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Map 1. Location of sites in Alba/Scotia
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Map 2. A reconstruction of the medieval parishes of Abertarff and Boleskine. The boundary between the two, together with the conjectural S-W boundary of Abertarff, is represented by the hashed lines. Black squares indicate davochs and on this map we can see two detached portions of two different davochs belonging to the parish of Dores.
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Map 3. The medieval parish of Laggan, with its davochs listed from A to Q, together with detached portions of some of those davochs, listed from C1 to Q1. Only two davochs in this parish (A and B) were of the ‘self-contained’ type.
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Map 4. The medieval parish of Kirkmichael with its eight ‘scattered’ davochs (A to H) and one ‘self-contained’ unit (I).
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Map 5. The medieval parishes of Cromdale, Advie and Inverallan. The thanage and parish of Cromdale comprised six davochs (A to F) and the boundary between Advie and Inverallan is represented by the dashed line.
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The offspring of the two marriages made by King Máel Coluim mac Donnchada to Ingibjorg and Margaret













Introduction



The period c.1000 to the 1120s may be one of the most crucial and one of the most interesting in ‘Scottish’ history yet it is also the least known about and researched. This is not the fault of historians but rather due to the paucity of the written sources that have been bequeathed to us in relation to the kingdom that emerged to dominate north Britain, known as Alba in Gaelic sources, Scotia in Latin. To place this paucity in context, historians of medieval Scotland only have a handful of fully authenticated charters that survive for the pre-1124 period and not all of these pertain to lands north of the River Tweed.1 In comparison, historians who work in the field of medieval English history have over 1000 charters surviving for the pre-1066 period.2 Yet the ‘Scottish’ material that does survive tells us enough to be able to make informed guesses about many of the political developments that occurred in north Britain during this c.120-year period and they shed some light on the shadowy personal relationships between many of the main actors in the political and cultural dramas that eventually led to the emergence of the medieval kingdom of the Scots.


Indeed, on one level it seems quite remarkable that a seemingly unified and unitary kingdom of the Scots emerged at all out of the four or five smaller kingdoms that once occupied north Britain before c.1100, and it should never be assumed that this was an inevitable outcome – just look at what happened in and to medieval Ireland and Wales. If trying to understand the processes that led to the emergence of the kingdom of the Scots was not complicated enough, it is equally difficult for a historian of medieval Scotland to pick a date and say, ‘this is when the kingdom of the Scots emerged’, or at least a version of Scotia acceptable to all living in that part of north Britain. This book will refer to this kingdom as ‘Alba’ until the time of the 1090s. After that time some of the earliest surviving charters indicate that the rulers of this emerging kingdom in north Britain regarded themselves as Rex Scottorum, even though this may just have been an intellectual concept that only existed in the minds of the upper tiers of society and government: one king reigning over a unified people who possessed a common identity. Unfortunately, there is still not a clear answer to the question of when the various peoples of seemingly different ethnic backgrounds that lived in north Britain decided that they actually were all ‘Scots’ and could happily live together ever after.


Was it, for example, following March 1058 when King Lulach mac Gilla Comgáin was killed by Máel Coluim mac Donnchada; or following 1130 when Oengus of Moray was killed at Stracathro; or was it the 1170s when the different ‘peoples addresses’ disappear from royal Scottish charters;3 or following 1230 when the last representative of the MacWilliam claimants of the throne was brutally murdered in Forfar; or after 1266 when the Treaty of Perth was agreed? It could just as easily have been after the 1315 Statute of Cambuskenneth, which redefined what it meant to be a land-holding Scot, or the wars of independence that fully shaped the identity of the medieval kingdom and the peoples who lived in it, the latter providing ‘Scots’ with engagement in prolonged conflict against a common enemy? Or is it just too uncomfortable for modern post-Braveheart Scots to accept King Edward I as the midwife of a medieval Scottish ‘nation’? Yet these are all secular political events. It could just as easily have been Cum universi, by which in 1189 the entire Scottish Church (except the see of Galloway) evaded the claims of primacy made by Canterbury and York, that laid the foundations of a medieval Scottish ‘nation’. In fact, the role of the Church in shaping a medieval nation of ‘Scots’ is probably greater than the contribution made by King Robert I.


We cannot, however, just talk about the political or ecclesiastic events that resulted in the merging of kingdoms to form the kingdom of the Scots, since that process might also have have entailed the combining of four or five different law codes, methods of taxation, cultures, trading mechanisms, and languages. There are additional conundrums: if the kingdom of the Picts covered a greater territory than any other kingdom in north Britain before c.900 why did their P-Celtic language fail to become the language of government? Equally, since Pictish failed to become the language of government, why did a Pictish system of land assessment and local taxation (the davoch) survive in use and across over 50 per cent of modern-day Scotland, and still appear in estate rentals as late as the 1930s? What were the processes by which we think Gaelic emerged as the dominant cultural language in north Britain given that the kingdom of Dál Riata virtually disappears from the primary sources in the late eighth century? Finally, when and why did people living in Strathclyde in the 1060s stop speaking a P-Celtic language likely to have been Cumbric, lose their ‘Welsh’ or ‘British’ identity, and become Scots?


But perhaps one of the most crucial political questions associated with this period is: when did the various peoples living in north Britain accept that the kingship of Alba should shift from being shared by the royal sub-branches within Clann Custantín meic Cináeda, and become the sole property of one sub-branch of that kindred, within which kingship was decided by primogeniture? Was there a dynastic key to this shift in policy or was it just fate that the other sub-branches of Clann Custantín meic Cináeda could not produce a suitably mature candidate for inauguration at those times when the kingship became vacant? How often can historians use the excuse ‘a lack of suitably mature candidates’ before the long-term inability of a royal segment to achieve inauguration suggests something more sinister?


This book is not going to answer all of these questions – there are just too many extensive gaps in our evidence base. The first chapter will lay the groundwork for the remainder of the book by describing the environment and other related factors in the period of 130 years or so after 1000, which will be followed by a section on historical geography. While our historical records range from non-existent to awful for this period, landscape studies in combination with palynology and the use of proxy-climate data represent other means of obtaining information through evaluating topics like land assessment and taxation, and looking at pollen records to determine what people were growing on the land even if we cannot yet tell who those people were and exactly when the various medieval agricultural revolutions reached Scotia. Within both this and the following chapter there are fairly extensive literature reviews. These have been deliberately included to demonstrate how currently popular historical theories, particularly those in relation to land assessment and Moray, have developed across time, and are useful exercises for highlighting flaws in those theories.


The second chapter will define Alba to the best of our current knowledge and this will provide a starting point for Chapter 3 that concentrates upon the expansion of Alba/Scotia between c.1000 and 1130. This third chapter also attempts to assess the scale of the new resources, both natural and human, that would have become available to the kings of Alba as their overlordship expanded across north Britain, and pays particular attention to the absorption of Moray and Strathclyde into Alba.


The following three chapters then chart the gradual domination of the kingship of Alba by just one branch of the royal kindred of Clann Custantín meic Cináeda, those fortunate enough to be descended from the second marriage of King Máel Coluim mac Donnchada to Queen Margaret. Other key themes examined in these chapters include the Church and foreign policy, both of which played a key part in the emergence of the twelfth-century kingdom of Scotia. This emergence, however, was not a quick or easy process and the question of the succession and its domination by just one branch of the royal kindred was not satisfactorily resolved until 1230 during the reign of King Alexander II.





 


1 Lawrie, Charters [ESC]; A. A. M. Duncan, ‘Yes, the earliest Scottish charters’, SHR, 78:1 (April, 1999), 1–38.


2 http://www.trin.cam.ac.uk/chartwww/eSawyer.99/eSawyer2.html Accessed 10 January 2010.


3 Kenji Nishioka, ‘Scots and Galwegians in the “peoples address” of Scottish royal charters’, SHR, 87, 2008, 206–32. Nishioka preferred ‘peoples address’ over ‘racial address’ because the latter has strong biological overtones.










CHAPTER ONE


The Rising Sun: Environment and Landscape, c.1000–c.1130


Because of concerns about global warming, sustainability, and other environmental issues modern-day Scots are being forced to engage with a lively energy debate. Can we, for example, afford to continue utilising nuclear power or should we be moving more quickly towards renewables, in the forms of onshore and offshore wind turbines and the development of machinery that can harness tidal power? How do we (or can we) balance the disposal of nuclear waste against the fundamental alterations of land use and landscape appreciation that wind turbines force? Can renewables alone supply enough power for future generations or will we be ultimately forced to build a new generation of nuclear plants?


A thousand years ago sourcing the energy requirements to survive must have seemed more straightforward, but life would have been infinitely more brutal if the main source of that power ever faltered. Like other medieval populations across Europe and elsewhere, the various peoples living in north Britain were wholly reliant upon solar energy and water power for their livelihoods and upon wood and (increasingly) peat for fuel. Unlike today’s society, however, our ancestors could not flick a switch to access power, so reliance upon the sun to ripen crops would have been much more crucial to the continued well-being of all communities from year to year. Whereas we could fly in food supplies for British supermarkets around the ash trail generated by the Icelandic volcanic eruption in spring 2010, historically such events in the northern hemisphere have frequently had quite devastating consequences for pre-industrial communities across Scotland that were dependent upon the sun, often resulting in widespread crop failure, a lowering of mean temperatures, a reduction in the length of the growing season, acid rains that killed crops, starvation, and ultimately death.1



Assessing the environment and economy of north Britain



Unfortunately, we have no contemporary historic climate data for north Britain between 1000 and 1130, but entries in the Irish Gaelic Annals for the same period provide a good indication of the wide range of hardships suffered by communities bordering the Atlantic Ocean. In these records are found extremes of climate, plagues, and livestock diseases (see Table 1.1).


Table 1.1 Entries in the Irish Gaelic Annals for the period between 1000 and 1130 indicate the wide range of hardships suffered by communities bordering the Atlantic Ocean.








	1008


	Severe frosts and snow from 8 January to 28 March







	1012


	An affliction of colic in Ard Macha and a great number died from it







	1037


	Very wet stormy weather this year







	1047


	A great snowfall this year from 8 December to 17 March the like of which was never experienced before, and it caused the death of many people and cattle and sea-birds and beasts







	1052


	A violent wind arose on 21 December and it broke down houses and woods







	1057


	A murrain of cattle and pigs







	1077


	In the above year sinech (cow pox?) viz. Many lumps afflicted the cattle vastly and even human beings used to contract them; A violent wind in the autumn of the above year and it greatly damaged the corn-crop.







	1092


	Very heavy frost, and snow, at the end of this and the beginning of the following year.







	1093


	A violent wind in the above year which sundered the grain from the corn and blew down numerous trees; A great pestilence i.e. a febrile in the above year which caused death to a large number of people







	1094


	Extremely bad weather throughout Ireland which gave rise to want







	1095


	Great snow fell after the first of January and killed men and birds and beasts; A great sickness in Ireland that killed many people, from the first of August until the following May







	1099


	A great epidemic throughout all Ireland







	1105


	Heavy snow this year and a great loss of cows, sheep, and pigs







	1107


	Much wet and bad weather this year, and it ruined the corn







	1109


	Heavy rain and bad weather in the summer and autumn







	1111


	Very bad weather in the form of frost and snow, and it inflicted slaughter on domestic and wild beasts







	1113


	And a great mortality in this year







	1115


	Extremely bad weather in the form of frost and snow from 28 December to 15 February, or a little longer, and it inflicted slaughter on birds and beasts and men, and from this great want arose throughout all Ireland, and particularly in Laigin







	1121


	A great wind came on 5 December . . . and wrought great destruction on woods throughout all Ireland







	1129


	A hot summer this year and the waters of Ireland dried up, and there was a great mortality of beasts and cattle.2











Given the prevailing weather patterns and regular contact between Ireland and the British mainland, some of the extreme weather events and plagues listed above may also have affected north Britain. A little closer to Scotland, the chronicler Walter Bower recorded an earthquake that rocked all of England on 11 August 1089 and this event was subsequently linked to a scarcity of produce. That same year, on 17 October, he recorded a gale in London that destroyed 600 houses. In England, between 1093 and 1095, he also recorded great floods and frozen rivers that resulted in the destruction of bridges, followed by a complete failure of agriculture, famine, and rapid loss of life.3 The extent to which these climatic events might have affected Alba is currently unknown so it is difficult to prove that they could have been a factor in the convoluted political intrigues that followed the death of King Máel Coluim mac Donnchada in 1093.


Growing awareness about historical north Atlantic weather patterns and information gained from proxy environmental data can also be used to supplement the kind of information that is derived from annals and chronicles. Greenland ice core data (GISP2) has been used to reconstruct relative changes in both air (the oxygen isotope record) and sea surface temperature across the north Atlantic. For example, the sea salt concentrations in the ice derive principally from north Atlantic sea salt that has been uplifted in moisture and transported to Greenland before being deposited in snowfall. Accordingly, temporal variations in sea salt concentrations in the ice represent a proxy record for past changes in north Atlantic storminess: essentially, increased storminess leads to more salt being deposited on the ice sheets. Plotted graphically, this data shows that while the 1090s, for example, were a period of increased storminess, in general there was a downward trend in north Atlantic storms until 1425 when the North Atlantic Oscillation dramatically changed and this latter date is a marker for the onset of the so-called ‘Little Ice Age’. Quantities of sea ice in the north Atlantic can also affect the climate and ecology of other areas because increased ice formation inhibits the evaporation of moisture and is often associated with the development of areas of sustained high pressure between Greenland and Scandinavia. It has been argued, for instance, that increased sea ice between AD 975 and AD 1040 at GISP2 and the associated high pressure later resulted in increased ground disturbance (more agriculture) with an associated decrease in grasses and the organic content of soils in the Faroe Islands.4


We must also not forget that the seeming blandness of the chronicle entries could conceal some real horror stories. The entry for 1105, for example, is probably related to the Plinian eruption of Hekla on Iceland in 1104; a similar eruption in 1693 resulted in sulphurous fogs appearing across Scotland that withered crops. Just as the Greenland ice cores preserve a sulphate peak record of the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 87 so traces of ash deposits from many Icelandic eruptions are preserved in Scottish peat bogs.5 On a slightly different tack, the chronicle entry under 1111 seems to indicate a heavy mortality among domestic beasts. If, for the sake of argument, this included horses and oxen, how did that year’s ploughing impact on other activities if it took ten fit men to undertake the same amount of labour as one ox? To this catalogue of disasters can be added non-contemporary snippets of information that do directly relate to Alba. For example, under the year date 1099 the fifteenth-century chronicler Walter Bower noted that on 3 November of that year the sea invaded the Scottish shore, drowning many villages, people, and innumerable oxen and sheep.6 This description might relate to a tsunami that also affected both England and the Netherlands, but with what particular event it is connected and where Bower sourced this information is unknown. Historically, other such similar events are known to have previously impacted upon north Britain.7


However, gloomy information of the type found in chronicles should not affect too greatly the fact that the time-frame under discussion in this book sits within a period of general climatic upturn across northern Europe, commonly known as the Medieval Warm Epoch (MWE), which ran from approximately 950 to 1250. Of course, as detailed in the above table of material extracted from the Irish Gaelic Annals, the MWE was more complex than its name would suggest and there were clearly blips in the overall trend. Nevertheless, across northern Europe the MWE allowed for the colonisation of Iceland and Greenland and a massive expansion in arable on the British mainland with ever higher lands being brought into cultivation and the intensification of cereal production. Surviving traces of this arable expansion are probably found across the Lammermuir Hills and elsewhere in southern Scotland, up to around 450m, and these remains are often held up as a prime example of the agricultural expansion during the MWE, even if all of this rig cannot yet be dated accurately.8 In contrast, however, palaeoenvironmental work in Glen Affric has also produced some interesting results at two sites, perhaps demonstrating that agricultural expansion during the MWE was not uniform. At Camban the pollen record demonstrates a re-establishment of woods and grassland with reduced grazing during the Pictish period at AD 700 until cultivation and grazing resumed once again c.1300. What the science cannot tell us in this instance, however, is whether this was a complete agricultural and human abandonment of the site or the deliberate establishment, protection, and management of a woodland resource by excluding agriculture and livestock. At another site in the glen, Carnach Mor, the pollen record instead indicates increased cultivation between AD 350 and AD 800, with a new phase of agricultural expansion occurring in the mid-fourteenth century.9


In general, though, it is thought that one of the more important impacts of the MWE was that it would have allowed an expansion of the biomass produced each year, making it easier to ensure that livestock accumulated fat reserves, and consequently making it less difficult to feed and retain livestock during the winter months. What we do not yet know is where the extra labour came from to underpin and sustain this agricultural expansion. It may just be that it forced up the wages of agricultural labourers, but it is noticeable that some eleventh-century English sources complain about the numbers of English men and women who had been enslaved by Scottish raiders led by King Máel Coluim mac Donnchada (1058–1093) and taken northwards.10 These unfortunates may well have formed the labour pool that was required to sustain the rate of agricultural expansion across north Britain during the eleventh century. If they did form an unpaid workforce in Alba, this would have contrasted against what was happening in England where, according to Dyer, slavery had virtually died out by 1100.11


The massive expansion in arable after 1000 was aided by technological advances in farming like the introduction of the mould board plough. This device alone brought three further benefits: it stifled weeds because they were buried under a turned sod, it enabled the ploughing of heavier soils, and it ploughed deeper into the soil, so releasing more nutrients into the agricultural system. An equally important invention at this time was the development of a collar that enabled horses to pull heavy equipment without choking themselves. For example, it is known that horses gradually replaced oxen in northern France c.1000 and their use in Flanders for this purpose was widespread by 1100, yet we have no idea when this innovation first appeared in north Britain and how quickly it may have spread.12


What is currently unquantifiable is the degree to which the climatic upturn in combination with these new technological developments for efficiently expanding arable production was the driver behind the expansion of Alba southwards into Northumberland and Strathclyde. A lot more palaeoenvironmental sampling is going to have to be completed before we can even begin to answer that crucial question though it is interesting to note that the palynological evidence from around both Yetholm Loch and the Cheviot plateau indicates a sharp and major restructuring of farming practices that involved greater amounts of land being turned over to arable c.1100 and perhaps specialisation in winter-grown cereals. This restructuring also involved the introduction of a new crop in that sampling area, Cannabis sativa (hemp).13


Yet, despite such research, and in contrast to many other European countries, next to nothing is known about the rural economy of Alba before c.1100, what crops people grew in the fields, how much surplus was produced, which animals were nurtured, and the extent to which Alba was plugged into a European trading network. While archaeology and palaeoecology can sometimes indicate which animals were slaughtered and eaten or which types of crop were cultivated, this information tends to be site-specific, making it difficult to build up a complete picture and leaving a set of (probably) unanswerable questions. For example, Alba was clearly a Christian country during the eleventh century yet we have no idea of the quantities in which wine was imported, we do not know where it was imported from, and we do not know how it was paid for.


Equally, we have little idea about the quantities in which industrial crops like hemp or flax were grown or even the extent to which legumes were cropped, the latter being a tremendously valuable crop both for human consumption and for nitrogen fixing. Yet another interesting question is whether land was set aside for orchards and the growing of fruits like apples, plums and cherries. Nor do we know which plants, if any, were grown on an industrial scale to produce dyes or whether dyes were just imported into north Britain from elsewhere. An equally important question concerns exports: had Alba achieved a level of agricultural self-sufficiency or were surpluses generated in both crops and animal products?


There is, however, little doubt that there must have already been an infrastructure capable of processing all the grain harvested from the massive expansion in arable lands and it is possible that tide mills played an important role in this process. Little is know about the remains of these constructions in a Scottish context and, according to Shaw, our earliest written record relating to them dates to 1526.14 In a wider context it was thought they were a technological advance of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, even though there are also references to them in the tenth century in Iraq and a possible reference to one in an Anglo-Saxon charter dated to 949.15 However, excavations in Ireland have now demonstrated that both horizontal and vertical tide mills were certainly operating there during the seventh century AD. The earliest such site now discovered is at the monastic site at Nendrum on the east coast of Northern Ireland where dendrochronology has dated the timber revetting in the mill dam to 619–21.16


It would take special pleading to argue that it would have taken 900 years for tide mill technology to reach north Britain from Northern Ireland, particularly as both the Gaelic kingdom of Dál Riata and Christianity bridged the Irish Sea between Ireland and north Britain. Fortunately, recent archaeological investigations at the Pictish monastic site at Portmahomack found two stone-lined culverts and a dam and perhaps the traces of a wheelhouse for a horizontal water mill (but no actual mill), datable to between the end of the seventh and the beginning of the eighth century, so this evidence surely now indicates that this type of technology was also available at a reasonably early date in north Britain.17


All of which implies that in north Britain by 1000 there must have been some degree of agricultural organisation across the landscape even if those patterns would now seem alien to modern Scots. While we know there were already small towns during the eleventh century, some of which would eventually become burghs,18 most of the population would have lived in a rural landscape that had already been massively moulded and influenced by thousands of years of anthropogenic activity. For example, Mesolithic people first seem to have arrived in north Britain around 9,500 years ago and it appears they had an immediate effect upon the landscape and environment in terms of woodland clearance and burning.19 Moving rapidly forward in time, while there may have been field systems in some areas of north Britain around AD 1000, these would not have formed a nice square or rectangular patchwork effect that is so familiar today. The latter is a product of agricultural improvements of the last 300 years or so. Instead, medieval rig systems would have been irregular in shape and likely formed open fields, interspersed by irregular areas in which humans could access other resources such as peat, fishings, meadows, grazings, and woodland (see Plate 1).


Within this rural landscape it is likely that vernacular structures were largely, if not wholly, built from wood and turf and this presents a problem for excavators as such structures are virtually indistinguishable in the archaeological record. It is also likely that these structures were earth-fast-post buildings because this architectural form was not superseded in Scotland until the thirteenth or fourteenth century when cruck-built structures are first thought to have appeared.20 If the recent claim that the Balbridie-type Neolithic structures in north Britain were also built out of wood and turf is correct, this building tradition was already 5,000 years old by AD 1000 and must have been resource-intensive.21


It is another matter altogether to try and estimate the life-span of such structures and so quantify the amounts of raw materials and management systems required to maintain such buildings across time. Currently, the earliest surviving historical evidence relating to the vernacular building tradition in wood and turf in Scotland dates to the sixteenth century and pertains to cruck-built structures in the eastern Highlands. There, sixteen townships in one parish required an approximate 1.3km2 managed reservoir of turf and 774,864 ‘trees’ (probably coppiced trees) every seven years to maintain a total of 369 structures and an agricultural infrastructure. Thereafter, these components were recycled to create anthrosoils.22 Of course, this data pertains to a different architectural style (crucks rather than earthfast posts) and is probably highly regionalised, but it gives a superb glimpse into the quantities of raw materials that were required to maintain just one small area of agricultural settlement across thirty-seven years in late medieval Scotland. It is probably safe to say that despite the large chronological gap in the evidence base, vernacular structures in the eleventh and twelfth centuries in north Britain would also have required access to large quantities of wood and turf for their maintenance on an annual basis.


In the Highlands of the sixteenth century such vast quantities of turf and timber would have required intensive management to sustain the two different resources and it is interesting to note that there are signs in the palynological record of tree management in the Bowmont valley in the Borders from a much earlier period. Tipping, in his new environmental history of that area, has argued that by the eighth century AD there are clear indications of forward planning and forest management in the pollen record because new single-generation forests appear that were sited on the land of least use to agriculturalists.23 If this interpretation is correct, this is again indicative of a highly organised landscape at a relatively early date.


Landscape division and assessment


Understanding the organisation of the medieval landscape within the bounds of modern-day Scotland has exercised many historians and geographers since the nineteenth century. This topic is crucially important because understanding how such systems operated provides insights into the economic and human resources that a lord or king could command, including the available numbers of fighting men. Part of the problem in understanding this organisation of the landscape in north Britain is that each of the kingdoms that together eventually became the kingdom of the Scots possessed its own named units of land division. Later kings of Scots never attempted to standardise these different units, unlike the Carolingian emperors in Europe who, in order to achieve their goal of surveying and controlling their new lands as their empire expanded, introduced a standardised system of land organisation called the mansus as a means of tax-levying and warrior-recruitment from c.AD 780.24


Scottish historical records list a wide number of different terms in relation to land division and assessment, depending on which part of the country is being researched. These include descriptors like merkland, unciate/ounceland, pennyland, husbandland, carucate, (Scottish) carucate/ploughgate, soum, oxgang, arachor, and davoch, and it is currently impossible to state with any conviction that these differently named units were created to perform similar functions in each individual kingdom, since many of these units have never been investigated in any detail. Nevertheless, since there is little doubt that some of the medieval kings of Scots also must have possessed the requisite authority to introduce a similar common country-wide system or to impose conformity of nomenclature, we might assume that in Scotland all of the different earlier established systems of land assessment worked well in practice for the whole of society from the Crown down to the level of the cottar.


During the last three decades only davochs, merklands, and pennylands have really been studied in any depth, but these studies have largely been undertaken either to try to determine the date of introduction of a particular unit of assessment or to compare different methods of assessment.25 Of these units it has been the davoch that has attracted most attention. Partly this is because it was thought to have been Pictish in origin: with the exception of one small problematic cluster in south-west Scotland, it is only found in those areas once controlled by the Picts. Since the kingdom of the Picts is thought to have formed the core of the successor kingdom of Alba, a short digression to discuss the davoch becomes important to interpreting how Alba worked as a political and cultural entity.


The davoch has been a source of debate among antiquarians and historians since the eighteenth century, mainly because this word had different meanings in Gaelic Ireland and in Gaelic Scotland. Much of the debate concerning the davoch in Scotland has focused upon a couple of puzzles: firstly, the etymology of the word, and secondly, the ‘extent’, or annual value, of this unit of land. There were basically two theoretical etymologies for this word in Scotland. The first of these argued that davoch was a compounded word that had been derived from the Gaelic words damh (ox) and achadh (field) and that it was supposed to signify either the amount of land on which oxen could be pastured (an oxgang/bovate), or an area of land in respect of which a number of oxen were given as render for the pasture.26 The first person to advance an alternative to this theory was Cosmo Innes, writing in 1872. He suggested that the davoch could have been a liquid measure by which the produce of the field or the lord’s proportion of produce was measured.27 This appears to have been the first occasion on which a Scottish davoch was tentatively linked to a crop of some kind. Then, in 1880, W. F. Skene demonstrated that the supposed derivation of davoch from damh and achadh was wrong. Using evidence from the Gaelic notitiae in the Book of Deer, which had been thought to contain the earliest surviving Scottish form (c.1130) of the word davoch, Skene showed that the last syllable of the plural form of the word, dabeg, was inflected. This would not have happened if part of the word had originally been derived from achadh.28


Skene did not venture a replacement etymology for the word davoch in Scotland. This may have been because he knew that in Gaelic Ireland one of the meanings of davoch was the largest measure of liquid capacity.29 In medieval Ireland, a davoch seems to have been a two-handled vessel for mead, which had a capacity of one ól-meda (ól-measure of mead), possibly 43.2 pints.30 In Scotland, however, it was clear that a davoch was either originally a unit of land, or something that had quickly come to mean a unit of land, and Skene argued that in eastern Scotland each davoch was the equivalent of four ploughgates, or thirty-two oxgangs, whereas in the west of the country it was the equivalent of one Tirung, or ounceland, which was in turn comprised of twenty pennylands.31 One further claim made by Skene was that the davoch also appeared to be the equivalent of the twenty house group found in the Gaelic kingdom of Dál Riata.32


Skene’s dismissal of the etymology of the word davoch was not universally accepted. In 1886, for example, F. W. L. Thomas argued that the word ‘davoch’ would be represented in modern Gaelic by damhach, a compound of damh (ox) and the augmentative particle ach, giving a sense of ‘abounding in’. According to him, davach, damhach and davoch simply meant a full team of oxen.33 In two wide-ranging articles that focused mainly on the Northern Isles, Thomas also argued that the ounceland of the Northern Isles was a new Scandinavian name for the davoch and that the davoch was a unit for the assessment of tax rather than a piece of land of a fixed size.34


In 1887, Donald MacKinnon, first Professor of Celtic at the University of Edinburgh, published a series of articles in the Scotsman concerning the place-names and personal names of Argyll. In one of these articles MacKinnon explained that although the word ‘davoch’ properly denoted a liquid measure, in Scotland an old West Highland farmer of his acquaintance had frequently described his farm not as containing so many acres of land, but as the sowing of a certain number of bolls of oats. Therefore, according to MacKinnon, in Gaelic Scotland, where the staple industry was agriculture, a davoch did not mean a measure of liquid but was a measure of land surface, even though the old farmer did not specifically mention the word davoch.35 Seven years after this article was published, Sir Herbert Maxwell described a davoch as follows: ‘. . . a measure of land, is originally, as Professor MacKinnon has shown, a measure of capacity, and was applied to denote the extent of land which required a davoch of corn to sow it’.36 As a result, the idea that a ‘Scottish davoch’ could be equated with a tub of seed, and by inference arable, seems to have been readily accepted by the end of the nineteenth century.


This association between the davoch and agriculture was not challenged until 1926 when the Scottish place-name scholar W. J. Watson argued that the davoch was not a measure of land but instead a definition of souming capacity, which can be defined as the maximum number of animals a given area of land can support during the course of a year.37 His evidence for this theory appears to have been derived from a statement made by Thomas Pennant during his tour of Scotland in the eighteenth century that linked a certain number of cows with the mountain and moor ground that formed part of a half-davoch near Loch Broom in Wester Ross:




Land here is set by the ‘davoch’ or ‘half davoch’; the last consists of ninety-six Scotch acres of arable land, such as it is, with a competent quantity of mountain and grazing ground. This maintains sixty cows and their followers; and is rented for fifty-two pounds a year . . .38





These debates rumbled on through the twentieth century and it was the 1960s before historians working in Scottish landscape history reached an uneasy truce about the davoch. In an article that first appeared in Scottish Studies, but which has dominated discussion of davochs since it was published, Barrow gently admonished earlier writers for suggesting that the davoch may have been an administrative or fiscal unit of land. He was of the firm opinion that each davoch was a unit of arable:




It may be a noteworthy contrast that the English preferred to estimate their cultivated land in terms of the instrument which went into the soil at the start of the crop-growing process, while the Scots reckoned in terms of the amount of corn which emerged at the other end. Even so, I believe there is little doubt that the davoch, whenever it began to be used of land, was a strictly agricultural unit, a measure of arable capacity.39





In an important codicil to this statement Barrow added that he was unsure whether a davoch was a measure of either seed-corn or of corn-yield. However, he argued that by the twelfth century the term davoch had come to denote an area of land, and had lost its direct connection with a measurement of volume.40 In utilising this type of argument, Barrow fortuitously placed an important development in relation to davochs in an early time-frame for which there is no surviving evidence, making it impossible to disprove his theory. Barrow then continued to make a number of further points about the davoch. First, that each arable davoch would have carried pasture with it as people of the medieval period were incapable of thinking of arable in separation from the pasture and grazing that accompanied it. Second, that no clear relationship had ever been established between a davoch and a social unit like a township or village. Third, that since davochs were commonly named, and since many had fixed boundaries, each davoch must have possessed a physical unity centred upon a single stretch of arable land.41 Fourth, that since there were no records of davochs in Argyll, Lennox, Menteith, the Northern Isles, Caithness, and parts of the Hebrides, there was, despite the Gaelic origin of the word, ‘something inescapably Pictish about the use of the davoch of land’.42 Fifth, that davochs were frequently divisible into fractions and that one of these fractions, the half-davoch, frequently possessed its own parish church. He further noted that this was similar to the carucate of 104 acres, south of the Forth, which also could be frequently found with its own parish church.43 Sixth, that the use of the word fortyris (uplands, perhaps related to the Welsh word gorthir, higher land) in various davoch-related charters from Strathearn, Angus, and Ross, demonstrated careful distinction between the principal arable lands of the davoch and those lands which were either never or not regularly under the plough.44 Finally, Barrow noted that there was a substantial body of evidence relating to davochs that contradicted his theories, particularly those units whose place-names indicated activities other than arable farming: he chose, however, to ignore this evidence since it ‘did not really contradict his general thesis that the davoch was in origin and essence an agricultural unit’.45


Duncan agreed with Barrow that the davoch was essentially either a measurement or a unit of arable land, largely because an early grant from Moray mentioned the corn teinds from the two davochs of Boharm and Adthelnachorth.46 In effect, a general consensus had been achieved amongst the leading historians of that day, so that by 1972 Kenneth Jackson, in his discussion of the evidence relating to davochs in the Book of Deer, was able to state that:




The original meaning of the term is ‘a large vat’; the application to land is not found at all in Ireland, however, but only in Scotland. Just how a word meaning a vat should come to be used of land is not quite clear, but this could have arisen if the term was applied to that amount of land necessary to produce, or to require for sowing it, a fixed amount of grain, enough to fill a large vat of fixed size; this being perhaps not the total yield of grain but only the proportion of it due as a fixed render of tax. This would explain the fact that when it can be checked, in later times, the actual acreage is seen to vary considerably in various parts of the country, exactly as in the case of the mediaeval bovate and ploughgate, and for the same reason. If it was originally purely a measure of arable land, it had ceased to mean this later, and applied to pastoral land and rough mountain grazing as well . . . possibly it is, once again, an aspect of the Pictish socioeconomic system adopted by the incoming Gaels?47





Recent commentators on the davoch have tended to follow the latter author and explain the davoch as an area of land that returned a tub of grain due as render.48


In 1986, Easson produced the first doctoral thesis on land assessments in Scotland before 1400. In this, she unequivocally stated that all davochs were located on low-lying fertile ground below 800 feet, particularly in river valleys, and that coastal situations were rare. According to her, davochs were strictly arable units of land and their location on the best soils proved her point.49 In a series of distribution maps Easson also demonstrated that the davoch was mostly found to the north of the Forth–Clyde line and that it was not present in Menteith, Strathearn, Argyll, or Caithness (the last only before 1400). Easson also attempted to prove that the davoch operated, at one and the same time, as both an agricultural and fiscal unit wherever it appeared in Scotland. Accordingly, while accepting that the davoch was an area of land which paid a vat of grain as render, she also argued, like Barrow, that every davoch was the nominal equivalent of two ploughgates of arable land.50


However, unlike Barrow, who suggested that the davoch could have been Pictish in origin, Easson followed Skene and argued that its origin instead lay in the Gaelic kingdom of Dál Riata. According to her, since the davoch was frequently divisible into halves (leth-), quarters (ceathramh-) and fifths (cóigeamh-), and because each davoch in the west of Scotland was the equivalent of twenty pennylands, these ‘facts’ indicated that the davoch must have originated out of the twenty-tech (house) unit, which was also capable of sub-division into tenths and fifths, as found in the early tax-assessment of Dál Riata, Senchus Fer nAlban.51 To support this argument she claimed to have found evidence relating to a davoch in the north-east of Scotland — the davoch of Shevin in Strathdearn (to the south of Inverness) — where she argued that the four cóigeamhan (fifths) of Shevin were equivalent to the four quarters of the davoch. According to Easson, this meant that the sub-divisions of this davoch in the north-east were also originally based upon a five-tech (house) unit of Dál Riata. Therefore, she thought the davoch must have originated as a land measure with the Scotti of Dál Riata between c.AD 650 and c.AD 850 and was probably taken eastwards by the Scotti into Pictland. For her, this would also explain why davoch was originally a Gaelic word, not Pictish.52


This theory seems to have gained some acceptance although there were obviously worries concerning the fact that there was no direct place-name or documentary evidence for davochs within the boundaries of the old Gaelic kingdom of Dál Riata. In 1987 a highly creative and convoluted way was found around this by Oram who argued that the Scandinavian domination of western Scotland between c.842 and 1266 eliminated all trace of the fiscal davoch because the Norse replaced it with their own term, ‘ounceland’. He further argued that in eastern Scotland post-c.842, the newly introduced davoch metamorphosed from being a Dál Riatan fiscal unit based upon notional groupings of households into something that fitted into a Pictish rural society organised in a system based on major arable units of up to thirty-two carucates in extent, and which was completely different from the Dál Riatan fiscal unit. According to him, in eastern Scotland the davoch could in this manner assume a dual character, being both a unit of fixed extent and an expression of render from that unit.53


Such a theory was also not without problems. While Oram noted (following Easson) that the davochs in south-western Scotland seemed to have been structured on the western (fiscal) model, there was evidence that these same davochs had also occasionally been measured according to their arable capacity. Therefore, according to Oram, the davochs in southwestern Scotland must also have been a blend between the two davoch ‘systems’, fiscal and arable. He then suggested that the originally arable south-western davochs had been adapted in the mid-ninth century by incoming Gaels, who took their notion of fiscal davochs with them as they escaped from Norse pressure. As a result, the western fiscal system of assessment was adapted to fit new circumstances in south-west Scotland until it was displaced by the merkland in the thirteenth century.54 Oram has more recently returned to this subject to reiterate and refine his earlier arguments. He noted that the greater concentration of davoch place-names occurred in the south-east of the Stewartry of Galloway, with a smaller concentration in Carrick. According to Oram, the locations of these place-names are proof that the davoch was closely associated with arable cultivation.55 All of this has placed researchers in an unenviable position since it means that the davoch could be either arable, fiscal, or both, depending on which part of the country was being looked at and on which theory seemed to best fit the evidence.


The strongest challenge to the theory that the davoch originated in Dál Riata came from Williams in 1996. He argued that Easson’s theory was unreliable, partly because, like McKerral, he knew the davoch was not found either in Senchus Fer nAlban or in Dál Riata.56 Williams pointed out that originally the davoch was wholly Pictish in geographical distribution and so he argued that either the davoch represented the imposition of a Gaelic assessment on to an older Pictish unit of land, or it was something new imposed on Pictland by the Scots after the Gaelicisation of Pictland and the destruction of Dál Riata by the Norse.57 He did, however, agree with Easson’s argument that davochs were only found on the best low-lying arable land.58 Williams then suggested that, since the earliest references to this unit of land date to the reign of King Máel Coluim mac Cináeda (1005–1034), the davoch originated sometime during the tenth or early eleventh century in the course of the Gaelicisation of Pictland.59


Essentially, Williams argued that the rulers of the new kingdom of Alba (post-c.900) decided to establish a system of dues and services in their kingdom, including military service, to strengthen their authority. This, according to Williams, would account for both the Gaelic name and the Pictish distribution of the davoch. It would also help to explain why the davoch is not found either in Senchus Fer nAlban or in Dál Riata.60 Finally, Williams explained the appearance of a cluster of davoch place-names in the south-west of Scotland as a result of the expansion of royal power post-1266.61


Perhaps wisely, since the davoch was not the main focus of his thesis, Williams dodged the issues surrounding the number of ploughgates in each davoch as well as the ‘tub of grain’ debate. While this did not lessen the impact of his davoch-related arguments, his treatment of the source evidence is problematic as it displays inconsistency. An example of this can be found in his discussions about the age of various units of land assessment. He argued that davochs were probably introduced into Sutherland in the thirteenth century by the De Moravia family, since there is no evidence for them before that date, and implied the same for the western Highlands and Islands by highlighting that there is no direct evidence for davochs there before the Treaty of Perth in 1266.62 Yet, when discussing a similar lack of evidence relating to ouncelands in both the Northern Isles and Caithness before the late thirteenth century, he stated that this latter lack of evidence did not argue against the absence of ouncelands in those places before that date.63


Perhaps a greater flaw in this chain of reasoning concerns his assertion that there is no direct evidence for davochs in the western Highlands and Islands before the Treaty of Perth. If, by implication, davochs were imposed upon these areas by King Alexander III after 1266, why is there still no trace of them in the areas covered by the older Gaelic kingdom of Dál Riata? It seems very odd that the king of Scots, if he was going to impose davochs as a means of assessment upon the western Highlands and Islands that had previously belonged to the kings of Norway, would only do so over a portion of those lands.


Williams returned to the subject of the davoch in a paper published in Northern Studies in 2003, his thinking now clearly influenced by new theories relating to the early history of both Moray and Alba. In this article Williams argued that it was unlikely that Moray had been under the direct rule of the kings of Alba before 1130. Since davochs occur in both Alba and Moray, this commonality may therefore represent either a borrowing of that unit by a king of Moray from the kingdom of Alba before that date, or vice versa. Alternatively, Williams suggested, the davoch could have been extended to Moray when both Alba and Moray were ruled by King Macbethad mac Findláich (1040–1058). One final possibility suggested by Williams may have been that the davoch was only gradually introduced from Alba into Moray before the first Moravian charter attestations of the word in the final years of the twelfth century.64


Until 2003 no straightforward solution or common denominator in relation to land assessment in Scotland had been found and so this maze of different terms and theories continued to frustrate and baffle modern-day scholars who were looking for order in the medieval and early-modern landscapes of Scotia. In that year a new investigation was completed and this uncovered some surprising results in relation to land assessment.65



Redefining the davoch: the building blocks of Pictland and Alba?



The 2003 thesis demonstrated that the entire landscape of the province of Moray, an amalgam of the earldom and the bishopric stretching from Huntly in the east to Glenelg in the west, was completely divided into davochs, except for about 30 per cent of the Cairngorm plateau set aside for the purposes of transhumance for those people who lived closer to the coast and who normally had no direct access to mountain grazings. In Moray, davochs can be found at every height and across all types of terrain, including coastlands. This data completely contradicted Easson, who argued previously that all davochs were located below 800 feet on the best agricultural land along river valleys and that coastal locations were rare.66 Perhaps the most damning fact in relation to Easson’s thesis is that the summit cairn of Britain’s highest mountain, Ben Nevis, is bisected by a davoch boundry, the northern edge of the davoch of Glen Nevis. Possibly more importantly, while Easson identified a total of fifty-five davochs in Moray, the 2003 thesis increased this number by over 600 per cent.


In addition, the 2003 thesis uncovered some further surprising information. The first of these was that there were two different types of davoch present in the landscape of Moray. The first of these types of davoch has been labelled as the ‘self-contained’ unit of assessment because it was located within one continuous boundary. In contrast, the second type of davoch, which has been labelled ‘scattered’, was divided into a number of economic units which were physically separated from each other across the landscape, essentially detached portions of land. Most davochs appear to have contained the resources and raw materials required to support communities of people and their livestock throughout the year: fishing, peat, wood, grazings, meadows, and arable.


It is also quite remarkable that in all of the records relating to Moray consulted for this doctoral research there was not a single instance of a new davoch being created pre-1940. More recent detailed research undertaken in relation to Ross, Sutherland, and Caithness has also failed to produce any examples of new davochs being created during the same time-frame and the evidence from these areas also points to a division of the entire landscape. Logically, this all means that no matter at what date a particular davoch first appears in the documentary record for Scotland north of the Mounth, it clearly refers to a unit of land that had already been in existence for a long period of time. In fact, in some parts of Moray and northern Scotland it is likely that some davochs were already being broken up into their constituent parts by the middle of the thirteenth century when the first baronies were created in those areas.


Nor does it appear that the boundaries of davochs changed between the high-medieval period and the nineteenth century. Between c.1100 and c.1800, not one instance has been found of a davoch boundary being altered by perambulation. Where verifiable, the boundaries of individual davochs that remained in use as viable units of land seem to have remained wholly unchanged between c.1100 and c.1800. For example, the perambulated southern boundary of the davoch of Grange in the parish of Keith (Aberdeenshire) was first recorded before 1225 and the same davoch boundary was still in use for the same purpose in 1763, giving it a lifespan of over 540 years.67


A large part of the reason for this stability in davoch boundaries was undoubtedly the nature of the boundaries themselves, which tended to utilise either permanent or semi-permanent landscape features. Typically, these consisted of a combination of ridges (described as ‘where wind and weather shears’) with named rock outcrop features and water courses. One problem with the two types of natural boundaries, ridges and streams or rivers, is that they could be changed by an extreme weather event. But across Moray only two such examples have been found between c.1100 and c.1900, both connected to extreme flooding events which shifted the course of rivers.


Yet another important point was that every medieval parish in Moray was wholly subdivided by an exact number of davochs and every detached portion of those parishes either comprised a fraction, a single unit, or multiples of davochs. This may seem surprising, but it does help explain some comments in later Scottish sources about parishes in Moray and the rest of northern Scotland. For example, in the First Statistical Account of 1791 it was remarked that the parish of Kirkmichael in Banffshire (excluding the forest of Strathavon) comprised ten davochs.68 Similarly, the early-seventeenth-century Sutherland rentals state that the parishes of Creich and Lairg were respectively composed of twenty-four and fourteen davochs.69 In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries it was frequently stated that the parish of Latheron in Caithness comprised six davochs.70 Much the same case has recently been made in relation to parishes in Ireland. In the native Gaelic parts of the country the túath has been identified as the building block that underpinned parish formation, whereas in those areas settled by Anglo-Normans it was the new land grants themselves that formed parishes.71


In Scotland, research demonstrates that all of the medieval parishes in Moray, Ross, Sutherland, and Caithness were superimposed onto a preexisting davoch pattern of secular land division and assessment. In fact, it is probably correct to state that the only reason why some medieval parishes in Moray and elsewhere in north Scotland had detached portions was because some of the davochs in those newly created parishes already possessed detached portions (see Map 2). Accordingly, rather than break up pre-existing units of land during the period of parish formation, most commonly thought to have been during the early twelfth century, the detached portions of any davochs in a particular parish were also included in that parish. The pattern of medieval parishes in Moray reflects an older system of land division and it also helps to explain why davochs remained in use as viable units of land for so long. What is still unknown about this process, however, is the decision-making process by which it was determined to group specific davochs together to form a parish. It is unlikely to have been an arbitary decision in such an organised landscape (see Maps 3–5).


But what is really important about all of this is that if Scottish parishes were really de novo creations of the early twelfth century (and this is not certain) it pushes the dating of the davoch back at least to the eleventh century. In this respect, it is noticeable that the first dated piece of historical evidence relating to davochs occurs in the Book of Deer (written c.1130) which records that King Máel Coluim mac Cináeda (1005–1034) had granted two davochs to the monks of Deer.72 If this is a genuine record of the eleventh century, it allows us to push the davoch back in time to the kingdom of Alba c.1000 at least.


In fact, davochs may have been created at an even earlier date than that, as recent research undertaken by Taylor on the longer version of the St Andrews foundation legend shows. According to him, there is a very old stratum within this text that goes back to Pictish times, pre-c.AD 900. In fact, several of the place-names mentioned in the text are given two names: what looks like the Pictish name is followed by the Gaelic version. One such place-name is Doldocha or Kindrochit (now Braemar in Deeside). In this latter example Taylor is fairly confident that Dol- (field or water meadow) was the Pictish form of the element borrowed from either Pictish or Brittonic into Scottish Gaelic as Dail-. He also argued that the second element of this Pictish place-name, -docha, stands for davoch. If this theory is correct, it looks as though the term davoch was in use in relation to land assessment during the Pictish historic period.73 Since there are next to no historical sources for eleventh-century Scotia, understanding how the davoch worked may provide insights into how the kingdom operated.


Services and goods imposed upon the davoch


It is quite remarkable that across the literature relating to hundreds of davochs in north Britain there is not the slightest hint relating to renders paid in tubs of grain. In fact, some davochs seem to have contained either little or no arable land. This suggests that the ‘tub of grain’ theory should be regarded with suspicion, and that the other taxations levied upon each of these units should be examined in detail to try to assess the thinking behind the creation of these units.


In a European context, units of land assessment are very common and some can be dated back to the seventh century AD. In England, for example, it has been argued that although Saxons took over the existing boundaries of Roman villas and Romano-British farmsteads, they carefully developed these patterns to ensure that every community possessed an equitable share of the natural resources stretching from rivers in the valley bases to downland grazing. Where access to a particular economic resource was problematic or non-existent, care was taken to ensure such access for the community in question even though it was a considerable distance away, because access to a range of natural resources was fundamental to the continuing viability of that community of people. According to Hooke, such patterns of resource allocation are still visible in the English landscape from Wiltshire to Yorkshire.74


One of the most important taxes placed upon such units of land assessment was military service. For example, the basis of Carolingian military service assessment was the mansus which is commonly found in west-Frankish sources from c.650, in Burgundy from c.750, and in both Italy and Provençe in the ninth century.75 As Hollister has pointed out, although the acreages of the Carolingian mansi could be radically different in size, the military obligation of one foot soldier from every four mansi (plus bridge service and watch duty) was generally applied irrespective of the differences in acreage between mansi. In addition, the inhabitants of mansi were expected to support the fighting men with wages and provisions.76 More recently, Brooks has dated the general Carolingian rule that one man from every four mansi was required for military service in Charlemagne’s empire to after AD 808. Occasionally, though, more men were demanded and, in the event of invasion, the whole population was called out.77 In this instance military service was a tax imposed upon a pre-existing unit of land assessment.


Something similar can be found in Anglo-Saxon England. In 1961, Hollister argued that his contemporaries had been wrong to question the earlier assumption that every five-hide group in Anglo-Saxon England owed the service of one warrior. After reviewing the evidence of the Domesday Book in detail, he concluded that the five-hide rule was more widespread in England than had previously been thought.78 The Anglo-Saxon law codes of the tenth and eleventh centuries also stipulated that all free men could be required to serve in the host, to build bridges, and perform fortress-work. However, despite the lateness of this evidence, Brooks has suggested that the hide was used as a means of rental, taxation, and service assessment from at least the second half of the seventh century and so would also have been convenient to define military obligations.79 Just like the Carolingian mansus, the three services of hosting, bridge building, and fortress-work were obligatory on the whole folc (people) of each hide who had to support the nominated fighters/workers.80 Thanks to these commonalities between the military services demanded from both the mansus and the hide, it has been argued by some commentators that they shared a common Germanic past.81 Similar services are also found in the Irish law texts where the céile gíallnae (base client) was required to pay food rent, perform manual labour, and undertake the military duties of fubae (hunting of pirates, horse-thieves, and wolves) and rubae (patrolling borders and strategic military points). In addition, if the lord organised a slógad (hosting), the base clients could be required to provide maintenance for the men gathered for military service.82


Broadly comparable services were imposed on each davoch: military service, castle service, and road service. In the case of the davoch the evidence suggests that four men were levied from each unit for both fighting and hunting service and, while these men were away on duty, the remaining inhabitants of the davochs they had come from would look after and support their familes and other interests. Unfortunately, this evidence is post-medieval in date, but, even so, it is exactly the same pattern of community provision as that found in relation to the fighting men levied from Carolingian mansi and Anglo-Saxon hides.


The crucial point is that the davoch was both a unit of resource exploitation and an easy way of collecting taxation in both goods and services. They seem to have comprised an equitable division of the landscape and the resources contained within. Since davochs could be further subdivided into halves, quarters, thirds, fifths and eights, they also allowed for extensive micro-management of those same natural resources, like grazings and meadows. They also provided a highly stratified system by which everyone knew exactly what they might be expected to render in taxes from year to year at a local level and where each lord or king could quickly estimate what they might receive in taxes and services on an annual basis.


For example, a thirteenth-century lord of Badenoch, which comprised sixty davochs, would know that he could levy 240 men for either local army or hunting service (the latter included the building of temporary hunting lodges) for a set number of days; he knew that he could demand carriage service of up to 60 miles distance from the tenants of each davoch in his lordship; he knew that he could demand foot service (document/message carrying) from each davoch; he knew that he could demand three days’ ploughing and harvesting service from each person in every davoch, and he also knew exactly how much foodstuff and fuel from a mixed bag of grain, cheese, peat, geese, hens, eggs, fish, goats, cattle, and sheep he could expect to receive each year in rent and other taxes levied upon his sixty davochs. While no such details have survived from the eleventh century, it is doubtful whether the goods and services levied upon each davoch back then would have been significantly different.


So far, all of this evidence relating to davochs has largely come from lands and territories north of the Mounth, essentially Aberdeenshire, Buchan, Banffshire, Moray, Ross, Sutherland, and Caithness. This is not problematic because a number of other sources record the presence of davochs south of the Mounth to the Forth, and one of our main sources for Alba during the eleventh century, the Gaelic property records in the Book of Deer, seems to combine records relating to davochs with references to the whole kingdom of Alba.83 It is noticeable, though, that later medieval and early-modern charters and rentals for Scotland south of the Mounth contain far fewer references to davochs than the north of the country and most of the records that do survive relate to upland areas. This clear dichotomy north and south of the Mounth may just be associated with a lack of primary source research, but this is slowly changing and the gaps that remain in the evidence record are sufficiently worrying to raise a new set of research questions about the davoch. At the very least it should be questioned why its survival is virtually complete in the written record north of the Mounth and not elsewhere.


South of the Mounth to the Forth the davoch is commonly interspersed with other units of land assessment that are variously later referred to as ‘officiaries’, ‘carucates’, and ‘Scottish carucates’. In lands that were absorbed by Alba during the tenth and eleventh centuries, we find two other major units of land assessment: the arachor in the Lennox and the husbandland south of the Forth. The shire should also be added to this list.


Evidence relating to these latter entities has already been examined in detail by Barrow, who noted that evidence for shires was present in ‘Scottish Northumbria’ before AD 1100 and reconstructed the boundaries of a number of shires across southern Scotland. Much of his argument was based upon evidence from England where Barrow noted that:
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