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In memory of my Auntie Anne,


Annie Hutton Numbers, MA, BSc, PhD, 1897–1988,


one of the ‘spinster generation’.
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Without her unfailing guidance and encouragement in my early life I would have achieved very little.
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INTRODUCTION


THE ABERDEEN WE know today evolved from two distinct settlements surrounded by small villages, now all incorporated into the city. The two main settlements were very different.


To the north, by the River Don, a town grew up which we now call Old Aberdeen; this developed as a centre for Christianity and learning. St Machar, a disciple of St Columba, brought Christianity here about the year AD 580. Tradition tells that Columba told Machar to travel from Iona across Scotland until he came to a place near the sea and close to a river which flowed in the shape of a bishop’s staff. Certainly, the place where he chose to settle and build his simple church was less than a mile from the North Sea and on land close to the River Don, where he is believed to have performed baptisms. Today, the Cathedral Church of St Machar stands on the same site. One of the world’s oldest granite cathedrals, most of the present building dates from the 1300s and early 1400s. It was here in Old Aberdeen, in 1495, that Bishop William Elphinstone founded a university for the north of Scotland. King’s College, named after King James IV who supported the university financially, was an important part of what became a prosperous burgh. Today, it is the main campus for the University of Aberdeen, with 500-year-old King’s College Chapel very much at its heart.


Meanwhile, to the south, the estuary of the River Dee provided a natural harbour. In 1136, King David I granted the bishops and clergy of Old Aberdeen the right to demand dues or taxes from the ships using the harbour. The port ensured the town’s growth and prosperity and attracted merchants, traders and shipbuilders and also Vikings, pirates – and the English! It was here in this merchant and trading town that Aberdeen’s second university was founded in 1593. Named Marischal (say it ‘marshall’) College after its founder George Keith, the Earl Marischal of Scotland, it was a Protestant rival for the Catholic King’s College in Old Aberdeen. For centuries, Aberdonians have been proud to boast that their city had two universities at a time when there were only two in the whole of England, at Oxford and Cambridge, albeit each had several colleges.
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Cathedral Church of St Machar, Old Aberdeen. (Author’s collection)




ROYAL THIEVERY!
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Around 450 years ago, with the future King James VI (later James I of England) still an infant, the Regent, the Earl of Moray, sent his henchmen to Old Aberdeen. Their instructions were to take the lead from the roof of the old Roman Catholic St Machar’s Cathedral, then disused and neglected. The Regent planned to sell the lead to raise funds to pay his army. His men took not only the lead but also the huge bronze bells from the great central tower. All this booty was carried to Aberdeen Harbour and loaded onto a ship. But no sooner had the vessel sailed, than a huge storm blew up and the ship sank to the bottom of Aberdeen Bay. It is said it still lies there today with its cargo intact because it rests at the outflow of the city’s old Victorian sewage system!
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Aberdeen benefited greatly from its natural resources – fish from the sea and rivers, produce from its hinterland and high-quality granite. This fine silver stone was used not only for buildings, bridges and mansions throughout the city, the base of the famous Bell Rock Lighthouse and the piers of the Forth Rail Bridge, but was also sent farther afield – to London for the Embankment, Waterloo Bridge and the Cenotaph, and to Paris for L’Opéra.


‘Town’, the trading port, and ‘Gown’, the University and Old Aberdeen, developed an even closer relationship. First, in 1860, the two universities united to form the University of Aberdeen, then in 1891 Old Aberdeen and New Aberdeen came together under one Town Council. Old Aberdeen’s beautiful Georgian Town House was no longer needed.


Like many other British cities, as Aberdeen expanded it absorbed nearby villages, including Woodside, Fittie (sometimes called Footdee), Ferryhill and more recently Cove Bay, Bucksburn, Dyce, Cults and Culter. Unlike most other cities, however, Aberdeen has always been inextricably linked to its hinterland, not only the Aberdeenshire of old but also the other counties which now make up the administrative area of Aberdeenshire – the Mearns/Kincardineshire, Buchan and Banffshire. During the 1860s and ’70s, the rebuilding of the Town House in New Aberdeen included a shared meeting hall. Known as the Town and County Hall, this was used both by Aberdeen Town Council and Aberdeen County Council. This shared facility was the result of a plan to save money – perhaps it was one of many things which gave rise to the stories about Aberdonians being mean?


During the two world wars, Aberdeen, its important harbour, shipyards and engineering works were targets for enemy attack. Today the city is of vital importance to the offshore oil and gas industry. Aberdeen Harbour Board, the UK’s oldest business, founded in 1136, has invested heavily to create a world-class port which supports and supplies offshore rigs and platforms in the North Sea and beyond. This, together with investments by the City Council, Aberdeen International Airport, the University of Aberdeen and The Robert Gordon University, has encouraged global oil and gas companies to make Aberdeen their North Sea base. As a result, Aberdeen is now known as Europe’s Offshore Oil Capital.


The chapters which follow can only scratch the surface of the history of this proud city. Aberdeen has long been a city of commerce and trade but, with its hinterland, it has seen more than its fair share of bloodshed, intrigue and tales of heroism and derring-do. Illustrations include present-day photographs of some of the locations mentioned. Open your eyes when you explore Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire today – much of the past is still here to be seen and experienced.




8200–500 BC


EARLIEST TIMES


ABERDEEN AND ITS hinterland have been inhabited for at least 10,000 years. Recent excavations at Crathes, west of Aberdeen, revealed remains of what is believed to be the world’s earliest calendar, created over several hundred years, starting in 8200 BC.


The first people who settled the area lived on the banks of the Rivers Dee and Don, which flow into the North Sea at Aberdeen. The area was covered by dense forest and so rivers and riverbanks were important for travel, the prehistoric equivalent of our roads and railways today. These early Mesolithic settlers would have used them to travel across the area with the seasons in their hunt for food. They ate what the land and water provided: ripe plants, berries and shellfish and they hunted wild animals and fish with their primitive weapons of flint and wood. Archaeologists have found pieces of flint and charcoal from this period near the River Dee at Crathes as well as traces of holes for wooden posts. These show that the Mesolithic people cleared areas of forest where they built settlements of small round huts.


Over the next 2,000 years farming gradually developed and spread across Europe. The new settlers who arrived on the banks of the Dee and Don about 6,000 years ago brought seeds to plant wheat and barley crops, as well as domestic animals.


These Neolithic, or New Stone Age, people also brought more advanced building techniques. In the 1970s, aerial photographs showed outlines in a field at Balbridie on the south bank of the Dee between Aberdeen and Crathes. Excavations provided exciting results – the foundations of a huge timber building more than 24 metres long and 13 metres wide, which would have had a roof 8.5 metres high. Inside, it had been divided by partitions providing communal living space for a family group and a grain storage barn, where thousands of grains of emmer wheat and barley were found. Though the first of its type to be excavated in Britain, the foundations were similar to those found previously in Central Europe and provided the first clue to the origins of these early farmers.


These New Stone Age people also left their mark around Aberdeen in the form of burial monuments. They lived in extended family groups and their dead were buried together in large communal chambers or tombs, which were used for long periods before finally being sealed. Some were rectangular or wedge-shaped and sealed with earth and turf, which was scraped up rather than dug up, and are called Long Barrows today. Others, known as Long Cairns, were sealed by covering them with piles of boulders to form a cairn, although some are now overgrown with turf. Some were built on hilltops, easily seen from the surrounding countryside or from the sea. Others were built on lower-lying terraces by the rivers. All are huge – up to 80 metres long, 28 metres wide and 2.5 metres high. Over a period of about 2,000 years, some were altered and extended. Long Barrows and Long Cairns can still be seen in many locations in and around Aberdeen.
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Full-scale reconstruction of a Burial Kist by Dr Sue MacLaughlin-Black. (Photo taken with kind permission of the Grassic Gibbon Centre, Arbuthnott)


Towards the end of this period, about 4,500–5,000 years ago, ritual ceremonies were held in circular meeting places called Henges. These were level areas encircled by ditches with an outer bank of earth and were reached by a single, easily defended access or causeway through the bank and over the ditch. Today, we can only guess at the nature and meaning of the rituals held within these Henges.


The Beaker People, given that name because of their beaker-style pottery, came to north east Scotland about 4,500 years ago from what is now the Netherlands. Their dead were buried in individual graves with the corpse laid on its side with its legs drawn up. The grave was therefore quite small, only about 1 metre long. These are called Short Cists or Kists and were sometimes covered by a round cairn of stones – several of these can still be seen today in and around Aberdeen. Some Short Cists contain urns with cremated human remains. Also buried with these bodies were their distinctive pottery beakers and sometimes copper and bronze tools. However, it was the descendants of the Beaker People who really developed metal working skills, first in bronze and later in iron. This made tools and weapons much more efficient and gave rise to the Bronze and Iron Ages.


Around 4,000 years ago, the early Bronze Age people were responsible for constructing a large number of stone circles in north east Scotland. About a tenth of all the stone circles in Britain today are to be found in this area. Although those found here are relatively small, around 15 to 20 metres across, building them would have taken a huge amount of time and manpower. Stones were quarried and shaped with stone tools and moving each stone, even over flat ground, would have needed rollers underneath and two men for each tonne the stone weighed – some were around 24 tonnes! As most of these circles were set on high ground, many men would have been needed to manoeuvre the stones uphill and into position. Some would push, while others would move the rollers from the back to the front, so that the forward and upward momentum could be maintained.
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Recumbent stone and flankers. (© Crown Copyright reproduced courtesy of Historic Scotland www.historicscotlandimages.gov.uk)
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Easter Aquhorthies Stone Circle, near Inverurie. (Author’s collection)




WERE THE STONE CIRCLES PLACES OF SACRIFICE?
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Why were these circles built? Were they used for rituals relating to death, ancestor worship or rites linked to the sun and the moon? Even within recent living memory, many people believed they were places of sacrifice where animals and perhaps even virgins were killed as an offering! It is certainly easy to imagine this when looking at the huge, altar-like recumbent slabs. However, today all have a peaceful unthreatening atmosphere and, as the sun and moon rise behind the recumbent at particular times of year, probably they were no more than a primitive form of calendar.
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Stone circles found in and around Aberdeen are different from those elsewhere in Britain, for they have a flat-topped ‘recumbent’ stone, usually on the south west side. The upright stones were set in a circle, sometimes a flattened circle, and graded by height, with the tallest two on either side of a huge block laid on its side – the recumbent stone. Many circles were built around earlier burial sites, with small burial cairns and cremated remains at their centre.


Around 2,500 years ago, metalworking skills developed from bronze to iron, giving the name to this period – the Iron Age. Settlements were built behind defences for the first time, possibly because of the influx of people fleeing from the invading Romans. These defences were usually timber fences called palisades, banks and ditches or stone walls. Natural defensive features were also used and many settlements were built on hilltops or coastal promontories. Some, called Crannogs, were built on manmade islands in lochs. Ironworking skills also allowed the development of more effective weapons, including swords for slashing enemies from a high vantage point, such as the top of a wall or perhaps even from horseback.




AD 0–800


THE PICTS AND THE COMING OF THE ROMANS


AROUND 2,000 YEARS ago, the descendants of the Bronze and Iron Age peoples found themselves fighting to defend all they owned and all they knew. Their new enemies were the formidable Romans, with their highly trained, disciplined and battle-hardened army. The mighty Roman Empire had expanded its power base north into England and was now attacking the land they called Caledonia, which we know today as Scotland, and the natives, the Picts.


As the Roman Army and fleet moved north of the River Tay they encountered real resistance from these local tribes fiercely defending their native lands. By the year AD 83/84, the tensions and skirmishes led to a full-blown battle. History does not record a definite site for the Battle of Mons Graupius, although many historians believe it took place on the northern slopes of Bennachie. To the north west of present-day Aberdeen, this distinctive hill has six summits and is close to the eastern Grampian Mountains.


The invading Roman Army, under Gnaeus Julius Agricola, met the native defenders, partly on the hill slopes and partly on the flat land to the north. Roman historian Tacitus, writing the propaganda of the day to exaggerate the achievements of the Roman Army, tells us that several native tribes had united against them. He wrote that 30,000 men, led by Calgacus ‘the Swordsman’, were drawn up to meet the invaders. Although the Caledonians vastly outnumbered the Romans, their long slashing swords and chariots were no match for the invaders’ close-combat tactics, cavalry and battle experience. The highly disciplined Roman cavalry reduced the natives’ final advance to chaos, with wild-eyed, riderless horses and stray chariots rushing across the battlefield. The result was a decisive victory for the Romans. Thousands of natives – some reports say as many as 10,000 – were left dead or dying on the hillside, at the mercy of carrion crows and the wolves, lynx, bears and foxes which roamed Bennachie at that time.


With its mountainous terrain, few resources and savage natives, northern Caledonia was not a worthwhile prize for the Romans. The Gask Ridge wall and line of forts was constructed, following the natural barrier of the southern Grampian Mountains. This failed to keep the natives away from the civilised Roman settlements and Emperor Antoninus Pius ordered that a defensive wall be built farther south. Known as the Antonine Wall, it formed the north west frontier of the Roman Empire. The Romans never settled among the Picts but may have ventured north of the wall occasionally, probably to retain control. Marching camps and roads were constructed, including some quite close to Aberdeen, which the Romans knew as Devana. At Peterculter, now part of the western outskirts of the city, are the remains of a marching camp called Normandykes. Excavations near Stonehaven in 2012–13 revealed part of the Gask Ridge Wall.
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