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SITTING ON THE STEP outside my office on a sunny summer evening, when a peace seems to settle, I sometimes think I can see all of Scotland’s history. Not through an effort of imagination but in the ways in which the five or six hundred generations before us left their marks on the land.


The shape of our little valley was scarted out by slow-motion primeval drama, by the rumble of the glaciers of the last Ice Age as they began to groan, crack and splinter, grinding out the river courses, shearing off cliff faces, rounding the distant hills of the Ettrick Forest and depositing the fertile soil where plants, trees and animals would come to thrive. On the flat valley floor, on the banks of the burns and on the slopes to the south stood the great Hartwood, the Deer Wood. After the ice shrank back and the land began to green, native trees carpeted Scotland with the Wildwood, a temperate jungle that reached up to the flanks of the highest hills and mountains. Willow scrub, birch, Scots pine, alder and ash were amongst the first to take root and they still grow well in the Hartwood, often on the regimented edges of Alaskan sitka. And the deer are still in the forest – velvety, perfect, skittish little roe deer flit into the shadows and disappear in a moment. This year, a hind nested in the Crow Wood behind my office, where each evening the birds bicker and squabble over the best roosts. In the morning’s grey dim and at dusk, she brought out two leggy fawns to graze the grassy fringes by the track.


The pioneers, the first to come north after the ice, saw much of what I see. Like the deer, their shadows flitted through the Wildwood, barely rustling the leaves of the six thousand autumns, winters, springs and summers when their descendants hunted and gathered a wild harvest across prehistoric Scotland. At the foot of the slope near my office there is a small standing

 stone. Twenty years ago when the old orchard by the burn was a tangle of nettles and willowherb, I fell – or rather skidded – over it. The stone was lying flat, recently tumbled, having kicked the earth out of its socket. With a shovel and a fencepost, I managed to lever it upright and now it stands approximately where it did. Perhaps it is not ancient, perhaps it is a boundary marker near the bank of the burn, but it is mysterious – something raised for a forgotten reason by nameless people a long time ago.


Fertile, free-draining and sheltered, the little valley was home to generations of hunter-gatherers and then settled communities of early farmers. From the dark furrows of my neighbour’s newly ploughed fields, I have picked up a few beautifully knapped flints and what looks like part of an axe-head. And, further down the valley, a spring plough skinned the stone lid off a cist and, for the first time in four thousand years, the sun warmed the dust and bones inside. To the east of where I sit rises the Deer Park and, in the green folds of the hill, there are scooped-out depressions that offer welcome shelter from the west wind. When a sugar-dusting of snow falls, they are easy to see. Perhaps they were shielings where herd-laddies kept watch on beasts summering out on the higher pasture.


No conjecture swirls around the identity of those who arrived in the valley at the end of the 1st century AD. The thud of hooves, the jingle of bridles and the rhythmic tramp of marching soldiers announced that the Empire had come north. About three miles to the west of where I sit in the evening are the grassed-over banks and ditches of Oakwood Fort, built by a cohort of 500 men, a mixture of cavalry and infantry under the overall command of the great general, Agricola. Watched by the hostile native kindred – the Selgovae – squads of imperial soldiers dug ditches, built ramparts and laid out roads and a signal station. Through a depression in the ridge of the Deer Park, the men at Oakwood could look east and see the signal station built on the summit of Eildon Hill North, above the sprawling supply depot at Trimontium. For only one generation, 20 years, the Romans marched up and down our little valley, filing intelligence reports, skirmishing with the war bands of the Selgovae, laying down the controlling framework of a new province for the Empire. But then in AD 100, the Emperor Trajan withdrew troops from Britain for his invasion of Dacia, modern Romania, and the frontier was pulled back to the line of the Tyne and Solway. And perhaps in triumph, the Selgovae war bands burned the wooden gate towers at Oakwood.




Ownership of a gentler sort was discovered on one of the sheep walks in the Deer Park in 2003. Part of an ogham stone was recognised. Ogham was a strange and ancient tree language which formed its letters like the branches or twigs of a tree cut in straight lines like runes but arranged on either side of a central trunk. Usually spelling out personal names, probably the marks of the ownership of land, the earliest ogham stones were carved in Ireland in the 4th century AD. The finding of a stone so far east in Scotland is striking – perhaps evidence that Gaelic-speaking chieftains were carving out holdings in the centuries after the fall of the Roman Empire in the west, the centuries known as the Dark Ages.


Not far from where the ogham stone was picked up, a ditch runs up the slopes of the Deer Park and across its summit. In places, the ditch has been hacked out of the hard whinstone rock that lies close to the surface of the rough pasture. An immense labour, the ditch and the bank on its eastern side must have demarcated an important boundary. By the early 12th century, it was certainly used as part of a fence. On top of the bank, what was known as the park pale was built. Palus is the Latin word for ‘a stake’ and it later came to mean a row of stakes, a fence – the phrase ‘beyond the pale’ derives from it. Since a badly frightened deer can jump an eight- or nine-foot fence, the pale had to be high and the ditch immediately in front of it made it even higher. Hunting was an obsession with medieval Scottish kings and the Deer Park lay next to a royal castle at Selkirk and at the eastern end of the vast game reserve known as the Ettrick Forest. In early winter, deer-herds drove pregnant does into the park where they could be fed through the hungry months. Once they had dropped their fawns in the spring, the does and their young were released back into the forest. It was a traditional use of the hill that lasted into the middle of the 20th century when deer were still kept there, browsing the rough pasture.


West of where I sit, backlit by a setting sun, the fields rise gently towards an eminence that looks down over the confluence of the Rivers Ettrick and Yarrow. Below it there is a place name that remembers bands of men who rode north in search of riches and land. The Hartwood burn suddenly splashes over a very picturesque waterfall known as the Motte Linn and it remembers what was once a motte-and-bailey castle built on the hill above at the behest of Norman adventurers, many of whom were granted land by David I of Scotland in the first half of the 12th century. An old, well-made track leads up the flank of the hill and, especially on horseback, it is easy to see the nettle-covered remains of the outer bailey, its ditch and the higher

 mound of the motte that once rose up behind the palisade. No record of the lord who caused this earth and wooden castle to be built has survived but, when the sun dipped behind Huntly Hill and food and drink were served to him and his retainers, they probably described the landscape around them in Norman French.


Gurgling past the little standing stone at the bottom of the garden, the Common Burn marks the southern boundary of the farm and it took its name from the common land owned by the burgh of Selkirk. From the 16th century onwards, these large holdings gradually shrivelled as surrounding lairds encroached but, every year, a long cavalcade of horsemen and -women ride the bounds to the north of the town and every forty years or so, they trot along the southern bank of the Common Burn to check that no boundary markers (like the little standing stone?) have been moved. With a standard-bearer carrying the town flag, the common riding stirs ancient memories. From a distance, they look like a squadron of light cavalry. Which is exactly what they used to be.


No such suspension of disbelief was needed on the morning of 13 September 1645. If I had been looking south from my house, I would have seen an awesome sight. During the civil war fought all over Britain and Ireland, the Scottish army led by General David Leslie surprised the Royalists and the Marquis of Montrose at Philiphaugh, west of Selkirk. In the early morning mist, he sent about 2,000 cavalry troopers through our little valley, perhaps keeping to the metalled surface of the old road leading to Oakwood Fort. They moved quietly around Howden Hill and, while Leslie led the rest of his army in a frontal assault, the cavalry attacked the rear of the Royalists and scattered them. Philiphaugh was a savage, sadistic rout with much unnecessary slaughter excused by fundamentalist piety.


The greater part of the landscape of the valley was much altered after 1645. The fields, the thorn hedges, the shelterbelts of hardwoods, the steadings, the big houses and their policies are not old. After the middle of the 18th century, the pace of agricultural improvement quickened and shaped much of the countryside we see now and believe to be traditional. One of the most important catalysts was drainage and below where I sit in the evening stretches the 35-acre Tile Field. It is billiard-table flat because it was scraped for clay and at the western end stood a tile works. Its kilns were fired by the trees of the Hartwood and the clay puddled in a pond formed by the Common Burn and the Hartwoodburn. Bright orange drainage pipes were laid and they brought much more land into cultivation. Modern deep

 ploughing has sliced into much of this back-breaking labour, destroying and clogging the drainage system. Now winter rain lies in large pools on the Tile Field and swans nest by the side of the old pond, its waters now undisturbed by the bustle of manufacture.


As the sun dips behind Howden Hill and the lights twinkle in the kitchen, another day slows down to its close. Shadows gather in the Crow Wood, the birds flock in, wheeling over the treetops, cawing and screeching at each other, and a fox barks in the distance. As night settles and I switch off the lights in my office, it occurs to me how seldom we have the time to reflect on the transit of our lives. As we worry about tomorrow, about what’s next, we perhaps think too little about the days that have gone, about our past. But it is only the past that makes tomorrow, nothing else, and it is our shared past that makes us who we are – that makes Scotland.


The industrialisation and urbanisation of the last three centuries have changed the landscape dramatically, sometimes obliterating the ancient footprints of our ancestors. But their story can still be seen, written on the land, and it can be understood and told. The history of Scotland should never be thought of as remote but rather a deeply personal matter, the only really worthwhile context against which we can see our short lives under these big skies. The story of this remarkable little nation on the north-west edge of Europe belongs to all of us and it matters to all of us.
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The Collisions
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FIRE AND ICE MADE Scotland. For hundreds of millions of years, the molten core of the Earth has been pushing up through fissures in the outer crust, the land we live on and the ocean bed. This ancient, continuous process was only recently discovered by accident. When, in the middle of the 19th century, it became possible to send messages along a telegraph wire, scientists reasoned that it might also be feasible to shrink geography dramatically and lay an undersea cable to link Britain and North America. Communications that took weeks to deliver by ship might be relayed in moments.


In December 1872, HMS Challenger sailed from Portsmouth with a group of scientists on board. While exploring the bed of the Atlantic Ocean for the best route for the course of a new cable, the team, led by a marine zoologist from Edinburgh University, Charles Wyville Thomson, came across a very substantial undersea ridge approximately halfway between the Irish coast and Newfoundland. More like a range of mountains, it turned out to run the whole length of the Atlantic, occasionally breaking the surface in the shape of islands such as Tristan da Cunha, Ascension Island and the Azores. Iceland is the largest. Along the axis of the ridge is a very deep rift valley and this was found to be the place where magma or molten rock from the inner crust of the Earth, the asthenosphere, comes to the surface. In the chill depths of the ocean, it immediately cools and forms new crust or lithosphere. The Mid-Atlantic Ridge is part of a 29,000-mile-long system of ridges found under all of the Earth’s oceans.


Known as ‘seafloor spreading’, this phenomenon makes the land we live on dynamic, moving it and the bed of the ocean very slowly. Each year the Mid-Atlantic Ridge shifts the crust between half an inch and one and a half



inches, about the same rate at which fingernails grow. This long network of oceanic ridges and also fault lines found on land – such as the San Andreas Fault in California – moves vast segments of the Earth’s surface known as tectonic plates. Depending on definitions, there are seven or eight plates and, as magma rises from the fiery core of our planet into the Mid-Atlantic Rift Valley, it moves the continents on either side of the ocean. Through a process known as subduction, tectonic plates also move very slowly under each other, eventually slipping into the asthenosphere. The Farallon Plate pushed up the southern ranges of the Rocky Mountains many millions of years ago but it has now slid deep into the Earth’s mantle. Subduction has the effect of equalising, of keeping the total of the surface of the Earth the same.


More than five hundred million years ago, different parts of Scotland’s familiar and beloved geography lay far distant from each other – some were attached to huge continents, some were splintered fragments and still others lay submerged on the bed of an ancient ocean. Lying between three palaeocontinents, Laurentia, Baltica and Avalonia, was the great expanse of the Iapetus Ocean. Larger than the Atlantic, it was beginning to shrink as tectonic movement shaped and reshaped the crust of the Earth. By 410 million years ago, the Iapetus Ocean had closed completely and much of what became Scotland had risen out of the prehistoric sea and been welded together into one of the most geologically distinct places on our planet. Scotland is therefore the deposit of a series of slow-motion, ancient collisions. And, throughout our prehistory and in more modern times, these collisions and the angles at which they hit would remain central to an understanding of our nation and its people. Our history is written in our rocks just as surely as it is in monastic chronicles, census returns or the stones and bones of archaeological digs.


The most important collision, symbolically and historically, was with England. Much of what was to become Scotland lay on the leading edge of Laurentia while England was attached to the shores of Avalonia. As the great palaeocontinents welded both of these landmasses together, the harder rocks that made up Scotland ground against the softer strata of northern England, buckling and corrugating them. This process forced the coal and iron seams close to the surface and, in this way, our geology made West Cumbria and Tyneside a gift of their traditional industries.


As these enormously powerful forces moved the crust of the Earth, forming and reforming continents, smaller bits sometimes sheared off. Known as



terranes, they drifted across the planet over millions of years. When Laurentia, Baltica and Avalonia moved closer, four very different terranes were ground together to make the distinctive shape of Scotland. Forged deep in the molten inner crust, Lewisian gneiss was pushed upwards to make the Western Isles, Coll, Tiree, Iona, the western peninsula of Islay known as the Rhinns and part of the Atlantic coastline. Gneiss is old – one of the most ancient rock formations found anywhere in the world.


To the east and south, thick strata of Old Red Sandstone were laid down and north of the Great Glen its most spectacular monuments are the Torridon Mountains and the singular peak of Suilven. Durness Limestones overlay much of the Old Red Sandstone and they are solid proof that these terranes were once attached to the coastline of ancient Laurentia. At that time the palaeocontinent lay south of the equator and the limestone and sandstone were beach deposits that contained fossils, evidence for some of the earliest life forms. The Old Red Sandstone also underlies some of Scotland’s most fertile farmland – the Moray coastlands, Aberdeenshire, parts of the Central Belt and much of Berwickshire.




LIZZIE


In the mid 1980s, at a quarry in Bathgate, a fossil hunter, Stan Wood, found the remains of a small lizard-like creature which he thought might be old. Perhaps a little predictably, he called it ‘Lizzie the Lizard’. In fact, Stan had found a fossil that was 338 million years old, the oldest reptile remains ever found anywhere in the world. At about 20 centimetres in length, Lizzie was not large but she was successful – if she was a she. Once the find had been confirmed, matters became a little more formal as the fossil was renamed Westlothiana lizziae. She lived near an ancient freshwater lake and hunted for smaller creatures who had the misfortune to live nearby.





The north-east to south-west orientation of the Great Glen marks the angle at which one terrane collided with another. Below it, the Central Highlands were built from different rocks, thick strata of shales, limestones and sandstones. Known as the Dalriadan and Moine formations, they made the Cairngorms as the Earth convulsed with volcanic eruptions.


South of the Highland massif, Scotland’s geography becomes even more



abrupt. Along a line from Stonehaven down to the southern shores of Loch Lomond, the mountains suddenly give way to green valleys and ranges of low hills. This is the Highland Boundary Fault, where another collision took place. The Dalriadan and Moine mountains were pushed against what became the Midland Valley, a rift valley of a very different character, now the Central Belt. Again, the angle of the collision runs north-east to south-west. Formed originally in tropical latitudes, the valley was once home to vast, dense forests and swampland. Many millions of years ago this terrane began to move northwards and, as the trees and other tropical plants died and fell, they laid down strata of organic carbon. Much later these would become Scotland’s coalfields.


Running from Ballantrae in South Ayrshire to Dunbar in East Lothian, the Southern Upland Fault once again follows the characteristic orientation of Scotland’s geography. Below it lie the rolling hills of Galloway and the Borders and, in the lower-lying river basins, some of the most fertile farmland was laid down.


Some way to the south of the Southern Upland Fault lies a fascinating geological relic. On the west coast of the Isle of Man, near the hamlet of Niarbyl, the cliffs of a small cove have running diagonally across them a thin, greyish-white seam of rock. It is visible for only a hundred metres or so before it disappears into the waters of the Irish Sea but it is a memorial to the making of Scotland. Known as the Iapetus Suture, it marks the precise place where the vast continents of Laurentia and Avalonia collided, having welded the four terranes together. And it too runs north-east to south-east, just as the modern border between England and Scotland does.


Sixty-five million years ago, the Mid-Atlantic Ridge was a tectonic seam in the middle of a single, huge palaeocontinent known as Pangaea. Scientists hypothesised that North and South America once fitted neatly into Africa and Europe like a geological jigsaw before the ridge very slowly began to prise them apart and allow the Atlantic Ocean to form. What eventually became Scotland, and Britain and Ireland, was pushed towards the east. As the Atlantic filled and the crust of the Earth was stretched and thinned, magma broke through to form a line of huge volcanoes whose remains can be seen in the dramatic shapes of St Kilda and Ailsa Craig. Over five million years, the skies darkened and thunder boomed as unquantifiable amounts of ejecta flew into the atmosphere and thick ash clouds drifted across the land and the ocean. Ben More on Mull once roared and erupted but perhaps the most spectacular volcanic landscape in Scotland is on Skye.






SKYESAURUS


Two hundred million years ago, the Jurassic period began. Also known as the Age of Reptiles, it lasted for aeons, until 140 million years ago. The Isle of Skye was patrolled by plant- and flesh-eating dinosaurs and their fossilised remains are preserved in the Jurassic sediments found along the east coast of the Trotternish Peninsula. One of them was huge. Cetiosaurus stood ten metres in height but it was less terrifying than some of the others who stalked the island. It ate only plants. Probably as a result of a catastrophic meteor strike which ushered in a long nuclear winter when vegetation and animals perished in the sunless cold, the dinosaurs died out about 65 million years ago.





The gentle slopes and scarps of the Trotternish Peninsula and of north-west Skye were once the lava fields of a huge volcano that spewed magma up from the inner crust of the Earth. The magma chamber, the boiling caldera of the volcano, was towering, rising to more than six thousand feet. Erosion has sheared and planed it but its ruins are still tremendously impressive. They are the jagged mountains of the Black Cuillin and the rock known as Skye gabbro is the legacy of the millions of years when the Earth shuddered and boiled.


Fire forged much of Scotland’s landscape but, in much more recent times, ice scarted, ground and bulldozed the rocks and soil into their familiar shapes. We live in an inter-glacial period, a brief interval between Ice Ages. For the last 2.4 million years, in the era known as the Quaternary Period, much of the surface of the planet has periodically been buried beneath ice sheets and glaciers.


Relatively recently, around 24,000 BC, the weather began to worsen once more. Storms blew and snow fell and lay on the hilltops all year. Over a short time, perhaps only one or two generations, the temperatures fell steeply and Scotland quickly became uninhabitable. The last Ice Age was beginning. Vegetation shrivelled and died as more snow fell and the animals that depended on it fled south. Our species, Homo sapiens, had certainly reached Europe before the ice came and perhaps some explorers had crossed the land bridge across the Channel and the North Sea to walk to the farthest north-west, to stand on the edge of the ocean, the edge of beyond, and gaze at the endless horizon. But, as the cold gripped the land and the ice sheets formed, all trace of those who may have been the first to see Scotland was erased.




Nothing and no one could survive in the savage sub-Arctic climate. The ice formed into domes, huge hemispherical mountains around which constant storms blew. On the summits of the ice domes there appears to have been permanent high pressure and clear skies. For thousands of sterile years, Scotland lay sleeping under a blanket of ice as the sun shone on a dazzling white landscape of devastating beauty. So much water was locked up in this frozen world that the levels of the world’s oceans were lowered and so heavy were the domes that they pressed down hard, crushing the crust of the Earth under them.


Around 14,000 years ago, the ice cap that covered Scotland slowly began to crack and splinter. The weather was warming once more and, over a short time, glaciers rumbled over the landscape and began to change it. As it moved, the ice smoothed rock, bulldozed debris and soils, scraped out corries and watercourses and deepened valleys to form the freshwater and sea lochs of the Highlands. In the Midland Valley, glaciers moving from west to east struck the hard volcanic rocks that Stirling and Edinburgh castles sit on. This forced the glaciers to divide and leave behind the classic crag and tail formation that allowed towns to be built in the eastern lee of the rocks. When the ice began to melt, it created torrents of such tremendous force that they could make melt-water flow uphill, especially under or in the ice, from one valley into another. Glaciers deposited debris such as erratic rocks or ridges of gravel and soil known as eskers. As the sun shone and the air warmed, Scotland was stirring, beginning to awake.


But it turned out to be a false dawn. Only a few hundred years after the thaw, an ecological disaster was waiting to burst on the world. In northern Canada, a vast freshwater lake, far larger than all of the Great Lakes combined, had been held back by ice dams. As these slowly melted, water from what came to be called Lake Agassiz spilled southwards to help carve out the Missouri and Mississippi river systems. But some time around 10,500 BC a mighty roar was heard as the ice dams to the north of the huge lake crashed down to release a mega-flood. Its path has been traced as a giant tsunami raced through the Mackenzie River basin out into the Beaufort Sea, through the Davis Strait and into the North Atlantic. Within 36 hours of the dams falling, a vast cubic tonnage of freshwater had stopped the warming currents of the Gulf Stream in their tracks, turning it back south before it could reach the shores of Britain and Ireland. Temperatures plummeted, snowstorms blew once more, a vast ice dome formed over Ben Lomond and animals and people fled south.




What geologists call the Loch Lomond Stadial and historians the Cold Snap lasted for about a thousand years. The North Atlantic eventually regained its salinity and the conveyor effect once more brought the warm waters of the Gulf Stream northwards. In a process known as climate flickering, the melt may have been rapid, perhaps in the span of only a handful of generations. When the land warmed, the first colonists were plants – hardy willow scrub, crowberry and birch came. They were followed by ash and hazel, then oak, elm and pine. With the weight of the ice lifted, the land began to rebound and rise, keeping pace with the level of the seas as they filled with melt-water.


As the trees grew and seeded more growth, Scotland’s Wildwood spread and offered cover for all manner of animals migrating north. The aurochs, the giant wild cattle with a seven-foot horn spread, browsed the shoots and grasses, red and roe deer came, wild boar snuffled through the undergrowth and elk flitted amongst the greenwood shadows. It may be that smaller animals were the earliest arrivals – martens, polecats, squirrels and stoats skittered through the canopy. In the streams, rivers, lochs and seas, fish teemed, the mighty salmon amongst the first, waterfowl built their nests and otters and beavers fished and swam. Predators also entered the Wildwood and brown bears, wolves and lynx prowled through the trees. And they were followed by the most deadly predator of all, our ancestors, the first settlers, the pioneers who walked into an unknown land after the ice.
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The Pioneers
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THROUGHOUT THE millennia of ice, many of those who would become our ancestors sheltered from the biting winds and the bitter cold in steep-sided valleys on either side of the Pyrenees. These were the Ice-Age refuges and their people have left a remarkable record of their lives as they shivered through the harsh winters and cool summers. More than 350 caves have been discovered in south-western France and northern Spain where immensely talented and mysterious prehistoric artists have left paintings on the walls. Almost all are of animals – the Ice Age fauna such as reindeer, wild horses, the aurochs, cave lions and red deer. While storms blew outside and the world of ice froze the landscape still, painters worked in the black darkness. Lit only by the flicker of torches, they mixed red, yellow and black ochres to create frescoes of charging bulls, galloping horses and fleeing deer. And, even though it is ancient – amongst the oldest works of art ever found – their work is not primitive. When Pablo Picasso saw the paintings in the cave at Lascaux in south-western France after the Second World War, he declared that in the last 20,000 years artists had learned nothing.


The caves appear to have been temples, places where mysteries were enacted, where the animals that were central to the lives of the peoples of the refuges were brilliantly memorialised. Only visible in firelight in their great subterranean chambers or by torchlight in narrow passages, the paintings almost certainly played a part in unknowable rituals as the moving shadows of worshipper-hunters were projected on to the walls amongst the herds of bison or deer. Perhaps the paintings were a means of recognising an absolute dependence on the animals, central to ceremonies involving dance, song and music designed to ensure that the annual migrations did not cease and that the herds would once more thunder through the steep-sided valleys on



their way north to summer pasture. Those migrations brought the herds to ambushes, to narrow places or river crossings where hunters could get close and wound or kill many animals. In the late 19th century, the dances and rituals of the Plains Indians of North America were recorded. They wore headdresses and imitated the behaviour and movement of the bison they depended on and enacted rituals to bring them back after the hungry months of the winter.


For many millennia, small populations of hunter-gatherers subsisted in the frozen landscape. The highest peaks of the Pyrenean ranges were encased in a brilliant white ice cap that was lit by the sun all year round. That horizon was a constant reminder that the climate could be even harsher. Down in the deep valleys, the refuges were sometimes shielded and bielded by dense stands of pinewoods whose branches will have bent low, loaded with snow. On windless days when the smallest sound echoed across the frozen rivers, the animals of the Ice Age searched the ground for food. Woolly rhinoceros, with their vicious horns, snuffled and rooted for the bitter grass. The aurochs, their horn spreads swaying, browsed amongst the trees and, on the valley floor, mammoths plodded on the gravel terraces, their long and dense hair brushing the lifeless ground.


Watching for weakness or older animals struggling to withstand the cold, predators patrolled the valleys. Cave lions, panthers, hyenas, wolves and bears waited. But our ancestors will have rarely ventured out in the extreme cold of the Ice-Age winter. Instead, small family bands lit fires at the mouths of their refuge caves, huddling for warmth, depending for most of their food on what they had dried and stored from the wild harvest of the summer to last through the long winter darkness. The constant demand for firewood meant that their ranges were wide and the lack of seasoned wood will no doubt have been a compelling reason for hunter-gatherer bands to move on.


When the ice at last began to melt, life may have changed very quickly – and erratically. Climate flickering meant that thaws could be followed by colder periods and, after the chill certainties of the centuries of ice, that will have caused hardship. The seasonal migrations of the herds they depended on will have been disrupted and those who preyed on them will have suffered more than confusion when migrations ceased or took different routes. But, when the ice first shrank back about 14,000 years ago, the herds of reindeer and shaggy wild ponies moved ever further northwards, perhaps quickly, over the span of only a few generations. Unable to evolve as fast as the climate was



changing, raising temperatures and altering their feeding habitat, these cold-adapted animals chased the chill temperatures of the moving ice frontier and the open tundra and grasslands on its margins. And, in turn, they were chased by the bands of hunters who depended on them. The retreating cold pulled the herds north and they pulled our ancestors behind them.




BEST FRIENDS


It used to be thought that men and women began to domesticate wolves after the end of the last Ice Age but recent discoveries of 33,000 canine fossils in Belgium and Siberia strongly suggest that this happened much earlier. The great value of domesticated dogs was in hunting. Armed with spears and later with arrows with flint points, hunters could not hope to bring down prey, especially large animals like mammoths, bison and wild horses, with a kill shot. But they could wound them. That is when a pack of dogs became important. They could track and pursue a wounded animal, make its heart pump faster so that it lost blood faster and, when close to exhaustion and fighting for its life, the mammoth or bison could be finished off by a band of hunters with spears. At that point, wolf dogs were helpful in that they could drive off scavengers such as lions and leopards. Good friends – and perhaps another reason why we out-competed Neanderthals.





At Howburn Farm near Biggar in South Lanarkshire, archaeologists made a startling discovery: clear evidence of the earliest pioneers to see Scotland after millennia under the blanket of ice. Some time around 12,000 BC, perhaps right up against the melting ice sheets, a band of hunters set up shelters on the lower slopes of the Black Mount overlooking the upper reaches of the valley of the River Clyde. Excavators found more than 5,000 flint artefacts, points made for spears and blades and burins made for other uses, evidence of the hunting gear needed to bring down horses or deer and process the carcasses. The concentrated pattern of these finds suggested to archaeologists that the flint-knappers worked in oval-shaped tents probably made from hides. No organic material was discovered and the very early date of the encampment at Howburn has been derived from artefact typology, the comparison of characteristic tanged flint points with others of exactly the same manufacture found at sites in northern Germany and southern Denmark that certainly date to the same period.




The hunters at Howburn may have been an expedition from the south, sent out in early spring or late autumn to intercept herds migrating to or from summer pasture further north. Some of the flint appears to have come from Yorkshire, and other nodules may have been picked up on the way to the encampment. Perhaps the reindeer and shaggy ponies followed the course of the Clyde and crossed it somewhere south of Biggar at a place where the spearmen could get close enough to ambush them. Archaeologists have identified points probably notched for hafting on to wooden spears, blades made as scrapers for cleaning the hides of slaughtered animals and burins for piercing them so that they could be sewn together with sinew cords.


The finds at Howburn are nothing short of sensational but they surely cannot be unique. Others bands walked into Scotland after the first ice melt following their prey and somewhere, as yet unnoticed, more evidence of the first pioneers will come to light to give a clearer picture of the lives of these early, temporary visitors. There can have been no greater disruption than the shock of the Cold Snap, as skies darkened once more, temperatures plummeted and the ice returned. As the snow drove people south, there may have been conflict. Refugees from the north cannot have been welcome in the ranges of the warmer south.


There exists slight and uncertain evidence of this new life in Scotland. Summer expeditions may have sailed north just as the Cold Snap was beginning. In 1993, an arrowhead was picked up in a freshly ploughed field in the Rhinns of Islay, the westernmost part of the island. It dated from as early as 10,800 BC and others, less well recorded and located, were found in nearby Jura and Tiree. It seems that part of the Atlantic coastline was ice free at that time and that mountain peaks, such as the Paps of Jura, poked through the ice sheets. Known as nunataks, these peaks could have acted as summer seamarks for the hunters in their curraghs, the hide boats almost certainly used throughout prehistory in the west of Scotland. Perhaps similar risky expeditions sailed north during the Cold Snap to bring back seal meat or other kills to refugee communities in the south forced to scrabble a meagre living on the margins of the ranges of those more established. And perhaps the memory of the buried lands of the north lived on through the thousand years of ice.


When the Gulf Stream began to warm Scotland once more, around 9,500 BC, the thaw appears to have come quickly. What also pulled people north was the changing pattern of migration. As the temperatures rose sharply,



cold-adapted animals such as reindeer could not adapt fast enough. With their thick coats and particular diet, the herds needed to chase the cold as it moved northwards. And those bands of hunter-gatherers, our ancestors, who depended on these animals followed. The speed of the advance can be measured by a remarkable discovery in the caves at Creswell Crags, south of Sheffield. Rather than create paintings, artists had engraved the outlines of animals on the rock walls (there is some evidence that they were also painted). One of the engravings is of an ibex, a species of wild goat with extravagant, clearly recognisable long horns. When the artist was working at Creswell, there were no ibex in Britain. He or she was relying on memory, recent memory.




HOPS, HOPES, HOLMS, HAMS, HAUGHS, DEANS, LAWS AND LEAS


Scotland has its own vocabulary for the landscape created by the ice. A ‘hop’ or ‘hope’ is a high valley and an example near Stow in the Borders also produced a surname. A ‘hoppringle’ was a rounded or ring valley and it was applied as a place name to the example near Stow. Hoppringle was eventually shortened to the name Pringle, now principally known as a knitwear brand. Laws are rounded hills rather than peaks. And the name of the town of Huntly remembers an ancient feature – a lea or clearing where hunters waited for prey to be driven towards them. A ‘hirst’ was a wooded knoll and an isolated, tall tree that stood on its own and perhaps served as a landmark is what the name ‘pirnie’ or ‘pirn’ means. It derives from Old Welsh. The word ‘holm’ is Old English for a meadow and Langholm simply means the long meadow. Its equivalent in Scots is ‘haugh’. The Old English ‘ham’ can mean a house or, more usually, a village and a ‘dean’ is a small valley or declivity, so, for example, Dryden is a dry dean, one without a burn. A ‘sike’ is the opposite – a declivity with a burn running through it.




The cave paintings of the western Ice Age refuges on either side of the Pyrenees are not all anonymous. Some carry signatures of a sort. One haunting discovery in 1994 suddenly brought our ancestors very close. A painted cave was discovered in the Ardèche Gorge in south-western France and one of the first images to show up in the head torches of speleologists Jean-Marie Chauvet and his companions was not a charging aurochs or a cave lion. On a whitened limestone



wall near the entrance to the cave, he saw a series of handprints in red ochre. Judging by the height of the prints and their size, they were made by a man who pressed his hand into ochre and then on to the limestone wall. He appeared to have a broken or arthritic pinkie and Chauvet and his friends found the same distinctive handprint elsewhere in the cave. Was he the artist who painted some of the animals? It seems likely.


And it also seems likely that many Scots are directly descended from the hunter-gatherer communities of the western refuges. Very recent ancestral DNA research shows that more than 40 per cent carry markers from the mitochondrial DNA haplogroups identified as H, H1 and HVO, all of which originated amongst the people of the painted caves. Each of us carries a great deal of information in our DNA but two small parts of our genomes are especially informative about ancestry. Men carry a Y-chromosome marker inherited from their fathers and their fathers before them, away back in time, and they also inherit mitochondrial DNA, or mtDNA, from their mothers and their mothers, again away back in deep time. Women carry only mtDNA but they pass it on to their children of both genders. So, men carry mtDNA too but can only pass on their Y-chromosome marker, their fatherline, to their sons. In the act of reproduction, when the 6 billion letters of DNA we carry are passed on, tiny errors of copying are made. These are known as DNA markers and both their origin and the date when they arose can be calculated. Therefore, it is possible to say with considerable certainty that more than 40 per cent of all Scots, men and women, carry the DNA of the people of the painted caves. It is a remarkable continuity, something that brings the nameless people of prehistory out of the shadows.


Faint memories of these ancient migrations can be found in unlikely places. When Abbot Bernard of Arbroath helped compose the letter to Pope John XXII that became famous as the Declaration of Arbroath, he began with the origins of the Scots and Scotland. Part of his purpose in writing to the pope was to achieve diplomatic recognition for the regime of King Robert I and to do that he needed to establish that his realm was unique and distinct from England. In a flowing passage of myth–history involving Greater Scythia and the Tyrrhenian Sea, the abbot wrote that the Scots had long dwelt in Spain before sailing north to claim their place amongst nations. An Irish origin legend, the Book of the Taking of Ireland, also remembered invaders from Iberia.


More concrete were the marks left on the land by those pioneers, amongst the first to come north after the ice. Most left little trace as they moved through the Wildwood, following tracks made by browsing animals,



paddling their coracles and curraghs on rivers and lochs. A chance discovery at Cramond of a camp of hunters who came ashore on the banks of the River Almond shows how faint a trace most of our ancestors made. The holes made by the whippy green rods of a bender tent, probably covered in hide, were found and the organic evidence around it allowed archaeologists to date the encampment to the 9th millennium BC. But, not far to both the east and the west of Cramond, two sites with something altogether more substantial have recently come to light.


In the autumn of 2002, archaeologists investigated what at first seemed like an unpromising field at East Barns, near Dunbar. A local limestone quarry was about to bite into the land and there had been several scattered finds of flints nearby. What quickly came to light was sensational, nothing less than a substantial prehistoric house that dated to the centuries around 8,000 BC, the earliest yet found in Scotland. Unlike the flimsy green rods of the bender shelter by the River Almond, the East Barns house had been built to last. About 30 sturdy posts, some of them entire tree trunks, had been rammed into holes dug in an oval-shaped arrangement and canted inwards like a tipi to form a broadly conical shape. The timber frame was covered with turf and bracken, perhaps even timber walling, a hearth laid down and this large house could easily accommodate six to eight people snugly sheltered from the snell winds blowing off the Firth of Forth. It all spoke of permanence, a house that directly contradicted the conventional sense of hunter-gatherers as transients, bands of people constantly on the move, barely rustling the leaves of the Wildwood, the only marks they left behind being discolorations on the soil where fires had been lit.


More than permanence, the East Barns house also signified ownership or, at least, customary rights. It is difficult to imagine the extended family who went to all the labour of cutting the trees, trimming them, dragging them to the site, digging the postholes and heaving the structure upright allowing others to hunt and gather on their home range. And East Barns was an enviable place to live in prehistory. There was fresh water close at hand, a rising hinterland for summer and autumn hunting and the harvesting of fruits, roots, berries, fungi and all the bounty of the Wildwood. The seashore was close and it could supply food all year round in the shape of crustaceans and fish and seabirds’ eggs in spring. And, in 2012, it turned out that others also believed that the shores of the Forth was a desirable place to live. The people of East Barns had distant neighbours.


During construction work for the new road bridge across the firth,



a second house of a very similar design and date was found. In a field at Echline, near South Queensferry, another oval pit, seven metres in length, was uncovered. From charred hazelnuts, another winter staple, and other organic material, the structure was dated to c. 8,000 BC and it may have been even cosier than the house along the coast at East Barns. Several internal hearths were found and around the site thousands of bits of flint and flint debris came up, many of them used for cutting tools and arrowheads. The discovery of both of these fascinating sites was prompted by construction and quarrying – which begs the obvious question of how many other prehistoric houses might be lying under unpromising fields.


Equally fascinating is the question of who built them. There stood another, very similar, house at Howick on the Northumberland coast. But, when its builders were hard at work, they were not planning to live on the shores of the North Sea. Around 8,000 BC, it barely existed. Instead, a vast subcontinent lay to the east of Britain, not so much a land bridge as a huge area in its own right, with its own culture and perhaps its own way of building houses. Known as Doggerland after the Dogger Bank, formerly a range of hills towards the north of the now-submerged subcontinent, it was home to thousands of hunter-gatherer bands who fished its rivers and lakes and stalked prey in its woods and estuaries. The population probably exceeded that of prehistoric Britain. So heavy had the ice-dome over Scandinavia been that it pushed up the crust of the Earth to the south and so much water had been locked up in the ice that the level of the world’s oceans dropped dramatically. Even after the Ice Age ended, the northern shores of the subcontinent stretched beyond Shetland. The only place where land did not rise out of the sea was the Storegga Trench, a deep channel off the Norwegian coast.


The finds at Howburn Farm made a fascinating and telling link that reached right across the subcontinent of Doggerland. In the absence of organic material, archaeologists made comparisons between the flints knapped in the tents on the slopes of the Black Mount and others found in northern Germany and southern Denmark, probably also belonging to bands of reindeer hunters. This not only supplied a secure date of c. 12,000 BC but also showed how contact and cultural exchange took place across the wide plains of Doggerland. The drowned land is the missing piece in the jigsaw of early prehistoric Europe.






THE FIRST SCOTS


In the 1,000-year period between the first retreat of the glaciers and their brief return c. 11,000 BC, bands of hunters came to Scotland, most likely on summer expeditions. Probably in pursuit of herds of wild horses or reindeer on their annual migration to the fresh grasslands of the north, groups of these people camped at Howburn in South Lanarkshire. There, archaeologists have found more than 5,000 flint artefacts that resemble others found in Europe that can be securely dated. It may be that the Howburn hunters walked across Doggerland, the great subcontinent that was submerged under the North Sea. Or, more likely, they were Doggerlanders from the warmer valleys south of the Dogger Hills. But, when what prehistorians call ‘the Cold Snap’ brought back the ice, no one ventured to Scotland for about 1,000 years.





Doggerland was enormously influential in Scotland’s prehistory but, for obvious reasons, very little archaeology has been possible. Nevertheless, it allowed pioneers to walk dry shod to settle in what was a peninsula at the north-western edge of Europe, and those ancient journeys are again remembered in our collective ancestral DNA. Migration from the east is more noticeable in the distribution of Y-chromosome markers. M423 is old and some of the ancestors of those Scots who carry it walked across the plains of Doggerland to settle in prehistoric Scotland. And a group of what might be termed Germanic and Scandinavian Y-chromosome markers are much more emphatically present in the east than the west. Those who carried them arrived over a long period, certainly during the time of the Anglo-Saxon incursions and the coming of the Vikings from the 9th century onwards, but also many millennia before that.


Patterns of early settlement began to shape the cultural map of Scotland. There are obvious and substantial geographical differences between the east and the west – most of the low-lying fertile land drains to the North Sea coasts, the climate there is generally drier and movement overland is easier. A glance at the map confirms all of that. But DNA strongly suggests that the peoples of the east and west had different origins and that is much less obvious. The western seaboard was, in part, settled by migrants from Iberia and south-western France and they often came by sea. There is a clear set of staging posts marked by a shared lexicon. Celtic languages were once spoken



in Spain and are still whispered in Galicia, Breton clings on in Brittany, Cornish is being revived, Welsh thrives, Manx survives, Irish is constitutionally enshrined and Scots Gaelic hangs on, just. But once these cousin languages were very widely spoken down the Atlantic seaboard. Now they are the faint footprints of ancient migration routes.


While the accidental nature of discovery should not be allowed to force Scotland’s early narrative into a particular form, it does seem likely that the pioneers preferred to live around the coasts. Far to the west of the shores of the Firth of Forth and the earliest sites at Cramond, Echline and East Barns, archaeologists sailed to investigate promising finds on the Hebridean island of Rum. At the head of Loch Scresort, at Kinloch, forestry workers had reported sizeable caches of worked stone, mostly chips of hard rock, and a beautifully made barbed and tanged arrowhead unearthed by ploughing. More than 150,000 small bits of stone were ultimately counted at Kinloch and most came from Creag nan Stearnan, a mountain on the northwest coast of the island. Known in English as Bloodstone Hill, its hard, flint-like stone was what had brought the hunter-gatherers sailing up Loch Scresort in the millennia after the ice.


Flint is rare in Scotland but it was a vital resource for the pioneers. They needed to quarry nodules of Rum bloodstone, a close geological cousin to flint, so that it could be knapped into cutting tools, scrapers, spear points and arrowheads. At the ‘factory’ site at Kinloch, flintsmiths tapped and chipped the nodules into tools that were often very beautiful, even delicate, but razor sharp. What the forestry workers had found was the debris of manufacture. And archaeologists found enough organic material to date the encampment on Rum to around 7,000 BC.


On a much less substantial scale than the houses at Echline and East Barns, tipis were raised, conical arrangements of long branches from hazel, birch and willow trees that grew in the shelter of Kinloch Glen. Once these had been staked in a rough circle in the ground and lashed together at the apex, the tipis were covered with hide and caulked to cut down the draughts. Although Kinloch looks east to Morar and the mainland, with its back to the Atlantic breezes, storms will sometime have blown in off the ocean and swirled around Rum.


The flintsmiths may have used their boats in the construction of their tipis. Still built in south-west Ireland, seagoing curraghs employ similar simple technology. A frame of whippy green wood is lashed together and a hide hull is then stretched over it. The skins of three or four adult red deer were enough to make



a curragh and when sewn together and caulked, they formed an excellent craft. The benches for rowers or paddlers were used as thwarts to stiffen the structure and the curragh was so light that it could easily be carried by two men. With a draught measured only in inches, this apparently flimsy boat sat on the waves like a seagull, rising and falling.


Made as they were from entirely organic materials, the remains of prehistoric curraghs have never been found but there can be little doubt that they were widely used 9,000 years ago along the Atlantic seaboard. Whenever they could, the pioneers travelled on water. Curraghs were fast, especially running with the tide, and they could carry cargo. If a portage between lochs or rivers was necessary, they were easy to carry and, if the weather worsened, they could be turned upside down to make a watertight shelter. In high contrast to modern land-based perceptions, the earliest Scots understood Scotland from the sea, its lochs and rivers. It was probably seen less as a landmass with a scatter of islands offshore and more as a series of related shorelines. That was, in large part, because the shore was a good place to live, where the bounty of the land and of the sea met, and a curragh increased the reach of a hunter-gatherer band dramatically, extending their ranges much further than the distance men and women could walk.


Other, gossamer traces of the pioneers have been brought to light on the islands south of Rum. Hearths were found on Jura and an immense amount of flint debris on Islay. Two of the most eloquent discoveries concerned food. The raised beach at Staosnaig on Colonsay also faces east but, some time around 6,700 BC, it was thought to be a windy place. Probably on a summer expedition, a band of hunter-gatherers scooped out a sandy depression to make a shelter that would not need a high-pitched roof. After they had stowed their curraghs with a precious cargo, they filled the pit with something surprising. Archaeologists found hundreds of thousands of charred hazelnut shells, more than they could count. Nearby were smaller pits where the nuts had been roasted.


Colonsay was a prehistoric hazel orchard. Too far from the mainland to be inhabited and pillaged by hungry squirrels, hazel trees grew in abundance and each autumn pioneers came to harvest the nuts. Roasting not only improves the flavour of hazelnuts, it also allows them to be mashed into a nourishing paste which keeps through the winter. But, at some point, the gatherers appeared to act directly against their own interests and one year they did something very strange. After they picked the little nuts, they seem to have cut down and even destroyed many of the trees on Colonsay. Perhaps it was a religious act, something



linked to the filling of the scooped shelter with shells, a way of returning the trees and their wild harvest to nature. Certainly it was not the act of a community who were starving. In the millennia after the end of the Ice Age, the weather appears to have been generally warmer and more settled. Perhaps the islands of the Hebrides and the Atlantic seaboard were lands of milk and honey where the sun often shone and nature was generous.


The waters around the islands were certainly rich in fish and shellfish. Linked to Colonsay at low tide, the little island of Oronsay revealed a remarkable prehistoric story, a story told by rubbish. Around the shoreline of this low-lying, undulating island, archaeologists discovered five huge middens. Resembling the sort of grassy hummocks seen on links golf courses, they appeared at first to be unremarkable. But once the sandy turf had been cut away, hundreds of thousands of shells came to light – discarded shells of mussel, clams, oysters, razors, limpets and scallops. And amongst the jumble of debris were fish bones, bits of antler – and human remains.


From the abundant organic material, archaeologists were able to date the middens to the millennium between 5,300 and 4,300 BC. Analysis of the fragments of human bones showed that the rubbish collectors lived on a marine diet that also included seabirds and seal meat. The nearby islands of Colonsay, Islay, Jura and Rum were all visited or inhabited by bands of hunter-gatherers before 5,300 BC and after 4,300 BC but during the millennium when the middens were piled up, they appear to have been deserted. It seems that Oronsay was permanently settled and perhaps the small island was the centre of a seaborne band’s range, the place to which hunting and gathering expeditions returned.


Antler bone and fragments of tools fashioned from antlers were found in the middens and they offer a sense of the purpose of a prehistoric hunting trip that set out from Oronsay. In Gaelic, Jura is rendered as Diura and it means ‘Deer Island’. It may well be that the Oronsay band hunted there for something essential to their marine lives. Antlers and venison were no doubt useful and welcome but the hide of a big animal like the red deer of Diura was essential for the building and maintenance of seagoing curraghs. In order to fish the inshore waters as well as mount expeditions to Colonsay, Islay and Rum, the deer pelts were needed to make new boats and repair old ones.


Oronsay is very small, less than two miles across at its widest point, and yet it has been shown conclusively that its band of hunter-gatherers moved around it in a clear, seasonal cycle. A brilliant analysis of fish bones found



in the five middens demonstrates that each was filled at a different time of year. Perhaps it was the migration patterns of birds, fish or even a change in the direction of the prevailing wind that prompted the band to uproot their shelters and move. But over only a few hundred yards? It is a baffling discovery.


Perhaps the middens were not seen as heaps of discarded rubbish. What society now throws away in such volume and classifies as refuse is a modern concept. It may be that the middens represented something much more significant – that they had a spiritual role in the lives of the hunters and that those who piled them up over fifty generations moved around their island because of some unknowable religious impulse. Archaeologists made a haunting discovery that lends a little weight to this conjecture. Amongst the shells and fish bones of one midden, human fingers had been deliberately placed on seal flippers. This powerful note of identification with the natural world, the association of the fingers and flippers, may point to a sense of an afterlife, one where the souls of the dead swam with the seals in the deeps of the world.


Such chance discoveries can be tantalising. The stones and bones of archaeology can offer insights into what prehistoric pioneers did and how they lived but very rarely give more than a fleeting glimpse of how they saw the world.


The population of early Scotland during the first five or six millennia after the ice is a matter only for speculation but it is likely to have been very small. At the time of the Oronsay middens, it may be that fewer than a thousand pioneers beached their boats on the shores of Scotland and hunted the Wildwood. Another estimate raises the number to between 1,500 and 2,000 in all. In an age before contraception and when life was short, the average size of an extended family band may have been six to eight people, including infants. This is of course conjecture but, if the estimates are not wildly out, then a number of tentative conclusions are possible.


If 1,500 hunter-gatherers lived mainly around the coasts of Scotland c. 5,000 BC, then there may have been only 200 or so family bands – and they may well have been in regular contact. Each will have needed wide ranges, especially for the collection of firewood, and, if the Oronsay band sent expeditions to Jura, Islay, Colonsay and Rum, that territory need not have been exclusive to them. For example, the deer kill on Jura required to sustain the curraghs of one band will not have been so large that the herds could not have been preyed on by others. In fact, the exploitation of such resources, the production of flint being the other prime need, may have been



the occasion for bands to meet, probably in the autumn. Teenage children needed to find partners and all knew that they could only safely do that beyond their own family group.




THE SENIORS’ MOMENT


For several millennia our species, Homo sapiens, was not alone in Europe. Neanderthals competed with our ancestors but about 30,000 years ago, our ancestors appear to have triumphed and Neanderthals gradually died out. Recent research suggests that the reason for this was grandparents. Until c. 28,000 BC, most people died before they were 30. However, a survey of ancient remains showed that for every 10 young Neanderthals who died between the ages of 10 and 30, only four older adults lived beyond the age of 30. By contrast, for every 10 of our species who died young, between 10 and 30, there were 20 who lived beyond the age of 30. This appears to have been a critical development. Grandparents could pass on important knowledge such as where water could be found or where the best hunting and gathering was. This became a virtuous cycle and, the more seniors who survived, the better their family bands did and, since Neanderthals – for whatever reason – did not see the same numbers live longer, they died out.





In the context of such sparse populations, it is not surprising that few signs of burial or the disposal of bodies have come to light. From such scant remains, it is difficult to build up a picture of what hunter-gatherers looked like. But a comparison with a fascinating find in the south of England might help. In a cave in the Mendip Hills known as Aveline’s Hole the first and, thus far, the only hunter-gatherer cemetery was recognised. Dating to around 8,000 BC, the time when the sturdy houses were being built at Echline and East Barns, a group of 21 people had been buried and the analysis of their skeletons was very revealing. Their average height was about five foot and all were slightly built. The lack of wear on their teeth suggested that few lived beyond their late twenties and some, even at that age, suffered from arthritis.


Now, these discoveries predate the Oronsay middens by three millennia but skeletons from more recent prehistory allow some informed guesswork. On Orkney, a chambered tomb at Isbister, the Tomb of the Eagles, was found to have been in use between 3,100 and 2,400 BC. The bones of about 400 people were found inside and an analysis suggested that the average height of



men was about 5 foot 7 inches and women about 5 foot 3 inches. Although they were much thicker-set than the people found in Aveline’s Hole, the Isbister skeletons showed that they had suffered badly from various forms of arthritis and also did not live much beyond 30 years. Leaving aside the question of their musculature for the moment, it seems sensible to assume that the hunter-gatherers of the Atlantic coasts were small, wiry and that they looked young.


Key to the construction of curraghs was the invention of the bone needle and the art of sewing with sinew or other organic cord. The same skills also made clothes and, contrary to the cliché of grunting cavemen running around in ragged, flapping animal skins, hunters almost certainly wore close-fitting garments made from buckskin. It was important when hunting not to be impeded or wear clothing that was loose and could catch on a branch or twig while stalking prey. The look of our ancestors probably more resembled that of the forest Indians of the Eastern United States, their long hair braided to keep it from blowing in their faces and their slim frames covered by leggings and tunics of soft and supple hide. The caves of the ancestral Ice Age refuges also showed a deep understanding of colour and it would be surprising if that evaporated with the passage of time. This may have been passed on and clothes decorated and even perhaps paintings made which have not survived.




THE LAST GLACIER


During the latest Ice Age, Scotland was covered by thick ice sheets and crushed by huge, spherical ice domes. By 9,000 BC, the glaciers had rumbled over the landscape, the ice had at last melted and plants grew. The Ice Age had ended. Except in one place. High in the Cairngorms, in the remote Coire an Lochain, a glacier formed some time in the last 500 years, probably at the height of what was known as the Little Ice Age. Discovered by scientists at Dundee University, it may have melted as late as the 18th century. The glacier was not large, measuring about four or five football pitches, but its existence shows how cold Scotland became, especially in the period between 1650 and 1790. There may have been other small glaciers in the remote corries of the Cairngorms. Global warming means that there is little chance of the ice returning soon. But scientists believe that it will inevitably return.







At a lay-by on the road around the southern shore of Sullom Voe on Shetland, evidence of an ecological disaster that overtook prehistoric Scotland can be clearly seen. Sandwiched in the dark brown of the roadside peat is a white band of what is known as pelagic sand that had been swept up from the bed of the sea. It washed onshore all down the eastern coasts of Scotland when a huge tsunami hit sometime around 5,800 BC. Deep in the Storegga Trench off the coast of Norway, a vast submarine slide convulsed the bed of the North Sea when it disappeared under a tectonic plate. It may have been an area the size of Scotland. As the sea rushed in to fill the sudden vacuum, the tide receded extremely rapidly, revealing great expanses of the seabed. Moments later a faint rumble was heard and then a giant tsunami raced across the sea at 300 miles an hour with an 80-foot-high leading wave and crashed onshore in Shetland, sweeping away many settlements, surging far inland. Down the east coast, the leading wave was more than 30 feet high as it roared up and over beaches, snapping trees like matchsticks, depositing white pelagic sand. At least one hunter-gatherer encampment at Inverness was inundated and probably many others. If the sparse population of eastern Scotland did indeed live mainly on the shore, they will have suffered badly. But not as badly as their distant neighbours further east.


The Storegga tsunami of c. 5,800 BC almost certainly saw the submergence of much of Doggerland. By 4,000 BC at the latest, only Dogger Island may have survived, the higher ground that is now the Dogger Bank. As the tsunami roared, those in the north of the subcontinent may simply have been swept away and those in the south may have been able to salvage something before they sailed east and west to find dry land.


When the North Sea finally broke through the English Channel to link with the mighty Atlantic and isolate Britain, it only did so in a literal sense. Britain and its islands were not cut off from the Eurasian landmass and migration across the sea and the channel continued. And, in their seagoing craft, probably made from tree trunks and different from the curraghs of the Atlantic west, migrants brought the seeds of revolutionary change to Scotland.


In 1976, an aerial survey over Deeside identified a pattern of crop marks in an otherwise unremarkable field close to the riverbank at Balbridie. At first, archaeologists believed they had come across the outline of a hall, perhaps from the Anglo-Saxon period, a place where warriors caroused and feasted, where fires crackled and tales the like of Beowulf were told. The rows of postholes traced a structure that was certainly large enough to accommodate



50 or 60 and it measured 85 feet long and 43 feet wide. When the original depth of the postholes was ascertained, archaeologists calculated that the hall probably stood 30 feet high at the roof ridge – an impressive building that spoke of power and prestige.


But, when the site began to turn up organic material, grains of wheat and barley, the archaeologists were stunned when the radiocarbon dates came back. This was no Anglo-Saxon feasting hall but something far older, a structure that had been raised more than four millennia before. Balbridie Hall had been built some time between 3,900 and 3,700 BC. And it was a startling monument to the greatest revolution in human history – the coming of farming.


Balbridie was made by new people, immigrants to Scotland who had sailed the North Sea and eventually made landfall on the eastern shores of Scotland. The remains of similar halls have been found in southern Holland, the great river valleys of northern Germany and as far east as Poland. The migrants were farmers and, when they crossed the sea, they brought cereal seeds and domesticated animals with them. How this was managed in what must have been small craft is a mystery but these perilous journeys did happen. Balbridie is remarkable but not unique (there are similar sites in England) and aerial photography has discovered two other halls in Scotland. Both on the banks of rivers, one stood at Claish Farm near the River Teith and the other on a terrace above the Tweed near Kelso.


These extraordinary buildings, so impressive from the outside, had restricted access and appear to have been cellular inside rather than being the shell of a large space, like an Anglo-Saxon feasting hall. Probably used to store grain but not to overwinter animals, their design suggests mystery, an unknowable spiritual purpose. In any event, the halls did not last for there is clear evidence that both Balbridie and Claish were burned down around 3,200 BC.


At around the same time, skilled stonemasons began to build a series of structures on Orkney that would shape religious belief over the whole of prehistoric Britain. The Standing Stones of Stenness, the Ring of Brodgar, the houses at Skara Brae and the tomb at Maeshowe are all justly famous and very striking but a discovery was made in 2002 that proved to be even more remarkable and cast all of these in supporting roles. Between Brodgar and Stenness, by the side of the road that connects them across the narrow isthmus with Harray Loch on one side and Stenness Loch on the other, is a low hummock known as the Ness of Brodgar. When the extended site was granted World Heritage status by



UNESCO in 1999, archaeologists undertook a systematic survey of the area. Using the techniques of geophysics, or ground-penetrating radar, they discovered that the hummock was not a grass-covered glacial moraine but entirely man-made. Under the turf, shadowy images could be made out of a network of stone walls, paths and the outline of many buildings.




LAKE ORCADIE


Orkney was born in a loch. About 400 million years ago Scotland was very mountainous, with ranges of sharp peaks, rather like the modern Alps. Around the fringes of the palaeocontinent to which Scotland was attached were several freshwater basins and it was in one of these that Orkney began to form. Around Lake Orcadie, the fringing mountains began to erode rapidly as rivers cut through them and deposited huge volumes of mud and sand. Fossilised in the deposits are the remains of the fish that swam in the lake. Some were armour-plated, many of them very large. Now in the middle of Orkney’s Mainland, Lochs Harray and Stenness are fringed by the monuments left by prehistoric farmers and encircled by the low, pillowy hills formed by the mud and sand: the concentric circles of history.





Two massive walls, more than 110 yards long, had been built right across the isthmus from the shores of one loch to the other. And, at 14 feet in height, it was a formidable barrier, screening completely a complex of no fewer than ten temples, the largest extending to an area of 80 feet by 65 feet. Like the hall at Balbridie, it was immensely impressive from the outside but had a restricted interior with room for only a small group of people. In the excavation season of 2010, the diggers made a discovery that changed perceptions of prehistoric buildings. They found a stone slab with traces of red, yellow and orange pigment still discernible. It appears that individual stones in the walls of the temple buildings had been painted, creating a checkered effect. Like the creators of Greek and Roman temples and sculpture, but many millennia before, the Orcadian builders had painted their sacred structures – a striking contrast with the sober grey, lichen-covered megaliths of the stone circles.


The great temple at Ness of Brodgar is the largest non-funerary structure in Europe and seems to have been the focus of a hallowed landscape, a huge religious complex between the lochs at Harray and Stenness, a place where



people processed, worshipped and made music in rituals now completely lost. And these landscapes and the individual monuments in them were the first of their kind in Britain. The creation of sacred enclosures that marked off the inside from the temporal outside, the holy of holies from the world beyond them and the circles that became known as henges were invented in Orkney. Brodgar and Stenness were raised before the stones were erected at Avebury and at Stonehenge. It appears that a messianic figure or group of figures may have created a new way of worship on Orkney, a directing mind who invented rites that involved whole communities in massive communal work programmes. At Brodgar, stones were definitely brought there from different parts of the archipelago as though each community was contributing and there is a sense of the megaliths as representatives.


What is clear is the impossibility of these huge and sophisticated projects without the ability of farmers to grow and rear surpluses. The millions of man-hours needed for work that did not produce food or, indeed, anything tangible were enabled by the fact that prehistoric Orkney was fertile and the farming economy not primitive but efficient. These were the farmers’ monuments.


Ancestral DNA offers a sense of a dynamic, changing and perhaps brutal society. Hunter-gatherer communities were very small and grew extremely slowly. One persuasive reason for this is diet. The wild harvest of roots, fruits, berries, meat and other items that needed mastication to be digestible were not suitable for infants and their soft baby teeth. It is persuasively conjectured that this depressed the birth rate because infants were breastfed for much longer by hunter-gatherer mothers whose milk was a prime source of protein. When women are nursing, they are generally unable to conceive and that meant a long birth interval, perhaps four or five years between new babies. Given that women died young in prehistory, usually before they reached the age of 30, and had a fertile life of only 15 or so years, they will have had only three children at most, not all of them surviving to adulthood.


When cereals were grown around the great hall at Balbridie and in the small, dyked fields of prehistoric Orkney, the birth rate rocketed. This happened because of the invention of something very like porridge. When ripe or charred grains were mashed into a pulp with water or animal milk, the result could be spooned into the mouths of hungry toddlers. It was nourishing and filling and allowed mothers to wean them off the breast more quickly. This in turn much reduced the birth interval and many more babies were born in the short lives of women. Ancestral DNA studies show this process at work.






KURGANS


In a brilliant new analysis of ancient DNA, scientists have discovered that farming came to Europe in at least two waves. The second took place around 4,000–5,000 years ago and migrants are now thought to have come from the wide steppe lands of the Ukraine and Southern Russia. There, a prehistoric culture began to raise great mounds or kurgans over burial chambers that contained the remains of powerful people. Farming is believed to have brought a new language to describe a new culture. Known as Proto-Indo-European, it is the mother tongue of almost all European languages and the reason they are so similar in structure and vocabulary. Elements of the speech of our hunter-gatherer ancestors may be preserved in the Basque language of south-western France and north-western Spain.





Across Scotland (and the rest of Britain, Ireland and much of Western Europe) the dominant Y-chromosome DNA haplogroup is R1b, at a very high frequency of 72 per cent of all men. It appears to have arrived with a second wave of farming immigrants, the groups known as the Beaker People. Their grave goods included fine pottery described as beakers. The origin of R1b has been dated to the middle of the 3rd millennium BC and its rapid spread to every corner of Scotland is testament to the vigour of men who passed it on to their many sons. And the reason for that success and the evidence of what may have been a violent takeover by new immigrants are also found in the graves of the Beaker People. In a burial discovered at Culduthel in Inverness, archaeologists found eight beautifully crafted tanged and barbed arrowheads and a bone bracer or wrist guard studded with gold rivets. A significant number of other similar burials containing archery equipment and metal objects have been found across Britain. The takeover of the Beaker People and the dramatic expansion of the R1b markers may have been the result of the deadly exercise of archery skills and the use of metal weapons. By the end of the 3rd millennium BC, the carriers of R1b had come to dominate prehistoric Scotland and shape its distinctive culture.
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Caledonia


[image: images]


IN AD 43, ELEPHANTS plodded through Colchester. Brought to awe and amaze all the natives who saw them, war elephants had been carefully ferried across the English Channel by a Roman expeditionary force. It was a moment of high drama, of powerful political symbolism. Led by Aulus Plautius, the legions had crossed what they called the Ocean, swept aside the armies of the kings of southern Britain and extended the Empire to the northern limits of the known world. And, to hammer home the dominance, the reach of Rome, the Emperor had commanded war elephants to come north from Africa, from the southern limits of the known world.


Imperial politics had also persuaded the Emperor to ride in triumph into Colchester, the capital place of the defeated Cunobelinus, Shakespeare’s Cymbeline, King of the Catuvellauni. Famously dragged from behind a curtain in the chaos after the assassination of the crazy Caligula, Claudius had been placed on the throne by the Praetorian Guard. After a difficult two years and the suppression of a serious rebellion, this most unlikely of emperors badly needed to assert himself and build a political power base. The traditional means of achieving that was conquest, the extension of the Empire and all the prestige and material gain that would bring. Julius Caesar had crossed the Channel twice but had also retreated twice. Claudius would achieve more than the Divine Julius – his armies would come, see and they would conquer. A new province would be added to the Empire.


The English Channel represented a tremendous psychological barrier, the stormy, unpredictable, unknown ocean on the edge of the world. Legionaries and their generals were much happier marching on solid roads than bobbing about on the swells and the tides. There had been mutinies on the embarkation beaches at Boulogne. But, in AD 43, the transports crossed and it was done.






PYTHEAS AND THE PERIPLUS


An intrepid adventurer with an eye to commerce, Pytheas was probably the first to circumnavigate Britain. He wanted to create a periplus, a route guide for traders, especially those keen to buy British tin. He also gave the nation its name. From the Greek colony of Massalia, modern Marseilles, he arrived on the Channel coast of Gaul or France some time in the 320s BC. When Pytheas asked the natives what the inhabitants of the island across the sea were called, ‘Pretannikai’ was how he rendered the answer. It means ‘the People of the Tattoos’. Clearly the ancient Britons had clung on to the habit of body decoration while the Gauls had not. Pytheas called the whole of the largest island Pretannike and this was adapted by the Romans as Britannia, ‘Britain’, ‘the Tattoo Nation’.





Even though Claudius was in Britain for only 16 days, the invasion was a triumph, an episode that was remembered and celebrated. On a triumphal arch erected in Rome in AD 51, an inscription recounted that the Emperor had received the submission of no fewer than eleven British kings. One of them had also travelled a long way. A 4th-century history of Rome’s emperors compiled by the historian, Eutropius, listed amongst Claudius’s achievements that ‘he added to the Empire some islands lying in the Ocean beyond Britain which are called the Orkneys’. To add weight to these revealing pieces of epigraphic evidence is a chance archaeological find. At Broch of Gurness, a site of very high status on Orkney Mainland, a Roman amphora was found. Not only was it of a type that had become obsolete after AD 60, it was used as a container for a fancy liqueur consumed by aristocrats. Taken together, these fragments offer a fascinating glimpse of native British politics in the 1st century AD.


Communications and effective diplomacy were clearly involved in orchestrating the submission of the King of Orkney. Given the brevity of Claudius’s stay in Britain and that the sea journey from Orkney to Colchester might have taken up to a week, there had to have been prior contact (perhaps with gifts of fancy wine in the hold of a ship). Roman diplomats must have negotiated the submission of the king well before Claudius and his elephants plodded into Colchester. And if, as Eutropius noted, Orkney became part of the Empire (and that is what submission meant – a client status), why? The Roman legions and their fleets had landed far to the south, almost 800



miles away, and they can have presented no immediate threat. Perhaps a deal was done. In exchange for the propaganda value of having the king of the islands at the ends of the earth bow before Claudius and so demonstrate his unparalleled reach and power, Rome agreed to support the Orcadians against their more immediate neighbours on the Scottish mainland or to reward them in a more material way. Now that is clearly a conjecture but not unlikely.


Who were the neighbours of the King of Orkney? Using source materials probably gathered in the 1st century AD, the Greek geographer Ptolemy compiled a detailed map of Britain and Ireland in the 2nd century AD. To a modern eye, it looks very strange. Scotland north of the Tay is not plotted as being north of the river and the firth. Instead Ptolemy has bent the map through 90 degrees so that Scotland points to the east. Used to the warmth of the Mediterranean, neither he nor his fellow Greek geographers believed that human beings could possibly survive in latitudes further north than 63 degrees. And so Scotland was distorted to fit.


The detail on the strange map strongly suggests that the data had been derived from a circumnavigation of Scotland, for much of it is coastal. Ten islands, seventeen rivers, seven capes, three bays, sixteen towns or settlements, seventeen kindreds and four other places are named. Many of these have come down to us. Aebudae Insulae is clearly the ghost name of the Hebrides, the letter ‘r’ seeming to have intruded later from a scribal error. Malaios Insula is Mull and its meaning of ‘Lofty Isle’ probably comes from the extinct volcano of Ben More. Very eloquent is Rerigonium, a name plotted near modern Stranraer. It translates as ‘Very Royal Place’ and its importance was recalled in the very early poetry of the Welsh Triads. Bards sang of three national thrones of Britain and one lay at Penrhyn Rhionydd in the north. Rendered in Old Welsh, Ptolemy’s Rerigonium would be precisely Rhionydd, with Penryhn a reference to the peninsula to the west of Loch Ryan, part of the Rhinns of Galloway – all cognate names. The Very Royal Place of the 1st and 2nd centuries AD probably became one of the capital places of the Dark-Age kings of Rheged, a polity now lost in the mists of the long past.


What is striking about the kindred names and much of the geography of Ptolemy’s Scotland is the profusion of animal references. The King of Orkney ruled the Orcades, the ‘Boar Islands’. In the north-west lay the territory of the Caereni, the ‘Sheep Folk’, in Easter Ross were the lands of the Lugi, the ‘Raven People’, and far to the south-west in Argyll and the Kintyre



Peninsula were the Epidii, the ‘Horse Kindred’. In a fascinating continuity, the clan name of MacEachern originated there and, translated from Gaelic, it means ‘the son of the Horse Lord’. Animals appear to have been revered as totems and the kindreds who took their names probably identified with them and their natures.


Ptolemy’s informant may have been someone on imperial business. In AD 83, the great historian Plutarch was in Delphi when he met a man, Demetrius of Tarsus, on his way home. Demetrius had been commanded by the Emperor Domitian to sail around the north of Britain to gather information, make observations and perhaps a map. He told Plutarch of a gloomy journey amongst deserted islands, some of them named after ‘daemons’ or heroes. But he came ashore on one which was the retreat of holy men. Demetrius does not use the word ‘druid’ but it may be that he made landfall on Iona. Long before the coming of Columba, it was a sacred isle whose correct name was Iova, ‘Yew Island’. Like Hebrides, Iona is the result of a later scribal error. Iova is what Columba’s saintly biographer, Abbot Adomnan, called it and the ancient trees and their shaded groves had a close association with the druids.


Demetrius was impressed by the holy men and their powers of divination. When a great storm raged out over the Atlantic, lightning crackling, thunder booming, they told him that it was a sign that one of their pantheon of gods, the Mighty Ones, had died. It is a memorable image. If Demetrius did indeed make a map, then that or his journal of the expedition may have fallen into the grateful hands of Ptolemy. The patchwork of territories noted by him were given Greek versions of their Celtic names. By the end of the 1st millennium BC and probably long before that, the kindreds of what would become Scotland spoke dialects of a Celtic language. But it was not Gaelic. Across most of Britain, what might best be described as Old Welsh was used to describe the land and the lives of those who farmed, fished and hunted under the big skies of the north. Gaelic crossed the North Channel in the 4th, 5th and 6th centuries as war bands from Ulster colonised Argyll and founded the famous kindreds of Dalriada. Old Welsh seems to have developed into Pictish, a language that has survived almost exclusively in place names and personal names (no one can now utter a sentence in Pictish) and it may have hung on into the early Middle Ages amongst isolated speech communities.






EAGLES AND EMPERORS


Perhaps because of its size, its longevity – hen birds in captivity have been known to live for more than 100 years – and its stern gaze, the eagle is a symbol of power in many cultures. As the standards that marched in front of Roman legions, the gold eagles were first adopted by the great republican general, Gaius Marius, when he campaigned against the Persians in the east. The great birds were revered by the Persians and the Romans imitated this. The heirs of imperial pretension in more modern times copied the Romans. Two of the eagle standards carried by Napoleon’s regiments at Waterloo have recently been brought to Scotland for an exhibition. Both the German and Russian emperors had eagle banners and these dynasties also adapted the title of Caesar as Kaiser and Tsar. Perhaps the owner of the original would have smiled. Caesar was famously bald and the name was ironic – it means ‘hairy’.





In the decades following Claudius’s flying visit in AD 43, the Roman Empire began to creep northwards. After the appalling slaughter of the Boudiccan rebellion, the provincial administration preferred, where possible, to cultivate client relationships with native kings and queens. When the Brigantian federation of the Pennines was absorbed, the reach of Rome lengthened. By AD 73, the legions had advanced as far as the southern foothills of the Cheviots but were then abruptly withdrawn to campaign against the Silures in south Wales.


Publius Cornelius Tacitus did not live up to his cognomen, his last name. If he had, Scotland would have had to wait a long time for her first historian. Tacitus means ‘the Silent One’. In reality, he was eloquent, a distinguished lawyer, orator and senator and the author of the Agricola, a biography of his father-in-law. Appointed Governor of the province of Britannia, this determined and ruthless soldier was commissioned by the Emperor Vespasian to bring the whole island of Britain into the Empire. Tacitus chronicled the campaigns in Scotland between AD 79 and 84 and offered the first written, clear, albeit partial, picture of people and events in the north.


Behind the reports of military advance, road- and fort-building, lay a strategy for conquest. When the legions had attacked Venutius, a rebel leader of the otherwise compliant Brigantes, at his fort at Stanwick in Yorkshire in AD 70, historians had noted that he had ‘help from outside’. This probably



referred to war bands riding south from the Southern Uplands and Galloway through the hill trails to join the defence against the invaders. The kindred known as the Selgovae, ‘the Hunters’, ranged across the ancient expanse of the Ettrick Forest, the tract of wild land extending west from Selkirk to Annandale. Their warriors probably fought and died on the ramparts of the hillfort at Stanwick and brought themselves to the notice of Rome.


When Agricola and his general staff planned the advance north, they divided the invasion force of three legions and several regiments of auxiliaries in order to execute a pincer movement. One group struck through the western ranges of the Cheviots to reach the Tweed near Melrose and their line of march eventually became the great Roman and medieval artery of Dere Street. The western force followed a route north from Carlisle that became the modern A74 and the effect of these deployments was to surround the Selgovae with roads and a network of forts. This was a classic strategy, a vital means of exerting effective military control.


The western advance also divided the Selgovae from another kindred which had probably sent warriors south to the aid of Venutius. This was the Novantae, the people whose kings may have ruled from Rerigonium, the Very Royal Place on Loch Ryan. Ultimately a west–east link, a road, was built through what is now the vast Craik Forest to reach Teviotdale. And the fort at Oakwood could also communicate with Trimontium, the depot built on Dere Street near Melrose. It was an outpost in a hostile landscape. To the east lay the territory of a people Ptolemy called the Otadini. It was a mis-rendering of Votadini, a name that probably meant something like the ‘people of Fothad’, a deity or a founding ancestor or both. This kindred grew the cereals and reared the animals that the invaders’ quartermasters needed to buy to feed the hungry legionaries and auxiliaries and so they were treated as friendly clients. Forts were built in Berwickshire nevertheless, as well as roads, one following the coast close to where the modern A1 runs.


When Vespasian died in AD 79, his son Titus succeeded and Agricola halted the invasion to await new orders. ‘Onwards!’ was the message from Rome, and in AD 80 the legions set about consolidating their gains and preparing to move westwards against the Novantae. Having reached the Rhinns of Galloway and perhaps Rerigonium, Agricola could see the shores of Ireland in the distance. Probably on the basis of intelligence gleaned from the local kindred, Tacitus noted that his father-in-law made the optimistic judgement that the whole island might be held with only a single legion.


In September AD 81, Titus suddenly died, perhaps in suspicious



circumstances, and his younger brother Domitian succeeded. To establish himself, like Claudius, the new emperor reckoned he needed quick military success and the prestige that would bring. He looked for it in Scotland. Agricola’s governorship was extended for a further three years and his general staff began to plan an advance beyond Bodotria, the Firth of Forth, into the land they called Caledonia.




FINGER NUMBERS


An older generation of Scots used to count differently. For example, instead of saying 24, they would say 4 and 20. This is a memory of 20-base counting and it is probably Celtic in origin, perhaps refined by the developing techniques of farming and herding. It was important to know how many cows or sheep you owned and to be able to count them. In Scots Gaelic 20-base arithmetic is still very much in use – fichead is twenty and forty is dha fichead or two twenties and 80 is ceithir fichead or four twenties and so on. There are relics of a similar system in French where 80 is quatre-vingts. The English counted differently. They used a 10-base system, probably from the Roman model. Their numerals were based on the fingers. One finger held up was I (one), two held up was II (two, not eleven) and five was V, the angle made by the thumb and the forefinger. Ten was X, the two index fingers crossed. While the confusing business of adding and subtraction was eventually replaced by the adoption of Arabic numerals, the 10-base basis survived and is now widely used in Scotland. Only the Gaels hold to the old ways of reckoning.





Having become a romantic synonym for Scotland and the title of one of the more likely candidates for a national anthem, the name of Caledonia is interesting. It originally referred to a kindred whose territory probably lay in the Perthshire glens. Place names whisper an ancient presence at Dunkeld, the dun or fortress of the Caledonians, and the great peak of Schiehallion between Loch Rannoch and Loch Tay may have marked a boundary. A shape-shifter, seen from different vantage points, the name means the Magic Mountain of the Caledonians. The kindred itself was not named for an animal totem like the Epidii or the Lugi but instead seems to derive from a characteristic of either the people or the wild landscape they inhabited. A Celtic root that means something like ‘hard’, caled is also found in the name



of Kirkcaldy although the Fife town lies some distance to the south. No doubt some would prefer Caledonians to mean something like the ‘Hard Men’. Perhaps it does.


Invaders often misapply the names of the first peoples they encounter in a strange land. When the armies of the tsars were pushing the limits of the Russian Empire east beyond the Ural Mountains, they came across the Sabir nomads and named the vast hinterland of Siberia after them. Something similar may have occurred when Agricola led the legions north and they ran into resistance from the Caledonians.


Tacitus wrote that, when the imperial army advanced beyond the Forth, it was ‘as if into another island’. In the 6th millennium BC, the waist of Scotland had been even narrower as higher sea levels bit inland as far as Aberfoyle and Loch Lomond had been a sea loch. Whale bones have been excavated in the Forth Valley. By the time the signifers (standard-bearers) lifted the legionary eagles and the centurions led the imperial army into Caledonia, the retreating seas had left an even more formidable barrier. Stretching to the west of Stirling lay Flanders Moss, a string of treacherous bogs navigable only by those who knew the paths, and it was no place for armies. The wild upcountry of the Lennox, Kilsyth and Gargunnock Hills also discouraged movement. The only access road ran in the shadow of the sentinel castle rock of Stirling, where the route to the north began to climb towards the Ochil Hills. In a 7th-century epic poem known as the Gododdin, the inheritors of the domain of the Votadini warriors came to a battle muster ‘from beyond Bannauc’, a name that survives in the famous Bannock Burn. In his account of the campaigns of Agricola, Tacitus recognised a profoundly important internal frontier, one that divided Scotland for many centuries.


The Empire struck north in AD 82 and, according to Tacitus, ‘enveloped the states situated beyond the Bodotria [Forth]. Because there were fears that all the peoples on the further side might rise and the land routes be threatened by an enemy army, Agricola reconnoitred the harbours with the fleet. What is clear from this is a good understanding of the logistics and strategy needed for a successful invasion of the north of Scotland. This, in turn, depended on intelligence and perhaps the contacts established with the Orkney kings in AD 43 were still in working order. In any event, the use of the fleet was a key tactic, one informed by a knowledge of the coastal geography of the north. In what may be the earliest written description of the Atlantic seaboard to survive, Tacitus wrote beautifully of the rugged, indented coastline and its sea lochs: ‘Nowhere is the dominance of the sea more extensive. There are many



tidal currents, flowing in different directions. They do not merely rise as far as the shoreline and recede again. They flow far inland, wind around, and push themselves amongst the highlands and mountains, as if in their own realm.’




FIRSTS AND SECONDS


The 60-base system of dividing up our hours was devised by the Babylonians. Their hours comprised sixty ‘firsts’ and each first had sixty ‘seconds’. Latin replaced the first with minutes and passed that on to English but the Babylonian seconds ticked on. The Celts of early Scotland did not reckon time in the same way. They associated years with events – the year of the great flood or the year of the sparse grass. This method of dating can still be found in the Gaelic lexicon where words like aimsir (pronounced ‘amashir’) and tide (pronounced ‘cheedje’) mean both time and weather. It took many centuries for the Roman months to catch on but they are very similar all over Western Europe. Their names make sense only when it is remembered that the Roman year began in March – September is the seventh month, October the eighth, November the ninth and December the tenth. Most of the others derive from Roman gods or deified emperors.





The summary of events supplied by Tacitus implies that the enveloping of the states north of the Forth was a matter of routine and that all went according to plan. In fact, the IX Legion was almost wiped out in a surprise night attack in the Angus glens when the Caledonian war bands stormed their camp. Help arrived in the nick of time and, when reinforcements attacked at daybreak, Tacitus described their arrival in a memorable phrase, ‘At first light the standards gleamed.’


As the legions and auxiliary regiments moved north, they stripped the lands of their enemies like locusts. A force of around 20,000 men and perhaps 5,000 hungry horses, they foraged for food and were probably also supplied by the Roman fleet from natural harbours like the Montrose Basin. When the soldiers dug overnight marching camps, they sometimes simply swept away native villages if they lay on what was considered to be a good defensive site. At Cardean in Angus, such characteristic ruthlessness has been discovered by archaeologists. Under the Roman remains, they found the outline of roundhouses and, far from being primitive, draughty hovels, they could be snug and easy to maintain.




Traces of roundhouses have been found all over Scotland, often marked on the Ordnance Survey as ‘hut circles’ and dating to the 1st millennium BC and later. A circular drystane wall was built, sometimes up to chest height, and an umbrella-like arrangement of roof timbers rested on the wall head. Lashed together or keyed at the apex, this conical structure was roofed with turf or bracken or both. A roundhouse had only one door and, to catch the morning sun, it usually faced east. Dark inside, these buildings were used for shelter, storage, cooking, sleep and warmth. Most work, such as weaving or sewing, that needed good light was done outside. At the centre of the roundhouse was a down hearth, a circular kerb of flattish stones laid around the fireplace, and it was the focus. Used for cooking and heat, the flames and embers warmed the families who sat around it – and probably slept around it in wintertime. They used low benches because roundhouses had no chimneys or smoke-holes and standing up could be eye-watering. But the constant cone of smoke and carbon dioxide produced by the ever-burning fire was important. When sparks spat and spiralled upwards, they were prevented from setting the roof alight by the carbon dioxide and simply snuffed out before they could reach the thatch or dry, blackened bracken. Roundhouses could be large – some even had two floors – and, when well maintained, they made warm and homely dwellings.


Probably in the summer of AD 83, a year after the attack on the IX Legion, Agricola led his army north once more, hoping to force the Caledonians into a pitched battle. It seems that the kindreds of Scotland beyond the Forth had come together to form a confederacy. Almost certainly because of the tremendous destruction to farmland and the harvest caused by the Roman advance as well as a powerful will to resist conquest, they began to muster a combined army. Intelligence reports told Agricola that he might be granted his wish because the Caledonians were massing at a place in the far north known as Mons Graupius, ‘the Graupian Mountain’. Yet another scribal error has given us the modern name of Grampian. It was September and no time should be lost. Agricola brigaded together the legions and hurried north. Here is Tacitus’s account:





So he came to the Graupian Mountain. It had already been occupied by the enemy. The Britons were, in fact, in no way broken by the outcome of the previous battle: they were awaiting either revenge or enslavement. They had at last learned the lesson that a common danger could only be warded off by a united front. By means of embassies and alliances they had rallied the forces



of all their states. Already more than 30,000 armed men could be observed and still all the young men and famous warriors, whose ‘old age was still fresh and green’, each man wearing the decorations he had won, were flowing in. Now, one was more outstanding among their many leaders for his valour and nobility, Calgacus by name, faced the assembled multitude as they clamoured for battle.





The first Scot to be named in the historical record, Calgacus was more of a title or a nickname. It means ‘the Swordsman’. It appears that he had been appointed by the confederates as their general. Had he been a king, it is likely that Tacitus would have said so. Perhaps his title was something like the Old Welsh Gwledig or ‘Warlord’. Calgacus faced his warriors because Tacitus was about to follow classical convention and put a battle speech in his mouth. A work of the imagination, it nevertheless contained some ringing phrases. The Caledonians were ‘the last of the free’, the peoples at the ends of the Earth and, as soon as Calgacus completed his exhortations, battle was joined.


The most persuasive location for the Graupian Mountain is the singular hill of Bennachie near Inverurie in Aberdeenshire. Around the natural amphitheatre of its lower slopes a drama unfolded as the Caledonian warriors charged the disciplined ranks of Agricola’s army. Many of them rode in chariots, most carried long sabres more suitable for the slashing cuts of cavalry warfare and they held small shields useful only for parrying blows. By contrast, the tight, grinding, stabbing, relentless, close-order advance of the Roman auxiliaries and legionaries was much more effective. Tacitus talked of a great slaughter with more than 10,000 Caledonians falling at the battle of the Graupian Mountain and in its immediate aftermath. Victory left Agricola poised to consolidate and to begin the road- and fort-building needed to bring the new territory into the Empire. But politics in Rome and a flaring frontier rebellion on the Danube pulled troops eastwards and thwarted his plans. Writing ‘Perdomita Britannia et statim missa (Having been conquered, Britain was straight away given up)’, Tacitus was indignant. The legions marched south. At Inchtuthil, not far from Perth, a huge legionary fortress began construction but it too was quickly abandoned. Its most tangible relic was a buried cache of one million nails.


The Romans hid them not only because they knew that Caledonian smiths might beat them into swords but also because the ebb and flow of imperial power might send the legions back north. The nails could also have been



beaten into ploughshares for it seems that the lands beyond the Cheviots may have become comparatively populous in the 1st century AD. Perhaps as many as 500,000 lived in what is now Scotland. This mirrors an estimate made by medieval historians for the year 1100 and, since agricultural methods and climate appear to have altered little in the intervening millennium between then and the battle at the Graupian Mountain, that may be a sensible conjecture. If so, that means an average population density of 40 per square mile in the Lowlands and less than half of that number in upland pastoral regions. Around 1st-century AD sites, such as the fort on Traprain Law in East Lothian, aerial photography shows traces of a busy agricultural landscape.


Using all of his experience of farming, the distinguished archaeologist Francis Pryor has hypothesised that prehistoric Britain was principally a pastoral society, an economy that depended on stock rearing as its staple. Cereals were grown only on a small scale in garden-like fields and, even though society depended on the output of farming, the wild harvest of fruits, roots and berries continued. A blocked drain of the 2nd-century AD Roman fort in Bearsden lends support to this view. No doubt with a fine scientific disregard for the nature of what they were analysing, archaeologists were able to discover a sense of the everyday diet of the Roman soldiers stationed there. They ate little meat but with cereals they cooked a version of porridge and added some flavour and seasonal variety with wild berries and fruit.


Francis Pryor also makes much of the frequency of markets in prehistoric Britain. Stockmen are very conscious of the dangers of inbreeding in their flocks and herds and will have regularly sought to find new bloodlines amongst the animals belonging to their neighbours or, preferably, farmers even further afield. Even now, stockmen know their beasts very well and are able to identify them as individuals, knowing exactly what their breeding is. Sheep were much more extensively reared than cattle or goats, argued Pryor, because they offered three yields – wool, milk and ultimately meat.


These important observations were made by an archaeologist whose experience was mainly gained in the south of England but they are likely to apply even more readily to the style of early farming north of the Tweed. There is much linguistic and cultural support for Pryor’s views. The Celtic tongue of the Caledonians and the kindreds of Scotland below the Forth is rich in the vocabulary of stock rearing. The lexicon of colours, for example, applied to cattle and other animals is far wider than the range of adjectives available in modern English. This ability to describe a beast accurately was important in



matters of ownership and breeding. And perhaps it is more than amusing to note that the most extravagant term of endearment in Gaelic survives as m’eudail. It means ‘my cattle’.




BAWBEES


Although coinage was invented by the Mesopotamians and developed by the Egyptians and Greeks, the Romans were the first to create an economy based on the exchange of money. Minted c. 300 BC, the first coins were related to an older measure of wealth – livestock. The Latin word pecunia is from pecus, the word for ‘cattle’, and gives us the English word ‘pecuniary’. Money drove the expansion of the empire as hard as political ambition and Julius Caesar transformed his vast debt of 25 million denarii when he conquered and exploited Gaul. His adopted son, Augustus, made himself the richest man in the world. Trade with the imperial garrisons on the Antonine Wall and Hadrian’s Wall introduced money into the early Scottish economy although it is unclear whether or not internal cash exchange replaced barter. Roman coins have been found as far north as the Hebrides, on North Uist, and many hoards of coins, silver and sometimes gold, have been found. These were almost certainly bribes to keep the peace or the settlement of transactions to buy supplies. When the empire in the west disintegrated in the 5th century, the use and exchange of coin ceased in Scotland and the rest of Britain.





The recorded observations of outsiders should of course be treated with some caution but, for Scotland in the 1st century AD, they are all that is available. Tacitus’s Agricola offers the earliest description of geography, politics and people and is worth quoting at length:


As to what human beings initially inhabited Britain, whether native-born or immigrants, little has been established, as is usually the case with barbarians. Be this as it may, their physical appearance is varied, which allows conclusions to be drawn. For example, in the case of the inhabitants of Caledonia, their red-gold hair and massive limbs proclaim German origin . . .


All the same it is plausible on a general estimate that the Gauls [from modern France] occupied the adjacent island. You can find their rites and religious beliefs. The language is not much different . . .


Their infantry is their main strength. Some of their peoples also engage



in battle with chariots. The nobles are the charioteers, their clients fight for them. In former times the Britons owed obedience to kings. Now they are formed into factional groupings by the leading men. Indeed there is nothing that helps us more against such very powerful peoples than their lack of unanimity. It is seldom that two or three states unite to repel a common threat. Hence each fights on its own, and all are conquered.


The climate is miserable, with frequent rain and mists. But extreme cold is not found there. The days last longer than in our part of the world, the nights are bright and in the most distant parts of Britain so short that you can hardly distinguish between evening and morning twilight. If clouds do not block the view, they say that the sun’s glow can be seen by night. It does not set and rise but passes across the horizon. In fact, the flat extremes of the earth, casting a long shadow, do not project the darkness, and night falls below the level of the light of the sky and the stars.


The soil bears crops, apart from the olive and the vine and the other natives of warmer climes, and has an abundance of cattle. The crops ripen slowly but shoot up quickly. The cause is the same in both cases, the abundant moisture of the land and the sky. Britain contains gold and silver and other metals, the booty of victory . . .





Much of this is elegant (especially the description of gloaming) and self-explanatory, if a little snooty – the view down the nose of a superior Roman senator. But his reference to the red-gold hair of the Caledonians has a fascinating resonance in the light of new genetic research. Children fortunate enough to have red hair require both of their parents to be carriers of the recessive gene variant. Many have the variant without themselves having red hair and it may be passed on for generations before it appears in a child. A recent study shows that one region of Scotland has the highest per capita incidence of carriers in the world. In the south-east, the Lothians and the Borders, 40 per cent have the red hair gene variants and in other regions it is only a little lower. Immigration in the millennia since the 1st century AD (especially in the Northern Isles, the Hebrides and the North-West where only 29 per cent carry the variant) may well have diluted the number who have the recessive gene variant and, when Tacitus was writing, there may indeed have been many Caledonians with red-gold hair. This would have been striking to a man from the Mediterranean where red hair is relatively rare.


The chariot-driving nobility of the Caledonians have left two eloquent sorts



of architectural memorials. On the Northern Isles and around the Atlantic seaboard the monumental remains of brochs rise in the landscape. At Mousa on Shetland one of these beautiful drystane towers stands more than 40 feet tall, close to its original height. Brochs have no windows, a single door and, while their mass is formidable, they seem not to have been defensive structures but buildings designed to impress or even overawe. Most are found in coastal locations and were built between the beginning of the 1st century BC and the end of the 1st century AD. It is thought that specialist work gangs of itinerant masons sailed around the northern and western shores raising these remarkable and sophisticated structures for the local nobility, rather in the way that big hooses were built on newly aggregated estates in the later 18th century.


Equally spectacular were Scotland’s hillforts, although they were almost certainly not forts. Ditches and banks topped by a wooden palisade, these could be vast, a long rampart circling the summits of singular hills, far too long to be defended except by an unfeasibly huge garrison. Amongst the largest and most impressive are two neighbours, the forts dug on White Caterthun and Brown Caterthun near Brechin, in Angus, but 90 per cent of these structures lie south of the Forth. Perhaps the most spectacular occupies the top of Eildon Hill North in the Borders. First enclosed some time around 1,000 BC, it was used intermittently until the arrival of the Romans (who desecrated it with a signal station on the summit). But what is very surprising is the fact that the outlines of 300 hut platforms have been found in a location where there is no spring, no source of water except from the sky. The function of the fort is therefore unlikely to have been defensive or residential. Perhaps Eildon Hill North was the expression of political and spiritual beliefs – in a society that probably did not make that distinction. A king or a priest-king had sufficient authority to command the many thousands of man-hours needed to dig the ditch and raise the rampart and, at important turning points of the stock-rearing year, he may have summoned his people to climb the hill and occupy the huts that lie just below the summit. There they worshipped, perhaps directing their prayers up to the sky gods in long-lost rituals, perhaps they listened to the law laid down and paid tithes to their rulers.


Such turning points in the year may have been those that were remembered in the old Celtic calendar. Imbolc was later Christianised as the Feast of St Bride at the beginning of February but it marked the time when ewes began to lactate in anticipation of spring lambing. Beltane followed on 1 May and it signalled the start of the movement of flocks and herds to upland pastures, the ancient journey



of transhumance. Lughnasa is still celebrated on 1 August in rural Ireland and it was the time when summer-grass-fattened beasts were sold for slaughter or breeding. In Scotland it is known as Lammas. And on 31 October, Halloween, was the festival of Samhuinn, the end of summer. These were also fire festivals when bonfires blazed on the summits and rituals were enacted in their crackle and glow. One of them still is a fire festival, only five days later than the original date, when an effigy of Guy Fawkes goes up in flames.




MOONTIME


The Romans used sundials, candles marked for the hours and sand-filled hourglasses to measure time. The natives of early Scotland used their eyes. For the passage of a day, farmers looked up at the sun and its position. But for the transit of days and what we now call months, they used the moon and its phases. These are commonly called new, crescent, half, gibbous (more than half) and full. When Native Americans are given the washed-out old line of ‘many moons ago’, it does at least bring an authentic touch to routine westerns. It is very likely that early Scots used a similar phrase to mean a long time ago. The full moon near to the autumn equinox can often last longer than usual. Which is convenient since it allows farmers several light nights, extra time to bring the hairst hame, the harvest home.





When Antoninus Pius succeeded Hadrian as emperor, he too needed the prestige of military glory to underwrite his credentials. And, like Claudius, he chose to make conquests in Britannia. Within months of his accession in 138, the legions had been ordered to reoccupy the territory won by Agricola 50 years before. Like Hadrian, the new emperor built a wall (although the frontier zone extended into Perthshire and Fife), and this time a much shorter and more modest version was thrown up between the Forth and the Clyde. But its garrison looked north from its turf ramparts for only a generation, between AD 142 and 163. It was during this period that the informative drain at Bearsden fort was blocked.


Once the Romans had withdrawn once more from Scotland and the frontier settled back on Hadrian’s Wall, the kindreds of the north began to develop their military reach. The rich Roman province to the south was an attractive target for raiders and imperial frustration boiled over in the early 3rd century when the great warrior-emperor, Septimius Severus, led a vast



army across the wall. Based at the legionary fortress at York, he planned what was probably a genocide. Here is the relevant passage from the Greek historian Dio Cassius: ‘The Britons [meaning the Caledonians] having broken their agreements and taken up arms, Severus ordered his soldiers to invade their territory and put to the sword all that they met, adding the Homeric quotation that “they should let nobody escape, not even the children hidden in their mothers’ wombs”.’




SPITTALS AND WICKS


The Romans introduced Christianity to Britain, probably through soldiers who had been converted elsewhere in the empire. As it spread in the centuries after the garrison left, religious place names proliferated. Variants of Kirkhill, Clerklands, Prieston and others are found all over Scotland. One of the loneliest is Spittal of Glenshee. This derives from the Latin word hospitium. Rather than anything medical, it referred to a place where travellers, especially pilgrims, could rest and find shelter. Names also record the overlaying of one culture with another. The Old Welsh word for a steading or a farm is tref and the watershed hill of Soutra is from Sulw Tref, ‘the farm with the wide view’. From its summit, North Berwick and the shores of the Forth can be made out. The wick part of Berwick meant ‘an outlying farm’, a name introduced by the Angles who came in the 7th and 8th centuries.





The kindred known as the Maeatae were a principal target but their king, Argentocoxus (it means ‘Silver Leg’, perhaps a reference to his wearing greaves in the Roman style) appears to have met Septimius Severus and the Empress Julia Domna to negotiate. The second Scot to be named in the historical record, Argentocoxus was lucky. In AD 211, Severus died and his son Caracalla ‘made treaties with the enemy, evacuated their territory and abandoned the forts’. With the imperial throne beckoning and his brother Geta to deal with, Caledonia was a minor matter and Caracalla hurried south to Rome.


For almost a century, there were no reports of war in North Britain. Perhaps internal conflicts flared between kindreds or Roman control and bribery were effective. But, in 296, a new name appeared. Roman sources reported that war bands of a people called the Picts had broken through or sailed round Hadrian’s Wall and invaded the province of Britannia as far south as Chester.
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THE MODERN BORDER between Scotland and England is not new – it began to settle along the watershed ridges of the Cheviots and the eastern reaches of the Tweed almost a thousand years ago. But its increasingly emphatic nature tends to distort, corral, even limit our thinking about how our history unfolded. Too readily we underplay the influence of events and developments in northern England, especially the 300-year period when Hadrian’s Wall was patrolled by garrisons. Like the Germanic kindreds to the north of the Rhine frontier and the warlike, horse-riding nomads from the steppes who reined in their migrations when they reached the Danube, the peoples north of the Cheviots lived for many generations in the shadow of a colossus. All at the same time, Rome was a succulent prize, ripe for raiding; its armies were feared, especially in close-quarter fighting; its engineers could construct daunting fortifications and throw mighty bridges across the Rhine and Danube; its glittering cities were wonders of the world with basilicas, aqueducts and theatres; and its emperors ruled over most of that world. The colossus influenced all of its neighbours but, for the people of the land that would become Scotland, the Empire’s most profound and enduring legacy was established not by the relentless tramp of the legions but through the adoption of the cult of what was seen as a Roman god.


For more than two centuries after the death of Christ, the religion that took his name was only one of a number of oriental cults to make converts in the towns and cities of the Empire. But serious and systematic persecution began under the Emperor Decius, who ruled from AD 249 to 251, and continued sporadically until the opening years of the 4th century. After the blood of the early martyrs was spilled, small groups of deeply pious men



(and some women) fled the towns of the provinces of Judaea and Egypt to form small communities of hermits who became known as the Desert Fathers. Many settled in the harsh conditions of the Scetes desert west of the Nile Delta. Led by figures such as St Anthony the Great, they were the founders of Christian monasticism (the term derives from ‘one-ness’, the wish to worship and pray alone) and their teachings reached the west, becoming extremely influential, especially in Scotland and Ireland, by way of France. St Martin of Tours had been a soldier in the imperial army but, having declared his faith in the late 4th century, he founded the monastery at Marmoutier in the Loire Valley. In the absence of deserts, the monks saw the dense forests as a barrier against the world, a place where they could be undisturbed and where they could seek a more perfect communion with God. In the centuries following Martin’s foundation, communities of monks sought lonely islands and headlands on the coasts of Ireland, Scotland and northern England where the sea took the place of deserts. The most spectacular is surely Skellig Michael, a series of stone beehive huts built on the rocky sides of the peak of an undersea mountain in the Atlantic off the coast of south-west Ireland. The most famous are probably the island monasteries of Iona and Lindisfarne.


After the Emperor Constantine’s edict made Christianity the state religion, its popularity soared, especially in the towns and cities. And Christianity became closely identified with Rome, the Latin language and notions of order and hierarchy. In a symbolic sense the Bishop of Rome as the leader of Western Christendom replaced the Emperors who had moved their capital to Constantinople. The earliest known British martyr was St Alban, a Roman officer accused of sheltering a priest during the time of the persecutions of the late 3rd century. The town of Verulamium eventually housed his shrine and took his name. The new beliefs crept north through the movement of soldiers and others and, along the length of Hadrian’s Wall, they and their families worshipped quietly until official recognition in 312. At the western end of the land wall, there seems to have been a flourishing and well-organised Church in the old Roman city of Carlisle. The most persuasive evidence for this comes from an unlikely source.


Carlisle or Luguvalium (named for the Celtic god, Lugh) was the site of a fort and a depot for Hadrian’s Wall before it gained the status of a civitas or ‘tribal capital’ for the kindred known as the Carvetii, the ‘Deer People’, in the early 4th century. A series of tombstones shows that veterans from the Wall garrison retired to live there and it appears that they brought Christianity with them.




Some time around 430, a band of Irish slavers sailed far up the Solway and raided inland. Amongst others, they abducted a young man called Succat or Sochet and sold him to a landowner in Ireland. The boy became a shepherd but, after several years of solitude in the hills with his flocks, he escaped and made his way to Gaul, modern France. There he became a Christian celebrant of some kind, perhaps taking monastic vows, perhaps at Marmoutier. When he came back home to Carlisle around 440, Succat had taken the Roman name of Patricius or Patrick. After another period of religious instruction, he decided to return to Ireland on a mission of conversion, perhaps on the initiative of the Church in Carlisle.


In a brilliant analysis, Professor Charles Thomas has shown that Patrick’s family owned a small estate near the village of Greenhead, about 15 miles inland from Carlisle and not far from Hadrian’s Wall. In his Confessio, the great saint of Ireland also wrote that his grandfather, a man called Potitus, had been ordained as a priest and his father, Calpurnius, had been a deacon of the Church and a decurion, an elected official in the local government of a Roman city. It seems that, at the end of the 4th century, Carlisle was a flourishing town and the focus of a vigorous, expansionist Christian Church, a place that survived the departure of the last vestiges of the Roman administration in Britain around AD 410. Its urban infrastructure appears to have been maintained at least until 685 when St Cuthbert visited and was given a tour of the town walls and saw the marvel of a working Roman fountain. Even later chroniclers of the 12th century wrote of Carlisle’s paved streets and architecture still standing that bore Latin inscriptions. What seems very plausible is that the town was home to an active and expanding Christian Church, probably a bishopric, and it acted as base for the conversion of the north of Ireland – and of southern Scotland.


Made around AD 450, the Latinus Stone is the oldest Christian monument yet found in Scotland. The Latin inscription reads: ‘We praise thee, o Lord! Latinus, grandson of Barravados, aged 35, and his daughter, aged 4, made a shrine here.’ It is not a tombstone but the commemoration of the foundation of a shrine or a monastic retreat. Above the inscription are the faint traces of a chi-rho symbol. These are the first two letters of Chrestos, the Greek version of Jesus’s name and they were carved in a style common across the Eastern Roman Empire. The man who paid for the stone and perhaps the shrine associated with it was not only the first Christian in Scotland whose name has come down to us, he was also someone who had it rendered in a Roman style. Two generations after the



fall of the province of Britannia and the consequent military irrelevance of Hadrian’s Wall, the link between Christianity and the memory of the Empire was still powerful.


The Latinus Stone was found at Whithorn in Galloway, the site of Scotland’s earliest known church. Indelibly associated with St Ninian, it was first known as Candida Casa, the White House, because it had been built in stone and probably lime-washed. About 25 miles to the west at Kirkmadrine, there are three more inscribed stones, probably from the early 6th century. They commemorate two bishops, Viventius and Mavorius. The name of Kirkmadrine is a version of the Church of St Martin, a very early dedication to the much-admired St Martin of Tours that was shared with Candida Casa at Whithorn.




HOLYROODS


In Scots the Haly Ruid was the cross on which Christ died and our history is punctuated by representations of it. The Ruthwell and Bewcastle stone crosses are amongst the earliest and their erection by Anglian elites not only shows how far their culture had come from their days as pirates on the Northumberland coast, they are also beautiful objects in their own right. Their carvings were once much brighter, all of them painted in the Irish tradition. The Black Rood of Scotland was perhaps more Presbyterian, before its time, in that it was a fragment of the True Cross (there were many across Christendom) brought by St Margaret when she fled to Scotland and married Malcolm Canmore. It was kept in a black case and, in 1296, Edward I took it back south, along with the Stone of Scone. In 1328 the Black Rood was returned but lost again at the disastrous Battle of Neville’s Cross in 1346. With many of the relics of St Cuthbert, it was destroyed during the English version of the Reformation when Durham Cathedral was ransacked. But the name of Holyrood lives on as shorthand for the Scottish Parliament.





Ninian is a shadowy figure, his name a Latin version of Ninya, but he was probably sent by a bishop at Carlisle to minister to existing Christian communities in Galloway some time around 500. He may have taken some of the relics of St Martin of Tours with him to establish a shrine at Whithorn. The earliest notice of his mission of conversion is to be found in



The Ecclesiastical History of the English People, written in the early 8th century by Bede of Jarrow, a truly great scholar.





The southern Picts, who live on this side of the mountains, are said to have abandoned the errors of idolatry long before this date [AD 565] and accepted the true Faith through the preaching of Bishop Ninian, a most reverend and holy man of British race, who had been regularly instructed in the mysteries of the Christian faith in Rome. Ninian’s own episcopal see, named after St Martin and famous for its stately church, is now held by the English, and it is here that his body and those of many saints lie at rest. The place belongs to the province of Bernicia and is commonly called Candida Casa, the White House, because he built the church of stone, which was unusual amongst the Britons.





Bede was a Northumbrian and his purpose was to write a history which foregrounded the achievements of Northumbrian kings and saints. Their war bands penetrated deep into Galloway in the 7th century to take over Ninian’s see. But his reference to the southern Picts appears to be confusing. It may well be that the saint travelled far to the north of Whithorn to preach amongst the kindreds of southern Caledonia. There are certainly many venerable dedications to him in Central Scotland, Fife, Tayside and Angus. Always precise about Northumbrian kings and saints, Bede was sometimes vague about the native British and it may also be the case that he was simply using the term ‘Pict’ generically to mean those who lived north of Hadrian’s Wall. The description was applied to warriors who tattooed their bodies and those who raided as far south as Chester at the end of the 3rd century may have sailed or ridden from Galloway, the Tweed or Clyde Valleys or from the Lothians.


Christianity crept up and over the watershed hills north of Carlisle in the late 5th century. Stones inscribed with Latin dedications have been found in Liddesdale and a large Christian cemetery discovered on the site of Edinburgh airport was dated to AD 485. All over the Lothians so-called long-cist burials were dug in the late 5th and early 6th centuries. The old beliefs, what Bede called ‘the errors of idolatry’, took centuries to fade but, just as Patrick did in Ireland, it seems that missionaries like Ninian concentrated their efforts on converting the leaders of pagan communities. And it appears that they were successful.


After the fall of the province of Britannia, Old Welsh-speaking kindreds



formed themselves into kingdoms with recognisable identities that were ruled over by named individuals who led their warriors into battle. Their narratives are fragmented, episodic and often reconstructed from epic poetry written down centuries after it was composed or genealogies that were sometimes contradictory, often vague. These men were kings less in the sense of controlling territory inside boundaries, more in building and maintaining interlocking bonds of loyalty fed by success in war and the booty it brought.


The Novantae of Galloway and the Carvetii of Cumbria appear to have coalesced into Rheged, a kingdom hinged around the shores of the Solway. Its most far-famed king was Urien, a name that derived from Urbgen which means ‘born in the city’, almost certainly in the city of Carlisle. He and his son, Owain, led war bands against the Germanic invaders who had begun to settle in enclaves on the Northumbrian coast. Perhaps piratical at first or mercenaries engaged by the imperial authorities in the dying decades of the province of Britannia, these were Angles and Bede noted that their first king was Ida and that he built a fortress on the spectacular seamark rock at Bamburgh.




THE SON OF DESTINY


Y Mab Darogan, ‘the Destined or Prophesied Son’, is a fascinating figure in Welsh language culture. A man would come, sang the bards, a hero who would lead the armies of Wales and the Celtic nations of Britain and drive the Anglo-Saxon invaders back into the sea. Llywelyn Mawr, the last Prince of Wales, was thought to be such a man, as was Owain Glyndwr, a princely figure who led a rebellion against the English in the early 15th century. The Welsh bards also sang of the Gwyr Y Gogledd, the ‘Men of the North’, and some were thought to be heroic. Arthur is a figure with strong links to what is now Scotland and Owain ap Urien certainly ruled the old kingdom of Rheged after the assassination of his father in the late 6th century. They too were thought to be Sons of Destiny.





Urien led a coalition of native British kings, certainly from Rheged and probably from Gododdin, the kingdom that developed from the Votadini and was based in the Lothians and the Tweed Basin. They attacked the heirs of Ida and laid siege to the tidal island of Lindisfarne some time in the 580s. But the coalition was suddenly shattered and the Angles broke out when



Urien was murdered on the orders of Morcant Bwlc, a prince who may have ruled on the Tweed over a client kingdom called Calchvynydd, the Old Welsh name for Kelso. Here is the entry in a chronicle known as the History of the Britons, an eccentric collection of records and myths compiled by a monk known as Nennius: ‘But while he was on the expedition, Urien was assassinated, on the initiative of Morcant, from jealousy, because his military skill and generalship surpassed that of all the other kings.’



OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Scotland

A HISTORY FROM EARLIEST TIMES

Alistair Moffat

BIRLINN





OEBPS/images/flower.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JCOT
LAND

,AP{STT)RY

FROM-EARLIES

IMES

ALISTAIR MOFFEAT






