islands, Inchmarnock, the island of St Blaise of Pladda and Ailsa Craig. Besides the royal islands the larger islands are these—Islay, Tiree, Lewis, Skye, Oronsay, where there is a monastery of the Black Canons which St Columba founded, Jura, Gigha and St Kilda, which is known to be to the west-north-west on the very edge of the world, beyond which no land is to be found in these regions.


There are also other islands in an arm of a sea of Ocean which is called the Firth of Forth, namely Bass, Fidra, May, where the priory is a cell of the canons of St Andrew of Kilrymont, and where St Adrian is buried with his companions the hundred holy martyrs. There is another island twelve miles from there which is called Inchkeith, on which St Adomnan formerly ruled as abbot. He received St Servanus and his companions with honour on that island at his first arrival in Scotland. There is a third island as well towards 

the west six miles distant from Inchkeith, which is called Emonia, between Edinburgh and Inverkeithing, commonly called Inchcolm, on which there is a monastery of Black Canons of the order of St Augustine. There are also very many more islands scattered over Ocean, all of which I need not enumerate.


Also beyond Britain in Ocean between Britain and the west lies the island of Ireland where the Scots established their first settlement. (c.6, ll.9-45, 47-48)


Simon Brecc and the Stone of Destiny




Many supposed generations later comes a version of the story of Simon Brecc and the Stone of Destiny. The simile of an anchor is a variant of the classical metaphor of the ship of state. The particular place called Tara that is mentioned is uncertain. The prophecy about the influence of the whereabouts of the Stone in the future relates to the situation after 1296 when Edward I of England removed it from Scone to Westminster. But neither Fordun nor Bower could have imagined the Union of the Crowns of 1603—nor the return of the Stone to Scotland in 1996!





Now there was a king of the Scots in Spain called Milo who had several sons. Yet he loved one of them whose name was Simon Brecc more than all the others, although he was not the oldest nor the heir. So his father sent him to Ireland with an army, and presented him with a marble throne of very ancient workmanship, carved by a careful craftsman, on which the kings of the Scottish people in Spain used to sit. So it was kept carefully in its own particular place to be as it were an anchor. Now this Simon Brecc set out for the aforesaid island accompanied by a great crowd of people, and after subduing it under his rule he reigned there for many years. He placed the aforesaid stone, that is the throne, in a place in his kingdom of some height which was called Tara. For the future this was to be his royal seat and the chief place in his kingdom, and there the kings descended from his line used to have their seat throughout many ages, adorned with the insignia of royalty.


One story is that Gaythelos took this seat with him from Egypt to Spain together with the other royal appurtenances; but others say that Simon Brecc let down anchors from his ship and secured them in the sea near the Irish coast. When he was forced by adverse winds to pull them up again from the stormy waves, he only just managed to do so with the utmost possible effort, and along with the anchors he raised from the depths of the sea and 

pulled into the ship a block of marble cut in the shape of a chair. So he accepted this stone as a precious gift bestowed on him by the gods and as a sure omen that he would be king, and beside himself with excessive joy he gave solemn thanks to his gods with such great fervour, as if they had absolutely handed both the kingdom and the crown over to him. He also received there a prophecy about it from his gods, as is affirmed in writings, that in future in whatsoever kingdom or lordship they found the stone after it had been forcibly removed from them through the power of their enemies, the prophets bade them regard it as certain that they and their descendants would reign thereafter in that same place. This has been expressed in prophetic verse as follows:




If destiny deceives not, the Scots will reign ’tis said


in that same place where the stone has been laid.





And this according to the claims of popular opinion up to the present day is shown to have been true on many occasions in the early wanderings of the Scots. (c.28, ll.1-38)


The origins of the Picts




The version of the origin-legend of the Picts given here associates them with south-west France (and later specifically with the province of Poitou), and suggests that they moved from there via Ireland (already occupied by the Scots) to mainland Britain (called Albion here). Alternatively the Picts were thought to have originated in Scythia (i.e. the Ukraine).





After a long time had passed in which the Scots lived in peaceful and quiet prosperity, a certain unknown people, afterwards called the Picts, appeared from the lands of Aquitania and landed on the Irish shores from their ships. They humbly asked the elders for permission either to live by themselves in an uninhabited region or to live side by side with the Scots all over the island. For they said that they had recently been driven out of their own country by the strong hand of their enemies, although they had done nothing to deserve it, and they had been up to then afflicted by great and fearful dangers from storms at sea. The Scots would not however allow them to remain among them on the same island; but after admitting them to friendship and the protection of their peace they sent them across to the northern limits of Albion, hitherto uninhabited, along with some men given to them as companions. So, as the Picts began to inhabit the lands there and since 

they did not have any women of their own race with them, the Scots gave them their daughters as wives under a pact of eternal alliance and a special agreement about dowry. (c.30, ll.1-17)


The arrival of the Scots in Albion




The Scots crossed over from Ireland at first as wives of the Picts, but then in ever-increasing numbers of both sexes. This led the Picts to fear for their predominance and to attempt to drive the Scots out. A thousand years later they were themselves to be destroyed by the Scots under Kenneth son of Alpin in the mid-ninth century.





The daughters and other female relatives of the Scots whom the Picts took as their wives were gradually brought by their husbands to their own land. They were followed by countless numbers of their kinsfolk, fathers and mothers, brothers and sisters, nieces and nephews, and also many others who were not only motivated by love for a daughter or sister, but rather they were very strongly attracted by the grassy fertility and abundant pasture for their herds in the land of Albion for which they were heading. The number of people of both sexes following them and taking their cattle with them who went off in a short space of time to live with the Picts was larger than has ever been recorded as having left their own land without a leader. But their number was also increased by an endless succession of criminals, because anyone who was in fear of incurring the penalty of the law went off to live with the Picts scot-free. Then they sent for their wives and children and remained there peacefully never again to return. Meanwhile the Picts bitterly resenting the arrival of such large numbers (for they were gripped by fear of the Scots) ordered it to be proclaimed that in future no foreigner was ever to obtain permanent settlement in their land. And to those who had previously agreed to stay with them of their own accord, they gave every opportunity to depart. For when they first came into the island, they understood from oracular responses made by their gods (or rather demons) to whom they sacrificed before engaging in any kind of action, that if they did not succeed in overcoming the Scots, they would be utterly destroyed by them. And so observing that the number of Scots in their midst was increasing, they began to be more and more afraid and drove them out of their land with violence. This [prophecy] was proved true, not immediately but a thousand years later, when their race together with their language was then utterly destroyed by the Scots. (c.32)





King Fergus I of the Scots





It was to provide assistance to the Scots who were being persecuted by the Picts in Albion that Fergus came over from Ireland to well-wooded Argyll to establish himself as first king of the Scots there.





Moreover while the Picts were inflicting injuries and hardships of this kind on the Scots colonists, news was secretly brought to the chiefs of their nation concerning the nature and extent of the misery the Scots were living through because of the Picts. And also at the same time certain people arrived who described to them the beauty of a region so extensive and of such great fertility in which there were only birds, wild beasts and animals, and which could easily be brought into cultivation. So when a certain nobleman Fergus son of Feraghad or Ferard who was descended from the line of ancient kings heard that a tribe of his own nation without anyone to lead or govern them were spending their time wandering through the desert wildernesses of Albion, after having been thrown out by the Picts, he began to blaze with anger in his heart. He had in addition been greatly attracted by the good report concerning that region in which he had perhaps the intention to rule, which was pronounced to be very fertile by those who had seen it, except for the fact that all the ground at that time was covered with very dense forests. We have clear proof of this right up to the present day whenever huge tree roots and trunks happen to be found underground, often even in the most level places, where the earth has been dug out or excavated by chance and that too where you would say that there is not a sign that forests had ever grown before. So inspired by these encouragements and by the ambition to rule he gathered to his side a great company of young men and proceeded immediately to Albion. There he separated out the Scots already living there from among the Picts and settled them along with those he had brought with him in the western territory of the island and set himself up as the first king over them in that place. (c.36)







Book II


War between the Britons and the Scots and Picts




Bower follows Fordun’s account of a long period of strife (vaguely dated 53-208 A.D.) between the Britons under Roman occupation and the Scots and Picts. In fact the Romans never invaded Ireland—the suggestion here that they did is an example of sources being misunderstood at some stage.





Around about this time, that is in the twelfth year of Claudius’s reign, the war of the Britons against the Scots and Picts is said to have arisen. It continued for one hundred and fifty-four years right up to the fifteenth year of Severus’s reign without any intervening interval of stable peace. At any rate it began in this way as follows: Vespasian was sent across to Britain with various legions by the emperor Claudius. After all rebellion had been stamped out, he reimposed the annual payment of tribute on the Britons, and returned to Rome. He left part of his army there to defend the country, with instructions to force subservience on the Irish people with the help of the Britons, and likewise on the Scots and Picts, or else to destroy them. Finally the Britons in company with the Romans advanced on Ireland, where various defeats were inflicted and suffered on both sides, but they achieved little or no success. From there they returned to the neighbouring regions of the kingdom of the Scots and the Picts, and because these peoples refused to submit to the Romans, they spread destruction everywhere with fires, slaughter and rapine. Meanwhile as the wars waged by the Romans and the Britons intensified, the fierce nations of the Irish, Picts and Scots, who were driven by the same need to act together, united in a very strong alliance against the Romans, since a three-ply rope is difficult to break, and began to devastate the whole of Britain. For with the Irish bursting in from the west, the Scots from the west-north-west, and the Picts from the north, they divided the various parts of the kingdom amongst themselves, and destroyed the people with pitiable slaughter. They spared neither women nor the tender age of children, but consumed everything that they laid hands on either with the edge of the sword or with fire. Not unnaturally the Romans in their turn did all they could to inflict a comparable disaster on them, and burnt to the ground everything in sight except for earth and stones, or slew everyone everywhere with the sword.


Then there was a most savage war between them, the like of which had 

never been heard of before, nor has anything as cruel as or more cruel than it ever been recorded in the histories of the whole world. The ordinary people of both nations, whose proper pursuit was just agriculture, not killings and wars, were absolutely exposed on all sides to plundering and pillage. These wretches, the scum of the common herd, who did not know how to be of use to the city dwellers or to do any harm to the enemy, were slain without mercy. The remnant of the people, who were able by any means to escape the sharp edge of the sword, deprived as they were of any protection, lurked silently in mountains, caves and remote corners. They supported life miserably, well content with grass roots, fruit, the leaves and bark of trees, with acorns and wild honey, which was found in tree trunks or among reeds, or with the milk of any animal they might happen to have. And so it happened that, once the tillers of the fields had been cut down by the sword, as described above, or had run away, the citizens, shut in behind the strongest city walls, and the guardians of the towns were reduced to such great deprivation of famine and hunger that with no thought of their homes and all their wealth and possessions, but wishing to save themselves, their wives and their children from this disaster, they took them off to remote regions far away. Meanwhile the cities, having been quite often stripped of their defenders in this way and abandoned except for a few simpletons who were devoid of all skill in defence, were surrounded by the enemy. Their ferocity did not give the cities peace for very long. They united their forces and easily climbed the walls, which were immediately utterly destroyed. They scattered the stones in the ditches, and levelled the walls with the ground. And the witnesses for this disaster are the strongest cities of the Britons, namely Agned, which was restored by Aed king of the Scots, and was later called Aedinburgh or Edinburgh, Carlisle also and Aluclud or Aldclide, which is now called Dumbarton, and very many towns which they levelled with the ground, and which have not yet been rebuilt by anyone. (c.28 - c.29, ll.1-34)


‘Fulgentius’, the Emperor Severus and the Wall




Bower takes over Fordun’s development of the story (dated 180-211) of ‘Fulgentius’, a supposed leader of discontented Britons against their Roman masters (in fact a character invented by Geoffrey of Monmouth), who allied with the Scots and Picts. The Emperor Severus restored the defences of the wall erected by Hadrian in 122-8 in an attempt to defend the province of Britain from attacks from the north. This did not prevent an invasion by boats across the river Tyne and the death of Severus at York in 211.







In the time of the preceding emperor Commodus civil dissension began to arise in Britain among the Britons because of the payment of tribute. For after the death or disappearance, as we find elsewhere, of their own king Lucius, after whom their royal line ceased to reign in Britain, tribunes were appointed there by the Romans instead of kings. Meanwhile the consul or duke of the Britons of Albany, Fulgentius, who was descended from the lineage of their ancient kings, refused under any circumstances to pay tribute to the Romans, and denied that he had any obligation to do so, since he had never sworn any submission or allegiance to them. This made him unpopular with his fellow-citizens, and they determined to force him to pay his share of the tribute by seizing his lands. But he repaid them with interest, by not only repossessing his own land but also by plundering theirs in frenzied attacks upon them. Afterwards as a result of this there followed fierce pillages, seditions and arson with no mercy shown on either side, and they everywhere devoured everything and everyone in turn, and the Britons of the south were completely divided from the Britons of the north. The Scots together with the Picts in their usual way laid waste and devastated the territories of Fulgentius that were nearest to them with frequent incursions, carrying off countless plunder. Fulgentius could not endure this, since he was being assailed with wars on all sides, and so he entered upon an agreement with the Scots for the time being. And when peace had been established by this pact, he concentrated all his efforts on attacking the patricians of the Romans, who were ruling the country at that time, and their British allies. While these troubles arising out of civil dissension were taking place in Britain, the customary payment of the tribute, that was usually sent to the Romans each year, remained completely unpaid. Many of the Britons gave up their allegiance to Rome, following the example of Fulgentius and hoping in this way to be freed from subjection to the tributes.


When Severus succeeded to the imperial throne, as has been said, he found the state in complete confusion everywhere, and endeavoured with great exertions to restore order. So after he had put Pescennius Niger to death, as he was attempting to rebel in the regions of Egypt and Syria, he defeated and pacified the Parthians, Arabs and Adiabeni. He also crushed the Jews and Samaritans, while they were planning another rebellion; and, after putting down many rebellions throughout the whole of the Roman world, he defeated and killed Clodius Albinus, who had appointed himself emperor of the Gauls, in the city of Lyons. So civil wars were stamped out everywhere with the greatest diligence, while Britain alone remained out of control because of Fulgentius’s revolt. The emperor summoned his council, and asked who among the generals of all the armed forces would consent to take command of the legions and go with him to Britain. When he failed to hear anyone saying that he was ready to go, he took up his sword and said: 

‘I am ready. Everyone of you make your preparations, and follow me. You will go with me.’ And so he immediately set out for Britain. The reason for his coming did not however escape Fulgentius, but he was given advance warning by friends through messengers sent secretly ahead that he had no hope at all of standing up to the attack of such large numbers of combatants. Therefore he hurried off into Scotland, and entered upon a firm agreement of perpetual peace with the kings of the Scots and the Picts and of eternal fellowship with their nations, leaving behind his two sons as hostages meanwhile. Then, supported by a very large army, he returned to Britain to join battle with all speed. He went back and forth frequently on this kind of expedition, until he was prevented by the fortification of a very broad vallum built by Severus across the island, and then at first for a short time he ceased activity.


The emperor Severus at that time, after he had defeated Fulgentius and forced him to flee to Scotland, had built a vallum across the island between the two rivers the Tyne and Esk at either end, to prevent the appearance in future of an open area for his unrelenting enemies the Scots and the Picts or even the Britons of Albany to launch an attack upon his allies, as they had been accustomed to do. So Fulgentius, realising that his route overland to York had been cut off by the vallum, quickly got ready small boats laden with food, instruments of war and cavalry. The infantry and the rest of the commanders of the land army went with Fulgentius to the river, and constructed for their present purpose coracles, that is portable skiffs with frames made by weaving together rods and withies, which were then covered all round with tightly sewn skins. Each one of them was able to take across two men or at any rate one armed man and an oarsman. They successfully crossed the river before daylight, either rowing in these coracles or swimming in the darkness of night. Then when all the units had been marshalled, Fulgentius laid strong siege to the city of York, which he had previously lost, when it was attacked by Severus, and received back certain of his nobles who had previously deserted him, and now returned to their former allegiance to him. Encouraged by the great numbers of fighting men who accompanied him, they preferred to be on his side rather than that of the Romans. So a few days later while Fulgentius was intensifying the siege, and was diligently mounting an assault with large numbers of siege engines that had been previously prepared for scaling or breaching the walls of the city, the same Roman emperor, high-spirited as he was, rushed upon them with his men in a sudden attack, and was killed, after joining battle with Fulgentius.


Bede records that Severus died a natural death in the same city. But Geoffrey [of Monmouth] testifies in what follows that he was killed by Fulgentius, just as in the account given here. (cc.36-38)





A quarrel over a dog





This story of how a long peace, supposedly of five hundred years, between the Scots and Picts came to an end in the time of the Emperor Diocletian (284-305) with a quarrel over a hunting dog has not been traced further back than Fordun.





In the time of this Diocletian or a little before, while the nations of the Scots and Picts were living peacefully together in their two kingdoms, and protecting their regions on all sides with united strength, it happened by chance that on a pre-arranged day certain noblemen from both nations met together, as was their custom, on the borders of the [two] kingdoms for some hunting. While the dogs were unleashed and they were running about in all directions chasing wild beasts for about the length of a day, a certain hound, which used to follow the scent on the tracks of the beasts, was stolen away by the Picts, and was immediately discovered in their possession. When the Scots demanded it back, [the Picts] refused to return it. A dispute arose, and [the Scots] tried to snatch it from them by force. But the Picts for their part made no attempt to mitigate their wrong-doing by giving them satisfaction, but rather made matters worse by even greater savagery, and they lost no time in starting to fight. As a result many on both sides of those who had met together were slain by each other’s swords. For this was the occasion and beginning of the first dispute between them, as we read, after they had lived together in unbroken peace for five hundred years, and had joined harmoniously together in resisting all other nations with their united power. But soon after this, just as formerly their friendship with each other was keenly fostered by frequent exchange of kind services, by the alliances between their children, by the strong bonds of matrimony and also by frequent reciprocal dinner parties, as if they were one people, so with all the more savagery their enmity increased from day to day with plunderings, arson, slaughter and ambushes, and various disturbances and eruptions. And although secure peace and terms of truces were frequently agreed between them, the situation deteriorated daily, so that the one people was exerting all its determination to destroy the other. (c.42, ll.17-46)


St Regulus and the relics of St Andrew




Bower elaborates Fordun’s version of the Scottish legend of St Andrew, dating it in the mid-fourth century. The arrival of Andrew’s relics in east Fife is made to precede both the establishment of the Scottish monarchy there and also the foundation of the other Scottish episcopal 

sees. Thus the see of St Andrews is awarded primacy. (Patras lay on the south shore of the Gulf of Corinth in Greece.) Regulus is not a historical figure: he is known only in this Scottish legend. Some link had to be established to explain why supposed relics of the apostle could have landed up in Scotland, for general belief in their authenticity made Kilrymont a place of international pilgrimage. (King Hurgust and King Hungus were probably originally one historical person in the sources behind the suggestion here that they were two kings who lived more than four hundred years apart.)





About the same time the emperor Constantius the son of Constantine the Great in the twentieth year of his reign, motivated by enthusiasm for the Christian religion, and inspired by a special devotion which he had conceived long before in his heart for the blessed apostle Andrew, longed to do something as final proof of his devotion. He went to the city of Patras in the district of Achaia, where the apostle was martyred and buried, and from there he stealthily removed by main force the saint’s relics, translated them to Constantinople on 9 May, and amid great rejoicing and to the accompaniment of hymns and chants placed them in golden and silver reliquaries with great honour.


Achaia is one of the seven provinces of Greece, and almost an island, for it is surrounded by sea on all sides except for the north side, where it adjoins Macedonia.


Therefore when Christ had entrusted the world to his apostles and disciples to be steeped in the catholic faith by their preaching, he allotted to Andrew the area around the Caspian sea, Scythia, Macedonia and Achaia, and also, as some would have it, Scotland. Since, as was previously described, the Picts derived their origin from Scythia, Andrew wished even after his death to convert those whom he was not able to convert while he was alive. This Andrew was the apostle of the Lord, the brother of Simon Peter, older than Peter by birth and first to be called, but second in rank or at least third, Galilean by nationality, born in the city of Bethsaida, gentlest of all the disciples. He excelled almost everyone in justice, piety and sanctity. He was dark-complexioned, handsome of appearance, of medium height, with a luxuriant beard. The translation of certain of his bones from Patras to Scotland was as follows.


It happened that by divine will on the third night before the emperor entered the city, the angel of the Lord appeared to a certain holy, God-fearing man, an abbot Regulus by name, the guardian of the relics, saying: ‘Take with you suitable brethren and proceed to the sarcophagus, in which the bones of blessed Andrew were deposited. You will take from there three fingers of the right hand and the arm-bone that hangs down from the shoulder, 

one tooth and a kneecap. Guard them carefully in a place which I shall show you, until I return.’ He quickly summoned the chosen brethren, and carried off all the bones, just as he had been ordered to. He hid them in a very secret place indicated by the angel. So the emperor came two days later with quick-marching legions, and captured the city, emptying it of all its wealth. He received the reliquary in which the relics were stored, and ordered it to be taken back to Constantinople with suitable reverence, while he escorted it with the army.


Finally after several years had passed by, the celestial angel again came back to Abbot Regulus, and with an intimidating look on his face gave him the following command in the name of Almighty God and in these words: ‘Take up again’, he said, ‘the relics of blessed Andrew beloved of God, which you recently preserved on my instructions. And take with you a praiseworthy escort of saints, and lose no time in going to the western regions under the west-north-west at the world’s end; and wheresoever the ship that carries you by the will of God runs the risk of shipwreck, but with you and your companions remaining unharmed, know that there the course of your hardship, or at least of your prolonged voyage, has reached its successful conclusion. Moreover guard against being negligent or forgetful of this kind of instruction, namely that in that place you should firmly lay the foundations of a church to the honour of the divine name and the glory of his saint and apostle of everlasting veneration, because it will come to pass that, just as the east was for a long time adorned by the sound of his preaching, while he was alive, as you are aware, so know truly that the whole of the west will also be adorned for ever with the miracles worked by his relics. For since that place has been chosen by God, it will be an apostolic see for ever and a firm rock of the faith, and rightly so because of his brother blessed Peter to whom the Lord said: “You are Peter” etc. So the kingdom in which it is situated will be a steady, strong anchor, and it will be famous for its devotion to the apostle of all the faithful, especially the kings and other powers in the land, from whose estates and endowments it will be abundantly enriched. Therefore crowds of the faithful frequently coming there from abroad from the opposite ends of the world to receive bodily and spiritual health will miraculously receive what they have requested, and will return joyfully to their homes, praising God, who is always glorious in his saints, in his apostle with exultant voices.’ And with these words the angel disappeared from his sight, and blessed Regulus addressed himself to carrying out his instructions. So wishing to obey the divine commands, he summoned to his side wise and religious men of preeminent learning and character, each of whom had been forewarned by angelic exhortation to take part in his pilgrimage and his merit. He carried the sacred relics with him to the ship, and put to sea, prepared to reach the regions of the west-north-west. The following 

are the sacred names of the company of saints: St Regulus, abbot, St Damian, priest, Gelasius and Chubaculus, deacons, Merniacus the brother of St Damian, Nerius and Elrisenius from Crete, Mirenus, Machabeus and Silvius his brother. There were eight hermits namely Felix, Sajanus, Matheus, Mauricius, Madianus, Philip, Luke and Eugenius, and three virgin saints from Colosia namely Triduana, Potencia and Emerea.


Those very saintly men together with the virgins went on board a ship laden with all necessary supplies, and sailed around the shores of Europe by way of the Mediterranean Sea, until they came, worn out by many hardships, to the islands situated in Ocean beneath the setting sun. And when they had been wandering for the space of almost two years over unknown seas, as the breeze chanced to take them, not knowing what was their goal, suddenly a fierce wind from the east rushed into their sails with unusual force. Under its violent impulse their boat was driven onto the kingdom of the Picts amid the rocks of the island of Albion, just as the angel had foretold, and was smashed to pieces. Given strength however by God, blessed Regulus reached land unharmed with his companions on 28 September in great joy, with the sign of the Lord’s cross going on before. And there in a grove of pigs, which is called ‘Mucross’ in the native language, he later dedicated a church to the glory of the apostle. In this place there occurred many astounding miracles from touching the relics, such as had not been seen or heard of, since the adoption of the faith in these islands up to that time. For sight was given to those who were blind from birth, speech to the dumb, walking to the lame, and on all who piously sought the apostle’s support, no matter with what infirmity they were afflicted, healing was immediately bestowed through the compassion of God. After frequent miracles of this kind occurred daily, people came from all the nations bearing gifts, clapping their hands, and as suppliants raising endless hymns of praise to God for such a patron.


For this reason the following lines are found to have been written in olden times at Rymont.




Here that bay of the sea was a barren shore,


which now surpasses the richest places of the world in fertility.


Here a region previously bare is now green. It was poor before


and is now rich. Long ago it was vile and is now beautiful.


Hither therefore come men who are lords of remote castles to pray,


a motley throng setting out from their native land.


The boastful Frank, the war-loving Norman,


the Flemish weaver and rough Teuton,


English, German, Dutch, the man from Poitou with no knowledge of wool,




and the blood-thirsty man from Anjou,


those who drink the waters of Rhine and Rhone and the powerful Tiber


come here to lay their prayers before Andrew.


We too, provided we have a name among such great people,


come here carried along on prosperous wheel.





At that time Hurgust son of Fergoso king of that region was delighted with the sanctity of the place, and built his own palace there beside the church, and granted certain lands to blessed Regulus and his brethren for sowing corn, to be cultivated as alms for ever. Later kings followed his example, as the warmth of their devotion dictated, and their property increased, although modestly, until King Hungus, who ruled over the Picts after 800, handed over a tenth part of his kingdom to blessed Andrew, in return for the miraculous aid afforded to him in his expedition against the Saxons, as will appear below in Book 4, Chapter 13 and following. The blessed men founded a little cell in the form of a monastery, and appointed guardians of the relics. The blessed men went out preaching through the countryside, not on horseback but, just as long ago the apostles went, two by two to sow the word of God everywhere among the heathen, miraculously performing innumerable miracles. When therefore they had imbued these people with the faith, inspired by heavenly teaching, and confirmed their faith with various miracles, the most blessed Abbot Regulus died full of days and at a great age at Kilrymont (the name having been changed from Mucross by the king) thirty-two years after he had come shipwrecked to the island of Albion, during which he engaged in the work of the Gospel and wonderfully pleased God. (cc.58-60)







Book III


King Fergus son of Erc




The date 403 is too early by almost a century. Fergus son of Erc is a historical figure, who was the first DálRiatan king to rule from a Scottish rather than an Irish base. His brothers were the supposed founders of the tribes of Loarn and Angus in Argyll. His authority came to be extended eastwards over the lands of the Picts i.e. east of Drumalban, the mountain barrier stretching from Ben Lomond in Stirlingshire to Ben Hope in Sutherland.





Therefore in 403 in the sixth year of the emperors Arcadius and Honorius, which was also the 733rd year of the kingdom of the Scots in the island of Albion and the 1903rd year from their first beginning, that is from their setting out from Egypt, and the 5923rd year from the beginning of the world, Fergus son of Erc son of Echadius (who was the brother of the king Eochaid who was overthrown in battle by the tyrant Maximus) an energetic young man, excelling all others in valour, strong and mighty and daring as well as eager and successful in battle, came fearlessly with his two brothers Loarn and Angus and his fellow-countrymen from the islands both Irish and Norse to Scotland the kingdom that was his by right. He put to flight far from there his enemies who had long been living in the country.


Moreover as King Fergus advanced with his army through his ancestral territories, which little by little he brought into his peace along with their original inhabitants, he was met by the nation of the Picts in military order; and to allay suspicion that the smallest trace of hatred or treachery was to be found in them they opened to the Scots of their own accord the gates of all the castles and fortresses belonging to the Scots, which they had held up till then with Maximus’s permission, and handed them back to them.


This same king reigned for sixteen years in Scotland, the last three of them beyond Drumalban, that is beyond the ridge of Albany, the first of the kings of Scottish race to reign in the land of the Picts from the mountains to the Firth of Forth. But whether it was by the sword or by any other right is not clear to me, since none of his predecessors had held sway there before. Certainly the Scots did join up with the Picts, as mentioned above, after they had driven out the Romans and Britons from their own abodes, and in close-packed array they often invaded their kingdom of Britain, which at that time was bereft of all warrior-strength, as is recorded in the chronicles 

of various authors, putting some of the wretched peasants to the sword, while the remainder who were left alive were carried off into slavery. (c.1, ll.18-29, 44-51; c.2, ll.28-39)


St Columba and St Kentigern




Bower as abbot of a monastery dedicated to St Columba (d.597) quotes probably from memory (i.e. with minor slips) two stanzas of the Office Hymn for Columba; but he does not correct Fordun’s attribution of a story about the saint’s distant knowledge of a battle (taken from Adomnan’s Life of Columba) to the wrong battle. St Kentigern (d.612) was Columba’s contemporary, so that it is possible that the two men did meet. In his time his diocese of Glasgow stretched south to Stainmore on the Yorkshire/Westmorland border, as Bower thought it should by rights still do. The church at Ripon in Anglian Northumbria lay not very far away.





In the eighth year of his reign and the ninth year of the reign of Brude son of Maelchon over the Picts, which was the year 565, there came from Ireland to Scotland the holy priest and abbot Columba a man whose life was as miraculous as it was holy, founder of monasteries and father and teacher of many monks, concerning whom it is thus said:




He was humble, kind, courteous,


a man of noble birth, upright of stature,


cheerful of countenance, venerable,


pure in mind and body.





No one knows how to describe in words or writing the sum total of Columba’s marvellous deeds and signs taken one by one, his prophecies and his famous miracles.




Leaving his beloved native land Ireland,


he came by Christ’s grace to Scotland.


Through him the king of the Pictish nation


took the first steps in amendment of life. (c.26, ll.24-39)





At the very time of the battle also the saint Columba while staying on the island of Iona, just as Adomnan mentions in his writings, suddenly summoned a servant and said: ‘Ring the bell.’ The brothers roused by its sound quickly ran to the church, led by the saintly abbot himself. To them on bended 

knee in the church he said: ‘Now let us earnestly beseech God in prayer on behalf of King Aedan and his people. For they are entering upon battle at this hour.’ And after a short interval he looked up to the sky and said: ‘Now the barbarians are being turned to flight. No matter how unfortunate Aedan has been at other times, nevertheless God has granted him this victory.’ The saint also told them prophetically and accurately about the number of three hundred and three slain in the army of Aedan.


Contemporaneously with St Columba there flourished blessed Kentigern bishop of Glasgow, a man of amazing sanctity and worker of many miracles. His venerable bones lie buried in the same place famous for many miracles performed to the glory of God. The furthest boundary of his bishopric at that time was at Rey Cross below Stainmore, as it ought by rights to be now.


In the Life of St Kentigern we read that St Columba came to Glasgow and that each saint comforted the other with mutual exchange of talk and that they also exchanged staffs. And now the crozier sheathed in golden ornamentation and studded all round with various kinds of pearls which blessed Kentigern had received from blessed Columba is still preserved to this day with great reverence in the church of St Wilfrid of Ripon. (c.29, ll.12-29; c.30, ll.1-7)


Why the English have tails




Bower adds to a brief mention by Fordun of the arrival of St Augustine of Canterbury in England in 597 several stories about him which he appears to have found at Dunfermline Abbey in the exemplar of a later manuscript that is now in the Royal Palace Library in Madrid and is still unpublished. The tradition mentioned in the first of these stories that at least some Englishmen had tails is one to which Bower refers again in other parts of his book. It was presumably generally believed in fifteenth-century Scotland. (‘Muglington’ has not been identified; ‘mughel’ or ‘muggle’ is a rare Kentish word for ‘tail’; Tamworth is in Staffordshire and Rochester in Kent; ‘blessed Thomas’ is St Thomas Becket.)





When blessed Augustine was preaching the word of life to the heathen among the West Saxons in the county of Dorset, he came into a certain village where no one wished to receive him or to listen to his preaching. They rebelled against him in all respects and tried to contradict everything that he said and to obscure everything by taking a wrong meaning out of it, and, a thing which is wicked even to mention, they were so bold as to sew and hang fishtails on his clothing. But what they themselves believed they were 

doing to harm the holy father actually turned out to be to the eternal disgrace of themselves and their descendants and their innocent country. For God smote them in their hinder parts, giving them everlasting shame so that in the private parts both of themselves and their descendants all alike were born with a tail. Now a tail of this kind is called by the local inhabitants in their native language ‘mughel’ from which the village in which this kind of injury was inflicted on blessed Augustine got the name of Muglington (that is the town of the people with the mughels) which it has to the present day.


It is said also that, following their example, in the province of the Mercians in the village which is called Tamworth the inhabitants of the place offered a similar insult to the blessed man, but they did not go unpunished because both they themselves and their descendants, as everyone knows, suffered the shame of a like punishment and disgrace. A similar incident occurred in the time of the exile of blessed Thomas primate of England, because to insult him (as they believed, but their wickedness deceived them) the people of Rochester disfigured and cut off his horse’s tail, which has led to their descendants in that place being found born with tails. (c.33, ll.1-27)


The proper cure of souls




As part of an assertion that popes of his time (compared with Pope Gregory the Great c.600) were allowing slackness in the parish cure of souls, Bower selects a story from the collection of exempla (i.e. improving tales) called On Bees made by the thirteenth-century Thomas of Cantimpré (from Brabant in modern Belgium) about an uncle and nephew both called Bruno who were successively priests of a parish near Eisenach in Germany. The locale was irrelevant for Bower’s purpose.





For in his book on bees Barbason writes about a certain priest holding a cure called Bruno who lived in the region of Germany in the town of Wartburg. He was a good and upright man and had a relative also called Bruno who was a priest, a man highly regarded for his knowledge and character. His uncle Bruno the priest often used to ask him to undertake the charge of his parish, while he himself now that he was old would enter a monastery. After many entreaties he agreed although reluctantly, since he was apprehensive about being in charge of such a big parish. When he got his way the elder Bruno entered a monastery and soon afterwards departed this life, while the younger Bruno delayed taking on the cure of souls, because he already held another benefice (a chaplaincy in the castle worth twenty marks), and so put a priest as vicar in the parish instead of himself.


So one night when the younger Bruno was resting in his bed, the elder 

Bruno who was now dead appeared to him in a black cape and said to him:




You are behaving badly in the matter of the flock


entrusted to you. Now you limp on cloven foot.


See what your future punishment will be. Turn back.





And saying this he raised the cape in which he appeared to be clad and showed that he was seriously afflicted with burns. At this the younger Bruno woke up recollecting the vision and the lines of verse, then soon fell asleep again. The dead man appeared to him in the same form and said:




You are the cause of my punishment.


Rest is closed to me through you.


See how I am burnt, fuel and food for the future flames.





And saying this he again showed him the tortures inflicted by fire. After he had gone to sleep for the third time, he appeared to him and said:




Sometimes mingle serious matters with worldly pleasures.


From these first-fruits reap the harvest or repent.





At his words Bruno arose and on bended knees he vowed to God that he would fulfil what he had promised to his uncle when he was alive. Immediately the dead man appeared clearly in great splendour and congratulated him on his vow and said: ‘I rejoiced when they said to me: “We will go into the house of the Lord.”’ And saying this he ascended on high. See therefore how much danger is involved in taking on the cure of souls and then leaving it in the hands of a careless man, as you can observe in the case of the elder Bruno who carelessly abandoned his charge and in the case of the younger Bruno who entrusted to another priest without a cure the charge he had undertaken. So in the first lines of verse the elder conveyed allegorically that the younger was divided in his affection, which ought to be directed wholly towards the flock entrusted to him; and he demonstrated that he was lame when he devoted himself to the one benefice of a chaplaincy in the castle and carelessly deserted the charge of the parish entrusted to him. (c.37, ll.16-64)


The murder of King Fergus by his wife




The story of the poisoning of the Scottish King Fergus son of Aed Find (778-81) at the hands of his queen, as explained in her confession, has the appearance of an oral saga.







[Fergus] is said to have been poisoned by his wife the queen who was excessively jealous of him because of his affairs with other women. She afterwards openly admitted the deed, although she was suspected by no one of such a crime. When she looked upon the dead king’s body, with mournful cries and tearing her hair, she burst out with these or similar words: ‘Most wretched of women, more savage than any wild beast, basest betrayer, what have you done? Have you not wickedly killed with a most cruel kind of treachery, most like in this respect to the asp and urged on by wanton madness, your lord the king, most loving of all husbands and handsome beyond the love of women, whom alone you loved with the innermost love of your heart more than all men now living? But this wicked crime will not go unpunished. I shall be avenged upon myself. Accordingly do you, accursed hand, hasten to prepare and do not let pass this same cup with which you drank the health of your lord, not long ago your sweetest lover, or boldly prepare an even more bitter cup for my lips too!’ Then after she had drained the lethal draught she immediately began: ‘But that witch’s potion ought not to suffice as full atonement for me who committed such a great crime. No! rather should I be tied to the tails of horses and dragged off to be hanged and this unspeakable body should be burnt to ashes in fires of thorns and the ashes scattered to the wind.’ (c.55, ll.6-27)


Charlemagne




Bower devotes considerable space to information which he thinks should be available in Scotland about kings of the Franks, not least about Charlemagne, king c.742-814, and emperor from 800. (The feast of St James falls on 25 July each year. The pilgrimage church of St James of Compostella is in north-west Spain. The famous battle at Roncesvalles, a pass over the Pyrenees, was fought in 778. St Denis is near Paris.)





The name ‘Charles’ is interpreted as ‘the light of the flesh’ because he outstripped all fleshly kings since Christ by the light of every virtue and knowledge and valour. He had brown hair, his complexion was ruddy, his person was handsome and attractive but his glance was fierce. His height was eight times the length of one of his own feet, which were very long. His hips were broad with a stomach in proportion. His arms and legs were massive and he was very strong in all his limbs, most skilled in combat and a very spirited soldier. His face was one and a half hand’s breadth in length and his beard one hand’s breadth, his nose about a half hand’s breadth and his brow was one foot. His eyes were leonine, sparkling like rubies. His eyebrows were 

half a hand’s breadth. He caused immediate terror to anyone on whom his full gaze fell in anger. The belt with which he was girt extended to eight palms’ breadth, not including the part which hung down. He ate little bread but would devour a quarter of a ram or two hens or a goose or a leg of pork or a peacock or a crane or a whole hare. He drank soberly a little wine and pure water. Such was his strength that he would cleave with his own sword an armed soldier sitting on a horse from the top of his head to the ground together with his horse with one stroke. He used easily to hold out four horseshoes at the same time in his hands. He would quickly lift up an armed soldier standing up straight in the palm of his hand from the ground as high as his head with his hand alone. He was very generous in gifts, very upright in judgments, very clear in his speeches.
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