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Introduction


The kingship of the Scots, as a component of the modern British crown, is one of the oldest monarchies in the world. Its origins can be traced with a fair degree of confidence to the early sixth century AD and the kingship of the migrant Scots of Dál Riata in Ulster, who established a kingdom, also named Dál Riata, in the peninsulas and islands of the south-western Highlands of the country we know as Scotland. While the main purpose of this book is to trace the lives of the men and women, descendants of these first colonist kings, who occupied the throne of Scotland from the mid-eleventh to early eighteenth centuries, it will also explore the processes that brought mastery of the Scottish mainland to these heirs of piratical Irish warlords. In addition, however, it will also chart the histories of the other kingdoms and peoples with whom the Scots shared the north of Britain – Britons and Picts – who made their own unique contribution to the character and culture of the later kingdom. The first part of the book focuses on the usually violent processes by which the early rulers of the Scots gradually extended their mastery over the northern British mainland. It is a bloody – and in places bewildering – catalogue of heroes and villains, who almost literally carved their path to the throne and strove to extend their power over the land. From the violence and mayhem of these formative years, however, emerged a powerful monarchy that succeeded in projecting its authority over what we would now recognise as Scotland.


By the thirteenth century, the kings of Scots had emerged as one of the two most powerful rulers in the British Isles, controlling a kingdom that dominated the north of these islands. Having eliminated the last domestic challenges to their position, the later Canmore kings turned their energies towards welding what was still a disunited kingdom into a unified realm. It is testimony to their achievement that when their dynasty died out, the kingdom did not die with them but hung on to its new-found unity and growing sense of national identity in the face of seemingly insuperable threats to its independent status. Scotland’s kings provided the nation with a focus that ensured its survival in the face of the ambitions of England’s powerful Plantagenet rulers.


The traumas of the Wars of Independence and the civil wars between the supporters of Balliol and Bruce served to underpin the nation’s identity in the fourteenth century. The legacy of these events was a fierce chauvinism that took as its focus the Stewart kings. The drive and ambition of that remarkable family saw Scotland emerge as a powerful player on the European stage, re-establishing contacts that led to a cultural cross-fertilisation from which grew the distinctive Scottish cultural identity of the later Middle Ages and Renaissance. The strident nationalism of the fifteenth century, however, gave way to a hard-headed realism in the sixteenth century as Scotland again moved closer politically to its neighbour and ‘Auld inimie’, England. It was perhaps the supreme irony of British history that, after centuries of struggle by kings of England to impose their mastery over the northern kingdom, it was a Scottish king who came south to rule as the first monarch of a united realm. It was not, however, a marriage made in heaven and there were several occasions when it seemed that the union would end in acrimonious divorce. In the end, however, it was the very threat of separation that forced both Scotland and England to reconsider their mutual interests, the result being the 1707 Act of Union. Of course, 1707 is not the end of the tale, which is still growing and evolving, but it marked a significant new departure in the history of Scotland’s rulers as they moved towards a British and Imperial future. Thus, with the death of Anne, the last of the direct Stewart line to rule in these islands, we come to the end of a story that spans over one thousand years. The words of the earl of Seafield when Scotland’s old parliament voted itself out of existence in 1707 are equally appropriate here. ‘There’s ane end of ane auld sang’.


A NOTE ON NAMES


In the first chapter, many of the names of the kings and great lords will be unfamiliar to most readers. The forms of the names used are, as close as possible, the Gaelic or Brittonic (the language of the Britons and Picts, akin to modern Welsh) versions by which these individuals would have been known. From the emergence of the Picto-Scottish kingdom of Alba, the names of the rulers are given in Gaelic with the modern anglicised form in brackets afterwards. From the mid-eleventh century onwards, the names are given in their most common modern forms. Place-names are generally given in their modern form, but occasionally older forms are used.
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The Earliest Kings c.84–600


The kingship of the Scots was one of the most ancient monarchies in the British Isles even in the Middle Ages, but it was a comparative newcomer in the ranks of rulers who emerge from the darkness of prehistory in the early centuries AD. The first chiefs or kings who appear are little more than names in the histories and records of the Roman campaigns in northern Britain in the late first century AD. They were the rulers of Celtic tribes whose territories lay in the path of the advancing legions. Of course, these were not kings as we would understand them today, rulers of well-ordered states whose governments were run by ministers and bureaucrats supported by a fiscal system, dispensers of justice and formulators of law for the good of their subjects generally. Early kingship was something quite different. It was, in the first place, much simpler. There were no bureaucracies, no government, no ‘policy’. Justice was not yet the preserve of the king and his advisors, but lay in the hands – or, more exactly, the minds – of what became a hereditary class of lawyers and judges. Kings upheld the law, they did not yet formulate or dispense it. The king, however, was more than just a symbolic cipher; he did exercise real leadership, especially in times of war. Above all, he was the head of a hierarchical society.


The first Celtic chieftain to whom we can give a name is Calgacus (the ‘Swordsman’), warlord of the tribe that we know as the Caledonians, who lived north of the River Tay. He led a confederation of tribes which opposed the Roman general Gnaeus Julius Agricola’s invasion of this region in the 80s AD. In the writings of Agricola’s son-in-law, the Roman historian Cornelius Tacitus, Calgacus appears as the civilised Romans’ stereotypical image of the noble savage. There is nothing in Tacitus’s account of Calgacus’s resistance to Agricola’s campaign, which culminated in the Caledonians’ defeat at Mons Graupius, that can be accepted as representing the ‘real’ man. His great speech before the battle, memorable for its ringing description of the Caledonians as ‘the last men on earth, the last of the free’, is pure invention, laden with imperial propaganda. While Calgacus’s supposed reference to the fate in store for his people under Roman rule, ‘they create a desolation and they call it peace’, is probably an accurate reflection of what did lie ahead, it was nothing more than a member of the Roman intelligentsia’s criticism of what he considered the moral degeneracy of his supposedly superior state in comparison to the purity and simplicity of the barbarian. Indeed, when shorn of all the noble sentiments for which Tacitus made him the mouthpiece, all that survives of Calgacus is his name.


Over a century later, the next Celtic ruler to be mentioned in Roman records of northern Britain is an equally faceless name: Argentocoxos (‘Silver Leg’). He appears in the Roman writer Dio Cassius’s account of the early third-century campaigns in northern Britain of the Emperor Septimius Severus, as the leader of a confederation of tribes from which probably emerged the later kingdom of the Picts. In this account, he is presented as more than just a war-leader, conducting negotiations for peace with the emperor in 210 and breaking his word and the treaty soon afterwards. Again, however, Dio Cassius’s image of Argentocoxos is a stereotype in which probably only the name is real.


These chance survivals of Celtic names in Roman sources have become straws at which generations of historians have clutched in an effort to explain the emergence of the earliest kingdoms. These were kingdoms of the people we refer to as Britons, the descendants of the tribesmen who had opposed the legions in the first and second centuries AD. They were the Celtic people who occupied most of the mainland of Britain until the arrival of the Angles and the Saxons from what is now modern Germany. Although they had acquired a veneer of Roman civilisation, their culture and art was the direct descendant of that of pre-Roman Britain and, rather than the Latin used in the Empire, they spoke a language akin to modern Welsh.


Some historians have argued that several early royal dynasties of these Britons within what is now Scotland owed their power and position to the imperial authorities. The Romans, it has been said, set them over peoples living on the northern fringes of the imperial province of Britannia (roughly equivalent to modern England and Wales) to provide stability and a buffer against more hostile territories beyond the effective reach of Roman power. For example, the genealogies of the sixth-century kings of Rheged, whose territory wrapped round the head of the Solway Firth, traced their descent to Magnus Maximus. He was a late fourth-century general who used Britain as the springboard for a bid for the imperial throne. It has been suggested that this supposed descent from Magnus Maximus probably represented his appointment of a trusted agent to rule over a strategic frontier zone, from whom the later kings were descended, rather than an actual ancestral link. Similar arguments have been advanced for Padarn Pesrut, a ruler over the district known as Manau in the area now represented by Clackmannan, eastern Stirlingshire and western West Lothian, whose style ‘Pesrut’ has been interpreted as ‘of the red cloak’ or ‘red tunic’. His red cloak has been viewed as evidence that he held some official status in Roman frontier society, with the giving of the cloak marking his appointment to political authority. Recent re-analysis, however, has suggested that he did not have a red cloak but a red shirt, and in any case purple was the imperial colour, not red. Much, too, has been based on the presence of the names Cinhils and Cluim in the pedigree of the kings of the Britons of Strathclyde, representing the Celticised forms of the Roman names Quintilius and Clemens. But names alone are not sufficient evidence for Roman origins for these men, and it must be remembered that in the sixth and seventh centuries, when many of these genealogies were constructed, the Britons were seeking to present themselves as the heirs of Rome in the struggle against the new barbarians, the Germanic Angles and Saxons who were steadily encroaching on Celtic territory.


One of the early kingdoms of the Britons for which a direct descent from a Celtic tribe of the Roman period into a post-Roman power can be confirmed is that of the Gododdin. Here, the name alone shows a succession from the Votadini tribe recorded in Roman writings, whose territory stretched from the Tweed into the Forth valley, to the sixth-century Gododdin. While the tribe, whose territory appears largely to have avoided a military garrison system during the various phases of Roman military occupation of southern Scotland, must have existed in some kind of friendly client relationship with Rome for most of the period down to the late fourth century, Roman influence over its culture appears slight. Indeed, when the ruling elite of Gododdin can first be glimpsed, striding boldly through the words of the early Welsh poem Y Gododdin, there is nothing Romanised in their behaviour and attitudes other than their Christianity, and they epitomise everything that is Celtic and barbarian, like some echo from late Greek and early Roman descriptions of the continental Celts.


Gododdin was just one of a series of Christian British kingdoms to evolve in the country beyond the old imperial frontier in the Southern Uplands of Scotland. In the central borders’ valleys of Ettrick and Yarrow a shadowy dynasty ruled the territory of another tribe first recorded in the Roman period, the Selgovae. They are the most elusive of these early rulers, their presence recorded only in such monuments as the Yarrow Stone, a monolith raised in commemoration of ‘Nudus and Dumnogenus, the sons of Liberalis’, as its worn inscription proclaims. The rulers of the neighbouring kingdom of Rheged emerge as far more substantial figures from verses attributed to the poet Taliesin and from the fragmentary historical account known as Historia Brittonum. Rheged was one of the more substantial and powerful kingdoms of the Britons. Centred most probably on the old Roman civitas at Carlisle, its territory stretched south down the western side of the Pennines and north and west into Galloway. In the earlier sixth century, it had also extended east of the Pennines to Catterick in Swaledale, but by the time of Urien or Urbgen, perhaps the greatest of its kings, that eastern enclave had already fallen to the spreading power of the pagan Angles. Historia Brittonum tells us of wars waged by Urien in an effort to regain this strategic outpost that controlled the eastern end of the trans-Pennine routes, and in poetic tradition he appears as leader of a powerful cavalry war-band that drove the Anglian foot-soldiers back to their stronghold at Bamburgh. Urien seems to have been a man of ability and foresight, who understood the threat that Anglian power posed to all the northern kingdoms, not just his own. In the late 580s, he succeeded in assembling a coalition of British kings which in 590 managed to storm Bamburgh and trap the fleeing Anglian king and his warriors on the tidal island of Medcaut, the modern Lindisfarne. With victory within sight, however, the jealous rivalry of the Britons surfaced and, in an act of treachery, Urien was murdered by one of his ‘allies’, Morcant, ruler of an unidentified kingdom. To Taliesin and later writers, Urien’s death was a disaster from which Rheged – and the rest of the Britons – never recovered, for the collapse of his coalition allowed the Angles a respite in which they consolidated their power and returned to pick off the divided Britons one by one.


Rumours of Rheged’s demise were greatly exaggerated. Urien’s successors may never have regained the power and authority that he had held, but Ywain map Urbgen was remembered in Welsh poetic tradition as a mighty warrior, while his younger brother, Rhun, established more friendly ties with the Angles and may have stood sponsor for Edwin, king of Northumbria, at his baptism. Rhun’s son, Royth, however, appears to have been the last of his line and with him the kingdom of Rheged vanishes from history. Royth’s daughter, Riemmelth, was one of the two wives of Oswiu, king of Northumbria from 641 to 670, and it is possible that through this tie some part of Rheged passed into Anglian control. Arguments for a peaceful union, however, should be discounted, for it is unlikely that the male members of the wider royal kin in Rheged would have allowed their ‘inheritance’ to fall to a stranger simply because his wife was daughter of the last king. Friendship or alliance between Rheged and Northumbria did not extend to unopposed absorption and political extinction of one by the other. When the Northumbrians occupied the territory of Rheged, it was as conquerors and colonists, not as heirs by marriage.


Rheged was not the first of the northern British kingdoms to fall in the face of the Northumbrian advance. Y Gododdin, the poem attributed to the Welsh poet Aneirin, describes preparations made by Mynyddog, king of Gododdin, for a campaign in about the year 600. The poem describes his entertainment in his hall at Din Eidyn, probably underlying the present Edinburgh Castle, of a select force of heroic warriors drawn from all the kingdoms of the Britons and even from among their cousins the Picts, the Celtic people who lived to the north of the Firth of Forth. It was a riotous, drunken assembly of boastful braggarts, each determined to outdo the others in acts of reckless bravery. Aneirin concentrates on the 300 chieftains that formed the core of the expedition, but doubtless they were accompanied by their retinues for the attack on Catterick that followed. It is ironic to a modern reader that Aneirin’s epic tale ended in the bloody slaughter of the Gododdin warriors, not the expected victory, but this is a celebration of glorious, if ultimately futile, deeds, not a commemoration of triumph. Defeat at Catterick broke the power of Gododdin, for in the early 600s the Angles were spreading into the Lothian plain, while the Scots of Dál Riata also sought to fill the vacuum left by the collapse of the British kingdom. By the middle of the seventh century, the only British power of any consequence to survive was the Dumbarton-based kingdom of Strathclyde.
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The Kings of Strathclyde c.450–1018


Of the people that traced their descent as successors of the Celtic tribes that had emerged by the time that the Romans stamped their mark on what is now Scotland, the Britons of Strathclyde, the heirs of the Damnonii of the lower Clyde valley, were ultimately the most successful and longest lived. As the other kingdoms of the Britons slowly fell before the advancing power of the Northumbrians, Strathclyde rose to pre-eminence and in Scottish sources her kings were referred to not just as a king but the king of the Britons. To add to the confusion, their kingdom was sometimes referred to as Cumbria (the ‘Land of the Fellow Countrymen’), a name that is now used to describe only the region of north-western England that was for a time the southernmost part of Strathclyde. In later Scottish minds, the only Britons were the Britons of Strathclyde. Their tribal kingdom, with its chief centre at Ail Cluaide (‘The Rock of the Clyde’), known to the later Gaelic-speaking Scots as Dumbarton (‘The Fort of the Britons’), emerged from the shadows of fifth-century Roman Britain in a letter from the British missionary in Ireland, St Patrick. This letter lambasted the war-band of a king named Ceretic, identified in later genealogies as a founding figure in the Strathclyde dynasty, branding them as slave-takers and allies of the Picts and Scots, not fellow citizens of Romans and Christians. The implication is that Ceretic and his men liked to think of themselves as Roman, and one of the titles used by his grandson, Dyfnwal Hen, suggests that the Strathclyde kings saw themselves as protectores or rulers of a Roman federate people. Little more is known of either him or his descendants down to the middle of the sixth century, other than that they were leaders of a powerful war-band that played an important role in the internecine rivalry among the galaxy of petty kingdoms that emerged from the ruins of the Roman province of Britannia.


By the mid-sixth century, Strathclyde’s rulers rise from the still confused and confusing documentary records as firm historical figures rather than the semi-mythical characters of the early genealogies. Tudwal, grandson of Dyfnwal Hen, for example, appears in an eighth-century poem about the miracles of St Ninian as a tyrannical persecutor of the saint and his mission, while his son Rhydderch Hael was a contemporary and friend of St Columba and participated in the great confederation of northern British kings assembled by Urien, king of Rheged, against the growing power of the Angles of Bernicia. In the mayhem and confusion of this turbulent period, Strathclyde’s rulers sought allies amongst the other emergent powers of the northern British mainland, forging ties through marriage. It appears, for example, that Tudwal’s aunt married a prince of the Scots, a people from the north of Ireland who had begun to settle in the area now known as Argyll. This was Gabrán, whose son, Áedán mac Gabráin, established his kingdom of Dál Riata as the military powerbroker in the north during the late sixth century. Tudwal’s nephew, Beli, who ruled as king in the 620s, forged links with the dominant Pictish kingdom of Fortriu, and one of his sons, Bridei, became one of the Picts’ most successful kings. The general impression from these alliances is of a minor power, surrounded by bigger players, seeking security through ties with its more powerful neighbours. All of this changed, however, from the middle of the seventh century.


Strathclyde emerges unexpectedly as a significant power in the 640s; indeed, it became the most powerful of the northern kingdoms. Its location was highly strategic, as it controlled several of the major routes providing access to and from the south-west Highlands – via Loch Lomond and Strathcarron – into the central Lowlands and the Southern Uplands. For the Scots of Dál Riata in particular, who had long cherished ambitions to expand eastwards into the fertile Lowlands, Strathclyde was a major obstacle. In 642, Domnall Brecc, king of Dál Riata, was defeated and slain in Strathcarron by his kinsman Ywain map Beli, king of Strathclyde. The Britons’ poets exulted in the triumph. ‘And the head of Dyfnwal Frych [Domnall Brecc],’ one gloated, ‘ravens gnawed it’. This new-found power continued through the seventh century, with Strathclyde dominating both the Picts and the Scots. Ywain’s son Elffin, for example, seems to have played a significant part in the triumph of his uncle Bridei mac Beli, king of the Picts, over the Northumbrians in 685. But in a world of shifting loyalties and alliances, the Britons of Strathclyde soon found themselves confronted by their former allies. In 750, at Mugdock to the north-west of Glasgow, Ywain’s great-grandson Tewdwr fought against, defeated and slew Talorgen, brother of the powerful Pictish king Unuist son of Uurguist. His defeat of what was at that time the most powerful war-band in the north was a setback for Pictish power, but victory had evidently come at a cost. In the same year, Tewdwr was clearly unable to prevent Eadberht, king of Northumbria, from conquering and annexing the district of Kyle in what is now central Ayrshire, a region that had probably fallen within Strathclyde’s orbit. In 756, Unuist gained his revenge for the death of his brother when, in alliance with Eadberht and the Northumbrians, the Picts invaded Strathclyde, sacked Dumbarton, and forced Tewdwr’s son, Dyfnwal, into a humiliating submission.


Strathclyde remained under Pictish domination into the early ninth century but enjoyed a brief renaissance of its power during the period when the Scot Cináed mac Alpín (Kenneth mac Alpin) and his successors were consolidating their hold over the former Pictish kingdom (see below pp.38-39). By the mid-ninth century, however, Strathclyde was facing new and more powerful enemies in the shape of the Norse of Dublin and the emergent hybrid kingdom of the Picts and the Scots. In 871, after a four-month siege, the Norse stormed and sacked Dumbarton, carrying off shiploads of prisoners, possibly including Strathclyde’s king, Arthgal, to the slave-markets of Dublin. The following year, apparently with the connivance of the king of Scots, Castantin mac Cináeda (Constantine I mac Kenneth), whose sister was married to Arthgal’s son Rhun, Arthgal was put to death by his captors. The influence of the Scots was now dominant in Strathclyde, underscored by the Gaelic name Eochaid given to Rhun’s son. Eochaid’s Gaelic blood ensured him a place in the turbulent succession to the Scottish kingship and from 878 to 889 he ruled jointly with his cousin Giric. It is probable that Eochaid was very much the junior partner in this arrangement, possibly little more than Giric’s client-king over Strathclyde, but the association ensured that when Giric was deposed in 889 Eochaid, too, was overthrown.


Tradition states that from the time of Eochaid, Strathclyde was simply a satellite of the rapidly expanding kingdom of the Scots. In support of this, it has been suggested that Castantin mac Áeda (Constantine II mac Aed), king of the Scots, imposed his brother, Domnall mac Áeda (Donald mac Aed), as king over the Britons, and that henceforth Strathclyde served as a training-ground for future Scottish rulers. That interpretation, however, has always been difficult to reconcile with the evidence for a continuing line of British-named kings, possibly descended from Eochaid’s brother, Dyfnwal, and the supposed implanting of Domnall mac Áeda has been shown to be based on a flawed reading of an early chronicle. While Strathclyde may have become a client of Scottish kings, it survived as a recognisably independent entity.


The upheavals of the ninth century had a profound impact on the kingdom. There is little sign that Dumbarton was reoccupied as the chief seat of Strathclyde power after 871, with new centres at Cadzow and Lanark in Clydesdale emerging in its place. This south-eastwards drift also saw a significant expansion of Strathclyde power into the territory of the crumbling Northumbrian kingdom. In the tenth century, Strathclyde influence stretched into the Solway plain, and Carlisle and Cumberland fell within its boundaries. At the height of this expansion, the River Eamont at Penrith and the Rey Cross on Stainmore marked the southern limits of Strathclyde’s power. This expanded authority appears to have been achieved in alliance with the Scots. In 934, Ywain, king of Strathclyde, and Castantín, king of the Scots, were put to flight by Athelstan, king of Wessex, and in 937 the two were again active in the field against the English, this time in alliance with Oláfr Gothfrithsson, king of Dublin. In 945, an English army ravaged Strathclyde in retaliation for the Britons’ support of the Dublin Norse, and King Edmund of Wessex is said to have given the kingdom to Máel Coluim mac Domnaill (Malcolm I), king of the Scots. Arch-survivors, the native dynasty still maintained its grip on its kingdom in the person of Ywain’s son, Dyfnwal. But in 973, Dyfnwal is recorded to have submitted to the English king, Edgar, and may have resigned his kingdom to his son, Máel Coluim. Certainly, Dyfnwal is reported to have travelled to Rome, where he became a priest and died in 975. The background to his resignation in 973 may have been the killing in 971 of Culen, king of the Scots, by Rhydderch, who has been identified as a son of King Dyfnwal. The killing, reported as Rhydderch’s response to the abduction and rape of his daughter by Culen, was followed by the devastation of Strathclyde by the warriors of Culen’s successor and a bloody battle in which the Britons were victorious. Despite this show of defiance, however, Strathclyde was being drawn increasingly under the domination of the Scots and the extinction of its independent existence loomed. Máel Coluim’s brother and successor, Ywain, known to history as Owen the Bald, was to be its last independent king. In 1018, Ywain joined the army of his overlord, Máel Coluim mac Cináeda (Malcolm II), king of the Scots, for an invasion of Northumbria. Although the campaign ended in a victory at Carham, Ywain appears to have been one of the battle’s casualties. There is no evidence that he had any family, and the next ruler of Strathclyde appears to have been Donnchad, grandson of the Scottish king. This time, the takeover was final.
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The Kings of Dál Riata c.500–843


Strathclyde’s western neighbour, Dál Riata, was a comparative newcomer on the political map of Britain in the sixth century. This was the original kingdom of the Scots, the core from which the medieval kingdom eventually grew, and its rulers are often referred to in early annals simply as ‘king of the Scots’. Occupying much of what is now Argyll, the kingdom, according to the traditional accounts, was the result of a steady migration of Gaelic-speaking Irish colonists – known as Scotti – from the eastern Ulster kingdom of Dál Riata, over which a semi-mythical king, Fergus Mór mac Erc, had extended his unifying rule. Both portions of the kingdom were known as Dál Riata, distinguished geographically as either ‘Scottish’ or ‘Irish’, but the name here is used to refer to the ‘Scottish’ element alone. The extent of any migration from Ireland is currently subject to question, but it is clear that by the sixth century the islands and peninsulas of Argyll were inhabited by a people who, although they shared much in common with their neighbours, the Britons and Picts, spoke the Gaelic language of the Irish and looked to Ireland for political, cultural and spiritual leadership. Little else about them is certain, and it is practically impossible to disentangle fact from fiction in the various origin legends that were developed to explain the process of state-building involved in the formation of Dál Riata.


The best known of these origin legends identifies the three cenéla, or kinship groups, into which the people of Dál Riata were later divided, as being descended from the three sons of Fergus Mór. In northern Argyll, occupying the district now known as Lorn, was the Cenél Loairn. Islay and its associated islands were the territory of the Cenél nOengusa, while Kintyre and the Cowal peninsula were controlled by the Cenél nGabráin. The traditional account identifies Gabrán, from whom the Cenél nGabráin supposedly took their name, as the eldest of the three brothers, hence his cenéla’s control of the kingship over all three kindreds. This model, however, is no longer accepted at face value, and Gabrán and his kin and dependents are seen instead as later arrivals in Argyll who imposed their mastery over two earlier groups of colonists. Whatever the processes involved, by the middle of the sixth century the Scottish kingdom of Dál Riata had achieved a measure of unity and had emerged as a powerful force in relations with its neighbours, the Picts and the Britons of Strathclyde. Indeed, there are some suggestions that Gabrán’s family had already begun to intermarry with the Picts – a development that foreshadowed the ninth-century fusion of the Picts and Scots under a single king. The relationship, however, was not entirely peaceful, and when the Irish missionary and politician St Columba arrived in Argyll in 563 he entered a recently defeated kingdom whose ruler, Conall mac Comgaill, was possibly subject to Pictish overlordship.


Columba was a prince of the all-powerful Irish Uí Neill kindred and was a key figure in the Church in north Ireland. His role in Dál Riata was as much political as religious, for he was deeply involved in the appointment of Conall’s first cousin Áedán mac Gabráin as king there in 574. Áedán may have been exiled from Argyll in the 560s and had returned to claim the kingship at the head of a large war-band, forcing the Scots to select him over Conall’s son. In terms of re-establishing Dál Riata as a major power, it was a wise choice, for Áedán quickly proved to be an aggressive and ambitious warrior-king. By 575, he had redefined the relationship between his kingdom and its nominal overlord back in Ireland, the king of the northern Uí Neill, in an agreement that revealed the naval and military strength of Dál Riata. By the 580s, that strength was being projected around the northern maritime world, with Áedán’s fleet raiding Orkney and Man, while his war-band penetrated deeply on plundering raids into Pictland. In the 590s, he was without question the dominant power in the northern British Isles, exerting influence over his mother’s kin in Strathclyde and expanding his domain into Pictish territory. The emergence of an aggressive new power in the Angles of Bernicia – the northern half of Northumbria centred on Bamburgh in Northumberland – presented him with fresh opportunities and challenges. Raids into Bernician territory, both of which ended in defeat, on the second time in the landmark battle of Degsastan in 603, have in the past been presented as his part in a ‘pan-Celtic’ response to the threat of the growing strength of the Germanic Angles, but should probably be seen as little other than opportunistic predatory raids. Their consequences, however, were far-reaching, for Degsastan confirmed Bernician control over the Solway plain, while also signalling a dramatic decline in Dál Riata power that accelerated after Áedán’s death in 608. This image of Áedán as a ruthless predator is at odds with that of the pious and wise ruler offered in some sources. This gentler presentation derives from the writings of Abbot Adamnán of Iona, in whose Life of St Columba the king appears as a devout and obedient devotee of the saint, on whose counsels he depended. Columba may indeed have exercised some influence over Áedán, for the king’s disastrous military decisions followed the saint’s death in 597, but it is recognised widely by historians that Adamnán’s stress on Áedán’s deference to Columba was part of the late seventh-century abbot’s efforts to establish his right to political influence over Dál Riata kings of his own day. Behind Adamnán’s portrayal still lurks the violent warlord of the earlier records.


While Degsastan had been a serious check to Dál Riata power, expansion and aggression remained the chief characteristics of its kings – as recorded in the annals – after Áedán’s death. His son and successor, Eochaid Buide, continued to project his authority over neighbouring territories, against which he launched a succession of predatory raids aimed at the securing of plunder with which he could maintain his position as a ‘good king’ to his warriors. The bubble, however, burst in the reign of Eochaid’s son, Domnall Brecc (‘Freckled’ or ‘Spotty’ Donald). Although he possessed the drive and ambition of his forebears, he had none of their luck. His reign is recorded in a catalogue of five battles between 622 and 642, two in Ireland, in which he lost control over his family’s homeland, and three on the Scottish mainland, in the last of which, against the Strathclyde Britons, he was defeated and killed. Domnall’s death brought the aggressive expansionism of the Cenél nGabráin to an abrupt end. It also ended the Cenél nGabráin’s monopoly on power, for over the next century they were challenged for the kingship by successive heads of Cenél Loairn and by a rival segment of their own kindred, the Cenél Comgaill. It is hard to avoid the impression from this period that Dál Riata had dissolved into a series of petty and rival kingdoms, one or other of which, from time to time, succeeded in imposing its domination over the rest. In the 670s and 680s, the dominant force were the Cenél Loairn, whose ruler, Ferchar Fota, is recorded as ‘king of Dál Riata’. His war-band, however, was routed by the men of Strathclyde in 678 and it seems improbable that he maintained control over all of Argyll down to his death in 697. This ebb and flow of power continued into the eighth century, with the Cenél Loairn, under their king, Selbach, again achieving a brief mastery in the early 720s. By this date, Scottish divisions and weakness had attracted the attention of Dál Riata’s powerful neighbours, and from the 720s the kingdom was drawn increasingly into the orbit of the Picts.


In 741, Unuist mac Uurguist, or Óengus I mac Fergusa, to give him the Gaelic form of his name, the all-powerful Pictish king, sent his war-bands into Dál Riata and, having defeated its rival kings, imposed his overlordship over the Scots. As Unuist’s name indicates, the boundaries between Pict and Scot were already blurred, and there are strong arguments in favour of the ruling elite of Pictland already having been essentially Gaelic and Gaelicised in character, but this should not hide the fact that the Scots had been defeated and subjugated by a hostile foreign power. Periods of independence were intermittent and brief. In the 770s, Áed Find, who in 768 had won a victory over the Picts in Strathearn, restored some kind of unity to the Scots, but after his death in 778 it appears that Pictish overlordship was restored, albeit in the form of a dynasty of Dál Riata origin. Indeed, it seems that these half-Pictish half-Gaelic kings also held the kingship of Dál Riata into the ninth century, with the heads of the Dál Riata cenéla reduced to the status of subordinate clients. By the 830s, it appeared certain that Dál Riata would be absorbed wholly as a province into the increasingly powerful Pictish kingdom, but in 839 the Pictish ruling line was eliminated in a single battle against the Danes. Out of the wreckage stepped Cináed mac Alpín, an obscure Cenél nGabráin dynast, who in the 840s succeeded in imposing his lordship over Pictland and began the creation of the Picto-Scottish kingdom that we know as Alba.
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The Pictish Kings c.550–c.848


Despite several decades of research, the Picts – the inhabitants of most of what we now call Scotland north of the Firth of Forth – are still a problematic people. The problems do not surround the origins, culture and society of the Picts: much of the old mythology built on the idea of a mysterious people who appear from nowhere and then equally mysteriously vanish into the mists of history, leaving only a legacy of inscrutable carvings and indecipherable inscriptions, has been swept away in the light of more recent archaeological discoveries. Instead, they centre on the difficulties of establishing a coherent narrative history for the Pictish kings before the later eighth century. Part of this difficulty lies in the bewildering labyrinth of the succession to the Pictish kingship, with usually no clear links evident between the holder of that kingship, his predecessors or successors. To some scholars, this characteristic has been seen as evidence for a system of matrilinear succession, where the kingship was transmitted through the female line to sons of women of the ruling kindred, but for others it is simply a sign of the political fragmentation of Pictland, with a variety of territorial kindreds vying for control of an over-kingship. It is, as yet, an unresolved dispute.


In the past, the possibility of a unique succession system and other seemingly exotic characteristics led to the suggestion that Pictish society contained a significant element of a much older culture, pre-Celtic and possibly representing the survival of traditions that dated back to the Bronze Age or earlier. We can, however, now say with confidence that the Picts were culturally a Celtic people, whose language was related to that of the Britons of southern Scotland and whose material culture was largely indistinguishable from that of their neighbours. In short, they are the descendants of the tribesmen who opposed Agricola’s legions in the 80s AD and Septimius Severus in the early third century. By the 190s, the earlier patchwork of rival tribes had coalesced into larger confederations. Two of these, known in Roman records as the Mœatae and Caledonii, fought against Rome in the period 196-211, while in the fourth century we hear of two groups of Picts named Verturiones and Dicalydones. It has often been assumed that these groups are largely interchangeable, with Verturiones being an alternative name for the Mœatae and so forth, but this is far from certain. Place-names suggests that the Mœatae were located in the Stirling area – Myot Hill near Denny and Dumyat, the westernmost summit of the Ochil Hills, representing modern forms of Mœatae – while the Verturiones, whose name may later be represented by the Pictish Fortriu, a kingdom centred on lower Strathearn, can be positioned to their north and east, beyond the Ochils. Roman sources simply locate the Caledonii or Dicalydones ‘beyond’ the Mœatae, a hopelessly vague description that has seen them being labelled as the inhabitants of the mainland north of the mountain massif of the Cairngorms and the Mounth. Yet, what place-name evidence we have, such as Dunkeld and Schiehallion – the fort and the sidhe or ‘fairy hill’ of the Caledonians – would locate them in Strathtay and the river valleys feeding into it. Such a location, too, is ‘beyond’ the Mœatae and Verturiones. The issue, however, is further clouded by the writings of an early eighth-century Northumbrian monk, Bede, who described the Picts as being divided into two groups, those who lived ‘on this side of the mountains’ and those who lived beyond them. This bipartite division, usually presented as northern and southern divisions, has been seized upon as evidence for the continuation of the earlier groupings represented by Verturiones and Dicalydones in particular, and has been built into an elaborate theory of kingdoms of Northern and Southern Picts. Beyond the naming of one king, Bridei mac Máelchú, whose stronghold near Inverness was visited by Columba, however, there is no evidence that such a northern kingship ever existed. Indeed, from the later sixth century onwards, it is clear that the heart of the Pictish kingdom lay in the area represented by the later counties of Angus, Perthshire and Fife, and it is here that the men known to history as ‘king of the Picts’ were based.


The earliest recorded Pictish kings are little more than names in lists. The first to appear as something more is Bridei mac Máelchú, who flourished between c.555 and c.584. He occurs in Adamnán’s Life of Columba as the king to whose court the saint travelled in the early 560s on what seems to have been primarily a diplomatic mission. Bridei is recorded to have inflicted a crushing defeat on the Scots of Dál Riata in c.559, a defeat that may have resulted in the death of their king, Gabrán mac Domangart, the exile of his son, Áedán, and the subjection of the Scots to Pictish overlordship. Bridei’s success won him the title rex potentissimus, ‘most powerful king’, from Adamnán, writing over a century after the king’s death. Little more is known of his acts, but Adamnán provides some important information concerning his lifestyle and court. Bridei, and most of his people, were pagan, and one of Columba’s objectives was to win his protection for Christian missionaries within his domain. His power reached to Orkney, for a sub-king of Orcc is recorded as being present at Bridei’s court. The king’s main adviser was a druidic priest named Broichán, who exercised great influence over Bridei and his nobles, and who remained an implacable foe of Columba’s. The king’s court was in a strongly fortified hillfort, at the heart of which stood the royal ‘house’ or hall, where Bridei met with his counsellors and where ceremonial feasting would have taken place. Bridei, however, did not meet with Columba in the hall, but went to meet him in the open, for it was believed that the saint was a powerful wizard and that it was more difficult for magic to work in open sunlight than in a closed chamber. When all this is put together, we are provided with an image of a powerful warrior king, whose authority, based on his position as the head of a society dominated by a pagan priesthood on one hand and a warrior aristocracy on the other, stretched from Argyll to Orkney.


After Bridei, the picture descends once again into confusion. There is some evidence that kings such as the Scot Áedán mac Gabráin of Dál Riata and Neiton and Beli, kings of Strathclyde, established some kind of overlordship over the Picts and that some may, indeed, have ruled as joint kings. From the 650s, the dominant power in the British Isles was Northumbria – which consisted of all of what is now England north of a line from the Humber to the Mersey and a large part of Scotland south of the Forth-Clyde line – and the Northumbrian king, Oswiu, succeeded in establishing his mastery over the Picts. From 653 to 657 he imposed his nephew Talorgen, son of Eanfrith, as king over the Picts and, after a military offensive in the 660s to reconfirm his control over them, established a second puppet, Drest. In 672, however, following Oswiu’s death, Drest was expelled by the Picts and a new king, Bridei mac Beli, the uncle of Dyfnwal, king of Strathclyde, took the throne. This reversal brought a savage response from the new Northumbrian king, Ecgfrith, who in 672 inflicted a crushing defeat on the Picts, slaughtering their army and forcing Bridei to acknowledge his overlordship. In 685, however, Bridei gained his revenge when his army annihilated Ecgfrith and the cream of his warriors at Dunnichen or Nechtansmere at Letham near Forfar. For an all too brief period, now, the Britons and their Pictish satellites dominated the north.


After Bridei mac Beli’s death in 693, there was a fresh Northumbrian challenge for the mastery of Pictland, but that was halted in its tracks by the victory of the new king, Bridei mac Derile, in battle in 698. Bridei was succeeded in 706 by his brother Nechtan mac Derile, but the Pictish successes of the previous twenty years did not continue. Nechtan’s reign did not progress auspiciously. In 711 his army suffered a crushing defeat at the hands of the Northumbrians, and the Picts again submitted to some degree of Northumbrian overlordship. The defeat may have opened up the fault lines within the Pictish kingdom, for two years later Nechtan’s brother Cináed was killed in an internal power struggle, and in the same year Nechtan imprisoned his kinsman Talorgen mac Drostan, who may already have been sub-king of Atholl. One factor in these disputes was the attempt by one dynastic segment to monopolise power in its hands, a move resented bitterly by other leading kindreds who considered that they had a right to seek the kingship. These crises drove Nechtan into a deeper dependence on Northumbria, whose ecclesiastical influence was reasserted over the Pictish Church by 717 when the king expelled the clergy linked to Columba’s monastery at Iona from his kingdom. The crisis within Pictland, however, deepened rather than eased and in 724 Nechtan was driven from his throne and forced into a monastery by Drest, the head of one of the rival lineages. That, however, was just the beginning of the struggle, for in 726 full-blown civil war erupted when Nechtan came out of his ‘retirement’ and attempted to regain his throne. Drest defeated and captured Nechtan, but later in the year was himself defeated and deposed by a third contender, Alpín. A further complication was added the following year when Unuist mac Uurguist, or Óengus mac Fergusa, a man evidently of Gaelic ancestry but described as king of Fortriu, entered the contest and inflicted three defeats on Drest; in 728 he triumphed over Alpín too. Unuist’s victory may have persuaded Nechtan mac Derile to make another bid for power, and later in 728 he totally defeated the weakened Alpín and resumed the kingship of the Picts. In 729, however, Nechtan was challenged by Unuist, defeated and driven for a final time into monastic life, where he died c.732. Having dealt with Nechtan, Unuist now turned to Drest, who still controlled a war-band, and defeated and slew him in battle. This victory marked the beginning of a Golden Age of Pictish power, albeit under a man of apparently Dál Riata background.


The reign of Unuist mac Uurguist marked a new high tide of Pictish might, charted in the records by a catalogue of battles and acts of violence. Having thoroughly crushed all opposition to him from rival potentates, he embarked on an aggressive policy of extending his authority beyond the bounds of Pictland. His first ambitions in the direction of Dál Riata, led by his son Talorgen, were defeated heavily in 731. In 736, as the internal disputes within the kingdom of the Scots escalated, Unuist himself led an invasion of Dál Riata that resulted in the capture and sack of the citadel of Dunadd, the capture of two of King Selbach’s sons and the devastation of the land. His next victim was Talorgen mac Drostan, the ruler of Atholl, who had been an opponent of Nechtan mac Derile’s as long ago as 713. His kingdom was an area of Gaelic settlement that bordered to the north Unuist’s own power centre in Fortriu. The annals record laconically in 739 the drowning of Talorgen by Unuist. Two years later, Unuist’s power reached a new high point when he again invaded Dál Riata, defeating and slaying its king, Indrechtach, in a battle that the annals described as the ‘smiting’ or ‘overthrow’ of Dál Riata. All the evidence suggests that the Scots were reduced to the status of tributary vassals.


This spread of Pictish power was of major concern to the Britons of Strathclyde, who must have felt threatened by the extension of Unuist’s might around their northern and western borders. In 744 there was the first in a series of wars between the Britons and Picts, culminating in 750 in a crushing defeat for the latter at the hands of Tewdwr, king of Strathclyde, which saw the death of Unuist’s brother Talorgen mac Uurguist. We know little about the consequences of this battle, but it seems that for the two years until his death in 752 Tewdwr succeeded in imposing his overlordship over the Picts, and Unuist’s over-kingship may successfully have been challenged from within Pictland. The annals link the death of Tewdwr in 752 to a brief civil war in Pictland which saw Unuist defeat a certain Bridei mac Máelchú, a link which implies that Bridei was dependent on Strathclyde. Unuist regained the over-kingship and in 756 sought to take his revenge on Strathclyde. In alliance with Eadberht of Northumbria, the Picts invaded Strathclyde, captured and sacked Dumbarton and forced Dyfnwal map Tewdwr into a humiliating submission. The Britons won a quick revenge, cutting to pieces the booty-laden Pictish army as it returned to Fortriu, but this stinging reprisal did not seriously undermine Unuist’s power. When he died in 761, probably aged over seventy, he was still the greatest power in the north.


Pictish power declined abruptly after Unuist’s death and by 768 Dál Riata, under Áed Find, had shaken off their mastery and succeeded in defeating the Pictish king, Cináed, in Fortriu itself. Again, the decline resulted in a succession of challenges for power between rival kindreds within Pictland. In 789, the then reigning king, Conall mac Tadc, was defeated by a certain Castantín mac Uurguist, a man of probable Dál Riata origin and possibly the nephew of Áed Find. Conall escaped and succeeded in holding on to some semblance of power until about 807, when he was killed in Kintyre and Castantín’s reign was considered to have begun. Castantín represented something new, a Gaelic kindred that was determined to keep power within its own hands and freeze the other major Pictish kindreds out of any contention for the throne. Furthermore, whereas past rulers of Pictland had ruled Dál Riata through vassals or dependent kinsmen, Castantín clearly ruled both territories as king. It seems then that around forty years before the traditional date at which Cináed mac Alpín (Kenneth mac Alpin), king of Dál Riata, took the kingship of the Picts, the major migration east of the Scots had already begun and that from soon after 800 Pictland was ruled by a succession of Gaelic-speaking Scots.


The migration of the Scots appears to have been linked to the intensification of Viking raids on the western coast and islands of Scotland, raids that had seen the burning of Iona in 795, 802 and 806. The eastward shift in Scottish power was intended to be more than just a foreign warlord imposing his over-kingship on a defeated people, for Castantín was clearly building a firm base for his new regime. From 807 until his death in 820, Castantín fostered ties with the Church in Pictland, especially the monastery at St Andrews, which was developed as the major cult centre of the new monarchy that was being constructed. The mac Fergus lineage may have been working closely with the Church to develop its image and authority. Castantín’s name, the Gaelic form of the Latin Constantinus, may have been part of this process. It is perhaps no accident that this, the name of the first Christian emperor of Rome, was adopted into a lineage that was to display remarkable pretensions as a renewer of Christian life in its kingdom and which had a considerably exalted view of its own status. The process continued under his brother and successor, Óengus II mac Fergusa, who appears to have been responsible for the foundation of a new monastery at Dunkeld, to which relics of the great saint of Dál Riata, Columba, were eventually brought following the abandonment of Iona in the face of increasing Viking attack. Óengus, in cooperation with the senior clerics of his kingdom, who were in regular contact with the European Frankish empire of Charlemagne and his sons, developed an increasingly sophisticated view of his kingship. The principal symbol of this was his palace complex at Forteviot in Strathearn, south of Perth, from which only a few fragments of sculpture remain that may have been modelled on the Carolingian palaces at Aachen and Maastricht. Placed in the heart of Fortriu in lower Strathearn, amongst the richest farmland in his kingdom, the palace was at the core of a ‘ritual’ landscape that incorporated already ancient prehistoric remains – now only visible from the air as cropmarks – along with new monuments such as the Dupplin Cross, richly carved with the symbols of biblical royal power. At the time of his death in 834, Óengus had established his kingdom as the premier force in the northern British Isles.


While the mac Fergus dynasty had unmistakably Gaelic roots, it appears to have sought to accommodate its Pictish subjects and, indeed, to have adopted many Pictish characteristics. One aspect of this may be seen in the naming of the male members of the ruling house, with Castantín’s younger son, who apparently succeeded Óengus in 834, being given the Pictish name Drest. This ‘Picticising’, however, should not be overstated, for Drest’s successor, Óengus’s son, had the decidedly Gaelic name Eóganán. Where this hybridised dynasty would have led the kingdom of the Picts and the Scots is, however, a matter of conjecture, for the experiment was terminated abruptly in 839. It is with remarkable understatement that an Irish annal for that year notes that ‘a battle was fought by the gentiles [Vikings] against the men of Fortriu, and in it fell Eóganán, Óengus’s son, and Bran, Óengus’s son, and Áed, Boanta’s son; and others fell, almost without number.’ In a single battle with Danish raiders, the male membership of the mac Fergus line had been eliminated. Their slaughter, however, did not mark the end of the Pictish state, for although the traditional histories suggest that Eóganán’s successor was Cináed mac Alpín, who was to emerge by c.840 as king of the Scots of Dál Riata, the Pictish king lists show that he was probably opposed by a short-reigned succession of rulers, possibly descended from a female line of the mac Fergus kings, all of whom appear to have met violent ends within the space of six years. The first of the line, Uurad mac Bargoit, who may be commemorated in an inscription at St Vigean’s in Angus, died in 842, the year in which Cináed began his conquest. Uurad’s sons, Bridei (d. 842), Kineth (d. 843) and Drest (d. 848), followed him in succession, possibly ruling a rump territory restricted to eastern Perthshire and Angus. It seems that Cináed’s kingship may not have been secure until the elimination of the last of these rivals and that the year 848 rather than the traditional earlier dates marks the confirmation of his power, for in 849 the relics of Columba were brought to the monastery of Dunkeld in a symbolic transfer of Gaelic Dál Riata power from Argyll to the heart of Pictish territory. Although neither Cináed nor the Picts may have recognised it, a new entity was coming into being.
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