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Introduction


Visitors to the Isle of Lismore ask so many questions. Why is the island so green, even in winter? Why are there no people in the south-east of the island? Why is there no centre of population with church, school and shop? Why are there two medieval castles on such a small island? What happened to the lime industry? When they get to know Lismore better they ask deeper questions, such as how the continuity of Gaelic was maintained on Lismore when it died out in so many small communities.


On their way to the island museum and café, they stop to look at what looks like a simple harled parish church, but this is what remains of the choir of the medieval cathedral of Argyll, turned back to front in a Victorian renovation. Inside they can find not only original architectural details of the cathedral but also monumental sculpture that is unique in Scotland. There are a few traces on the site of a much earlier Christian foundation – the Celtic monastery of Moluag, a contemporary of Columba; his blackthorn staff, 1,400 years old, is preserved by the Livingstone family nearby at Bachuil. Moluag came here because it was already an ancient centre of religion and authority. From near the church, the visitor can see the Iron Age broch at Tirfuir and two Bronze Age cairns, one at least associated with fire worship. A cup-marked stone lies at the highest point of the graveyard.


The aim of this book is to provide some answers to these questions, to describe and interpret the many prehistoric and historic sites and monuments on the island and to place them in the context of what was happening elsewhere in the British Isles and northern Europe. Because it covers the whole story from the earliest people, it can only sketch out each period, and there is ample room, and a real need, for more detailed studies. It would be good to know more about the MacDougalls (builders of the castles at Achinduin and Coeffin, and the cathedral), and the bishopric of Argyll, and there are opportunities for exploring life on the island from 1500 onwards from the extensive Argyll and Glenorchy archives. The most pressing need is for a history of the role of the island in fostering the Gaelic language, tracing the thread from the Book of the Dean of Lismore, through the many contributions of island ministers to the translation of the Bible and liturgy, and the collaboration between Rev. Donald McNicol and Duncan Ban McIntyre, to the astonishing collection of oral traditions by Alexander Carmichael. Indeed the thread did not end there: the daughter of Captain Eoghan Anderson published Measan Millis as an Lios, a collection of his Gaelic songs, in 1925, and the tradition of putting Gaelic words to music was carried well into the twentieth century by the MacDonald bards (Chapter 11).
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The Land


From the top of Cnoc Aingeal, the fire cairn of Lismore, you look northwards into the jaws of an Earth movement of unimaginable scale and age. Three blocks of crust, wandering over the surface of the planet, collided with such force that their edges crumpled upwards into mountains of Himalayan proportions. After many millions of years of erosion, only their roots survive as the modest mountains of the Scottish Highlands, Norway, Greenland and the Appalachians. But the collision had other important consequences for the area: as is happening today in California, and on the coast of Sumatra, the intense mechanical stresses caused the rocks to tear, or fault, and slip sideways in huge slabs. As a result of the greatest of these tears, the Great Glen Fault, the western rocks moved southwards in relation to the eastern rocks, in a long series of violent movements, so that the matching geologies of Strontian and Foyers finally ended up 65 miles apart. Even now, 400–500 million years later, aftershocks of these events are still being recorded as earthquakes in the Great Glen, the most recent in July 2014 near Fort William.


This crumpling, squeezing, twisting and heating somehow combined to lift up, into the middle of the Fault, a slice of ancient limestone that eventually would form Lismore, Shuna and many of the small islands and skerries. These rocks had been laid down in cold clear water at the South Pole, in the earliest days of life on Earth, before the appearance of forms that would give easily recognised fossils. Their rough handling in the crust caused the original layers to be contorted into complex curves, turned on end or completely overturned, and mixed at high temperatures with dark mudstones (slates and shales) to give the familiar hard grey marbly rock (Plate 1a). In places networks of cracks in the limestone have been filled with calcite or pure white quartz, while the high iron content of the original sediments is shown by crystals of pyrites, and red and orange staining of some cleaved surfaces. Later, the opening of the Atlantic Ocean brought different stresses. The crust was stretched this time, and it failed again, leaving wide cracks which, across much of Scotland, were filled with molten rock from volcanoes in the west. The Lismore cracks were infiltrated, under pressure and high temperatures, from great calderas of lava in Mull and Ardnamurchan. In some cases, the intruded rock proved to be more resistant than the limestone, giving the prominent natural dykes in the south of the island that look from the distance to be man-made walls (Plate 1b); elsewhere the rapid erosion of the new rock produced steep gulleys between limestone cliffs, running down to the sea.
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FIGURE 1.1 Map of Lismore and its surrounding areas.


This was not the end of the violence done to the Lismore rocks. A series of ice ages, which did not finish until around 10,000 years ago, cleared away any soils and vegetation that might have developed, effectively sterilising the area. At the height of the glaciation of Scotland, there was an ice cap on Rannoch Moor with glaciers moving outwards in all directions, grinding exposed rocks, deepening any existing valleys, and moving great quantities of rock debris on, in and below the ice. Erratic boulders of Etive granite, stranded high up on top of the limestone on Lismore (Plate 1c), show that the ice was flowing from the east, but it was turned towards the south-west by a glacier moving down the Great Glen, determining the orientation of the island glens and lochs. At the end of thousands of years of gouging and grinding, the ice began to retreat around 15,000 to 18,000 years ago, dumping on the polished surface a jumbled layer of mixed rock material of all sizes from clay, through sand and cobbles, to boulders.


Although the glaciers had started to retreat, it would be thousands of years before man made his appearance on the scene. The great weight of ice on the west of Scotland had actually pushed the crust downwards so that when the melting released vast quantities of water Lismore was almost completely inundated by the sea. Over many centuries the land rebounded slowly and the sea level on the island fell, but, from around 8,500 years ago, the process stalled, and the level remained around 10m above the present for as much as 3,000 years, giving time for the sea to carve prominent raised beaches, cliffs and caves (Plate 1d). After this, the rise of the land resumed to the present stable level, but there are areas of Scandinavia, freed of ice much later than Scotland, where the land is still rising at a measurable rate each year.


The unique limestone geology of Lismore and the surrounding islands has played a central part in making the story of the land and people quite different from that of other parts of Argyll and the West Highlands and Islands. Throughout historical times, and probably much earlier, farmers realised that there was something special about the soils of Lismore; the ring of duns, forts and brochs round the coast of the island looks suspiciously like a set of defences against Iron Age neighbours casting covetous eyes on their grain stores and fat cattle.


The soils of the north and west of Scotland are generally infertile because most of their starting materials – schists, quartzites and granites – are poor in nutrients, particularly calcium, and the climate is wet. Plants need to absorb calcium for healthy growth but lime is also important in counteracting the tendency for all soils to become more acidic as the drainage of water carries away soluble materials. Wet acid soils are difficult to cultivate: the acidity limits the range and yield of crops that can thrive and the biological activity of the soil is low, severely reducing the amount of nitrogen available from natural fixation by legumes such as clover, and soil bacteria. Traditionally, the communities of the West Highlands grew grain where they could, on favourable patches of well-drained soil, heavily manured with dung and seaware. But they relied for their income on rearing small black cattle, mostly on unimproved grassland, for sale to drovers who walked them south in great numbers to the annual sales at Crieff and Falkirk. They were in the business of exporting protein but two of the crucial inputs (plant nitrogen to build muscle and calcium to build bone) were severely limited by soil acidity. The great demand for Highland cattle, particularly after the Union of the Parliaments in 1707, was based on their hardiness and the quality of the meat.


The hard and slowly dissolving Lismore limestone did not contribute much mass to the island soils. Most of the raw material, from clay to boulders, was gathered by the ice from the lime-poor rocks to the east and north of the island, but since most of the soils are quite shallow, plant roots can grow down to the slowly dissolving rock and carry calcium upwards for eventual return to the soil surface in leaf litter. This circulation was particularly effective under the natural vegetation of hazel, elm, oak and ash, with little plant material taken away. Even after many centuries, with little or no agricultural lime added, some of the island soils under semi-natural grassland are still only slightly acidic, in the ideal range for productivity. The contrast with the rest of Argyll was at its most extreme at the time of the First Statistical Account in the 1790s, when the parish minister, Donald McNicol, reported that the Lismore tenants paid their rents in the form of grain and meal, rather than from raising livestock. Apart from shallow rocky and low-lying boggy areas, almost the whole of Lismore was devoted to raising bere barley and oats, with cattle and sheep banished beyond the head dyke or shipped to outlying islands during the growing season. The contrast is much less marked now, with grazing and silage production dominating as elsewhere in Argyll, but low light in winter reveals traces of former cultivation ridges everywhere on the island, even in the most unexpected, isolated places (Plate 2). Great piles of stone testify to the work done to clear the soil for the spade and plough.


The relative fertility of Lismore (Lios Mòr, ‘the great garden’) has made it an object of desire since the introduction of agriculture; the following chapters explore the conflicts for possession with invading Vikings and among the leading families in Argyll until it was absorbed into the Campbell (Argyll and Glenorchy) empire. Its fertility also had important implications for the ordinary people of the islands, for example in terms of human population growth, land tenure, and the high rents exacted by landowners.


Fertility brought one serious, chronic problem for the islanders. Even on Barr Mòr, the highest point, the limestone outcrops are interspersed with relatively fertile and well-drained soil, supporting grassland rather than heather and mosses, the raw materials for the development of peat. With much of the tree and scrub cover disappearing as more and more of the island was cropped or grazed, the supply of fuel for cooking and heating ran out. Before the advent of the coal boat, much of the time in the summer was spent in small open boats, transporting peat from the mainland or exploiting the woods of Kingairloch. These were arduous and hazardous enterprises. The alternative to the very limited peat banks was the organic-rich mud accumulating round the lochs, which islanders moulded into a far from satisfactory fuel with little fibre to bind the blocks. When the Rev. Dr John Walker visited in 1771 he found that handling and burning this greasy material in cottages with central hearths caused the islanders to have unique sallow complexions, quite different to those of the neighbouring natives of Mull.


Throughout history, seafarers have been very wary of the inhospitable rock-bound coast of the island and its outlying rocks, but the high incidence of wrecks round its coast was finally brought to an end when Robert Stevenson built the lighthouse on Eilean Musdile in 1833, followed by a range of other smaller lights and beacons. Small boats can be pulled up safely on pebbly beaches in various places and there is a sheltered rocky inlet at Sailean, but the geology of the island dictates where bigger boats can lie at anchor or be hauled out for maintenance. Only where the glaciers cut down into softer slates in the north-west can bigger boats find secure shelter; even here, the entry to the anchorage is guarded by hidden skerries and the bays are open to winds from the north. When, in the nineteenth century, the islanders exploited limestone as a valuable resource for export, the uniquely (for Lismore) muddy and sheltered Port Ramsay (Plate 3) was the principal harbour of the island, with several resident owners and masters of sailing smacks trading in coal and lime.


To a certain extent the geology of the island also dominated the pattern of settlement through the availability of drinking water. As in most limestone landscapes, the underlying rock is generally porous. Rainwater passing through the soil tends to be channelled into subterranean voids, and there are few sizeable burns. Many of the older farming townships were associated with ancient wells; where burns do occur, such as those draining the three freshwater lochs, they were harnessed for milling. Finally, where the rock cleaved naturally, it provided a suitable material for dry-stone building, at the domestic level, but also in grander and more complicated structures such as the Tirfuir broch, whose unmortared double walls may originally have risen to more than 10m (see frontispiece).
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The First People


Around 10,000 years ago, the ice finally disappeared, and northern Europe experienced many centuries of weather that was warmer than today. The young soils, not yet stripped of nutrients, were enriched with nitrogen by the first colonising plants, preparing the way for the early arrival of birch and hazel woodland, with willows in wetter areas. On Lismore, the pioneer woodland was succeeded on deeper soils predominantly by elm forest with oak, and alder slowly invaded the island wetlands. There was ample cover for the animals that were able to cross the Linn of Lorn, including brown bear, wolf, lynx, red deer, wild boar and smaller game. There was an abundance of fish in the sea and shellfish on the shore.


The people who moved into Scotland from around 7,000 to 8,000 years ago knew what they were doing. They were not driven by hunger or pressure of population, and their outdoor life was favoured by a warm dry climate. Hunting further and further into the new lands, they found opportunities for more settled living, and brought their families north and west. With thousands of years of experience of making their living near the edge of the ice, they had the skills, social structures and the mental flexibility to exploit the resources of the new wilderness. By dugout canoe or skin coracle, they spread out along the coast and the inner isles, moving in small family groups, living off the seasonal abundance in food (fish, shellfish, game, hazelnuts, berries). They had a toolkit that included fishing nets, hunting weapons, tools of stone and wood, a range of raw materials including skins, fibres, bone, antler and birch bark, and fire for cooking, heating, hunting and protection.


The fact that they soon reached more isolated islands such as Rum shows that they would have had no difficulty in crossing to Lismore but, because Mesolithic folk travelled light, possessing only what they could carry, they have left few traces on the island. Where caves have been reused many times throughout history, and the land intensively cultivated for hundreds of years, it is difficult to find the scattered fragments of stone and traces of shelters of wood and skin that would confirm their presence over 3,000 or 4,000 years. There are full accounts of archaeological excavations nearby (caves in Oban, enormous piles of shells and bones on Oronsay, other finds in Jura and Ulva), but the evidence for Lismore rests on largely undocumented digging in caves and shelters on Eilean Dubh, Eilean na Cloiche and Shuna. It was once thought that Mesolithic people were very thin on the ground in Scotland, but intensive surveys of Jura, Islay and Colonsay and the shorelines around Skye, looking for their characteristic microlithic tools of flint and other workable stone, have revealed that the resources along much of the coast were exploited at times during this long period of prehistory. It is likely that a similar search for suitable sites at the 10m shoreline on Lismore (running fresh water, caves, practical access to the shore and sea, shelter from prevailing winds), for example at Sailean and Port Ramsay, would provide similar evidence of long occupation. With a total population in Scotland probably numbering thousands rather than tens of thousands, it seems unlikely that Mesolithic folk would have had much impact on their environment, other than localised extinction of game species. However, charcoal in peat cores taken near Balnagowan Loch show that there was very early firing of the island vegetation, possibly by Mesolithic man.


More intensive population of the mainland and islands began from around 6,000 years ago with the coming of agriculture and more permanent settlements. In her dramatic recreation of the arrival of early farmers in Argyll, Marion Campbell draws on the fact that, worldwide and even until quite recently in some areas, hunter-gatherers and cultivators co-existed and possibly even cooperated, as long as their activities were not in conflict. The earliest Neolithic people on the western seaboard took their harvests from the sea and forest, as well as from farmed land, gradually relying more and more on crops (barley and primitive forms of wheat) and livestock, as the land was cleared. Archaeological excavation of an early site on Islay found that people were keeping sheep and collecting hazelnuts from the wild, and there is an unbroken hunter-gatherer approach to food from the sea to this day. Hunting and gathering on land would have become progressively more marginal as agriculture expanded.


Unlike in Orkney, where they built durable homes in stone, Neolithic folk in Argyll used earth, wood and other perishable materials. As a result, there are few traces of their presence on Lismore, where the surface of the land was thoroughly disturbed by the plough in later times. The first farmers turned to stone only to accommodate their dead. Chambered cairns for burials, the first concrete evidence of organised ritual and religion, are common throughout southern Argyll and Arran but uncommon north of Kilmartin. Perhaps there were fewer people of sufficient status to justify, or command, the amount of work involved. On a terrace of naturally well-drained land above Kilcheran Loch on Lismore, near the deserted settlement of Cloichlea, lie four great stones that appear, at first sight, to be the wreckage of a Neolithic burial chamber, with the capstone thrown aside (Plate 4). In fact, according to oral tradition, this was a great erratic (Cloich Liath – the grey stone) that was split apart in the nineteenth century, but not cleared from the field because of uneasy feelings about its value. The ritual importance of the original stone in the Neolithic period is confirmed by a series of simple cup marks on one of the fragments. There is a larger cup mark, known as the baptismal stone, in the kirkyard; another cup-marked stone was recovered during excavation at Tirfuir Broch, and it is likely that there are many more to be discovered. Two polished ceremonial axe heads of Appin stone (Plate 5a), dating from around 3,500 BC, have been found in different parts of the island, but there is also definite evidence of the activities of the first farmers in the peat cores taken at Balnagowan and Fiart lochs. The steep decline in tree pollen and the rise of grasses and cereals shows that settlers were making serious inroads into the woodland and scrub cover of the island by fire and axe.


Studies of the genetics of the people living in the British Isles have demonstrated that, even today, in spite of increasing mobility, those in the west and north of England, Wales and Scotland generally belong to the same population, originating with the first farmers, or possibly even earlier settlers. The early Irish chroniclers, writing first around the sixth century AD, referred to the main population of Ireland and the native tribes of what would be northern Scotland jointly as the Cruithne. This name has caused a great deal of controversy among prehistorians, including the unlikely theory that the original people of Ireland were Picts. In reality, Cruithne may simply be the early Gaelic form of ‘Briton’, referring to the common origin of the peoples.


Looking more widely, it appears that the people of the Atlantic fringe, from Spain to Scotland, have been there from the beginning, and that the major changes in technology, language and ritual that occurred over many centuries arrived by cultural diffusion, probably assisted by small-scale immigration (for example, of potters, metal workers and stone carvers). Much later there were major intrusions of other groups (Germanic people/Angles and Saxons in the east up to the Firth of Forth in Scotland; Scandinavians in the Danelaw of England and in the Northern Isles and Outer Hebrides in Scotland) but the people who moved from Northern Ireland into the West Highlands and Islands belonged to the same foundation stock. It is, however, important to be aware of the contributions of individuals, such as Somerled, from elsewhere (Chapter 5).


In the prehistory of the British Isles, therefore, change occurred mainly through the exchange of ideas, of necessities and luxuries, of tools, and of handcrafted goods. In Argyll, Neolithic people made their own fairly crude fired-clay containers but imported superior pottery. They traded for stone suitable for knapping into tools from Arran, Ireland and the Lake District, and items from further afield turn up in excavations. The early farmers in Lismore should, therefore, not be seen as an isolated group but as part of a continuous cultural highway (really a seaway) from the Aegean and Mediterranean via Spain, France and Ireland, to the west of Britain. Movement along the coast could be faster and safer than through the forested land, and less demanding than crossing the North Sea, which had filled to nearly its present area by 7,000 years ago. Lismore may well have played an important role as a branch point in this seaway, leading the way to the east coast of Scotland by the Great Glen. The importance of the movement and development of ideas during the Neolithic period can be seen in the architectural achievements at Callanish in Lewis, and in Orkney (the Ring of Brodgar and Maes Howe), constructed around 5,000 years ago.


By around 4,500 years ago, metal working had become established in the British Isles, based mainly on copper from North Wales and tin from the mines in Cornwall that supplied most of Europe. Although there is no evidence of metal working in Argyll at this time, over the following centuries an indigenous and creative industry developed elsewhere in Scotland, and both imported and more local bronze weapons and body ornaments begin to appear in increasing numbers. Around the same time there were very obvious changes in the way that the dead were treated and in the monuments set up as memorials or for other ritual purposes. The Bronze Age, which lasted for nearly 2,000 years in Britain, left some very obvious marks on Lismore.


Neolithic chambered cairns were opened up and reused for several burials but, some time before the arrival of the use of metal, came the idea of burying single bodies (presumably of an elite minority only) intact in a crouched position within a box of stone slabs (a cist), accompanied by a pottery vessel. Opinion is divided over whether the vessel held food and drink for the last journey. In later centuries, the body was incinerated before burial. Characteristic beakers with imprints of cords and food vessels of various shapes similar to those found in Ireland have been recovered from different sites in Argyll, but the two surviving examples of intact cists (without capstones) on the island, high up on Barr Mòr and Aon Garbh, were long ago robbed of their contents. A bronze-socketed axe from nearby on Barr Mòr (Plate 5b) is the only surviving Bronze Age find from the island. Three more broken cists have been identified at the cairn to the west of Kilcheran Loch (Druim an Uinnsinn), and in 1790 a burial of bones and ashes associated with a pottery vessel was uncovered near the Cnoc Aingeal cairn, but details of the site and the contents have been lost.


These five cists were not placed randomly in the landscape. They fall on the straight line of cairns which runs from the crest of the south of the island on Aon Garbh, above the deserted township of Achanard, to the summit of Barr Mòr, and to the north and west of Kilcheran Loch. Extending this line across the island shows that the standing stone on Eilean Musdile (lost during the building of the lighthouse) to the south, and the two great cairns (Cnoc Aingeal and Carn Mòr) at Clachan nearer the north end (Plate 7a), are also part of the Bronze Age alignment, nearly 10 miles long (Figure 2.1). Some, at least, of the cairns are kerbed and date from the later Bronze Age, and the only contemporary monuments on Lismore that are not on the alignment are three more cairns at Baligrundle. All have been robbed to some extent for dyke building, none has been systematically excavated to find out whether it contains a burial, and it is likely that others have been completely removed in more intensively farmed areas. Similar linear arrangements of monuments are found elsewhere in Lorn (Kilmore and Benderloch) and, most spectacularly, at Kilmartin, where the whole landscape is thought to have had a religious or ritual significance.


[image: Illustration]


FIGURE 2.1 Bronze Age monuments. The filled circles are cairns, the empty circles separate cists and S indicates the position of the standing stone on Eilean Musdile, lost during the building of the lighthouse.


It is almost impossible to interpret the religious concepts of pre-literate cultures, but there are important clues from elsewhere in northern Europe. For example, inscribed bronze razors from this period found in Denmark illustrate the importance of the cult of the sun and its daily passage across the sky. Stylised carvings show the sun pulled out of the sea to the east in the morning by a fish, transferred from its boat to a chariot, and drawn across the noon sky by a horse. (The gilded Trundholm Sun Chariot drawn by a bronze horse is possibly the most spectacular object in the prehistoric section of the Danish National Museum.) Later in the afternoon, the sun, returned to its boat, is drawn down to the underworld, and through the underworld from west back to east by a snake. In this mythology, the sun relies on four helpers: boat, fish, horse and snake. It is striking that, around the same period in Egypt, before the building of the main pyramids, the cult of Atum, the god of creation and the sun, involved the circulation of the sun in a boat and his struggle with the serpent in the underworld to move from west to east in the hours of darkness. In Greek Bronze Age mythology, Apollo was the god of light, who favoured high places. This all helps in understanding the Lismore alignment. The cairns are on the highest parts of the island, affording a clear perspective of the sky and the passage of the sun from east to west. Those buried in the cists were placed as near as possible to the sky, with breathtaking views on all sides, from Ben Nevis to Cruachan to Mull (Plate 1b).


As at Kilmartin, the direction of the alignment may have astronomical significance, or it may simply have been dictated by the lie of the land. What seems to be clear, however, is that the north end, around Clachan, had a particular significance in terms of ritual and power which has persisted into the modern world. Moluag chose his main monastic site to be in the shadow of Carn Mòr and not far from the pagan fire cairn, Cnoc Aingeal; it was the site chosen for the cathedral of Argyll; and it has played subsequent roles in terms of justice, execution and sanctuary over the centuries. Today it is the site of the parish church and the sole burial ground on the island.


Again, as at Kilmartin, there is little archaeological evidence on Lismore of everyday life, homes and farming during the Bronze Age, although there has not been a systematic search for hut circles on the island. The first clear signs of domestic life do not appear until later, with the appearance of Iron Age roundhouses, probably fortified family farms (Chapter 3). The assemblage of Bronze Age monuments on the island and their interrelationships are important for the understanding of the period in Scotland. It is regrettable that there has been so little systematic field work in the area.
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Iron Age Celts


Changes in the availability and quality of metal tools and weapons were central to the development of early societies, but the advance of technology was not a matter of steady progress. Prehistoric communities experienced many setbacks. For example, in some areas, the change from hunter-gathering to farming resulted in a decline in the quality of the diet and in the health of individuals but an increase in the number that could be fed. In a similar way, the fact that the properties of the iron produced in Iron Age Europe were inferior to those of the bronze indicates that the change to widespread use of iron happened for reasons other than technological advance. Nevertheless, it did have an important impact in placing lower-grade metal tools and weapons in the hands of many more people.


Pure copper is a soft metal, of little use to early man other than in jewellery or other ornaments, but alloying it with 5 per cent of tin and small proportions of other elements, particularly arsenic, to give bronze, transformed its properties. Copper ores and native copper metal are fairly widespread throughout the world, including small ore bodies in Argyll, but the only significant source of tin in prehistoric Europe was in Cornwall. Elsewhere there was mining of tin in Mesopotamia (where bronze metallurgy is thought to have begun) and Thailand. There were many advantages in the use of bronze for tools, containers, weapons, armour and ornaments: it is strong and hard, it is readily sharpened to a durable edge, it does not rust, and it can be smelted and cast at relatively low temperatures. However, the vulnerability of the trade in tin was probably the major factor in the switch to iron production.
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