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Prologue


The monster lay still and silent on the riverbed. High above, it could see human arms and legs furiously pounding the surface. Someone was trying to swim from one side of the River Ness to the other – and they were making the monster hungry.
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The giant creature uncoiled its long, scaly tail and gave it a stretch. Then, with one muscular push, it launched itself from the riverbed towards its victim above. Breaking the surface of the river, it let out a deafening roar.


The swimmer, a young man in a tunic, jerked up his head. He could see the monster coming right at him. He tried to swim away but his muscles were suddenly weak with terror.


The huge creature rose up from the water and opened its giant, gaping jaws. It was going to bite off the young man’s head. One gulp would do it. The youngster shut his eyes. There was a blood-curdling scream …


A voice bellowed from the shore. The giant fish froze.


[image: image]


‘DO NOT TOUCH HIM!’


Slowly, the monster pulled back. The boy still didn’t open his eyes.


Now it was the beast’s turn to tremble with fear. With its mouth still hanging open, it looked up at the owner of the voice and saw a tall, hooded figure in a long cloak. The man raised his hand over the river and made the sign of a cross in the air. Then he fixed the quivering creature with his eyes. ‘GO BACK AT ONCE,’ he commanded.


The monster felt as if an unseen power had gripped him. The force pushed him back through the water, slowly at first, then faster, and faster, until suddenly it plunged him deep below the surface.


Meanwhile, still trembling with shock, the boy opened his eyes. ‘It’s OK,’ the man on the shore reassured him. ‘You’ll be safe now.’ Very gingerly, the boy carried on swimming across the river.


Down below, the monster thought to itself.
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Back on the shore of the river, the tall man watched as the boy emerged safely on the opposite bank and waved. Standing behind the man was a group of people. None of them could believe what they had just witnessed.


‘It must be magic,’ someone said. ‘No, it’s not magic,’ said someone else. ‘It’s a miracle.’


‘He must be a wizard,’ said one. ‘No,’ said another. ‘He’s much more powerful than that.’


‘Who is he?’ several people asked at once.


The man turned and faced them all.
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Welcome to the Dark Age


Columba was no ordinary human being. The dramatic traditional tale you have just read makes that very clear.


He was a holy man, a saint, who lived almost one and a half thousand years ago. He was very special, and his followers built a symbol so that people would remember him. Columba’s symbol is a stone cross that looks like this:


It’s called a Celtic cross. The circular bit is designed to hold up the heavy stone arms of the cross so that they don’t fall off. If you look around today you will see thousands of these crosses – especially in Scotland and Ireland, which are the two countries where Columba’s adventures happened.
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But before we find out about these adventures, we need to get something straight – the facts of his life are a bit of a mess.


How so? Well, imagine going to a Scottish or Irish churchyard. There, you see a Celtic cross that has fallen over and smashed into pieces. It’s all jumbled up and a few bits are missing.


A stonemason might be able to rebuild the cross, but he or she would have to use some completely new bits. While they are at it, they might add a few elaborate decorations to make the cross more interesting.


The facts of Columba’s life story are like a ruined Celtic cross. Some bits are broken, which means they don’t make much sense. Some bits are missing, because people forgot how that part of the story went.


Other bits are completely new, like a repaired cross, because people have made up imaginary things to add to the story. In places, they even decorated the story by adding all sorts of extraordinary, out-of-this-world details.
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The trouble is that it can be difficult to tell which bits of Columba’s story are original and which bits were made up later. In other words, it can be tricky separating the facts from the myths and legends.


Most of what we know about Columba’s life comes from a book written about him many hundreds of years ago by a man called Adomnan. Adomnan was a big fan of Columba, so he wanted to make him look good. His book is full of legendary stories about Columba, which are probably half true and half made-up or imaginary.
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The episode you have just read, about Columba and the Loch Ness Monster, is a good example. When Columba made the monster swim away, that could have been a real miracle. But how much of the story is true and how much of it is made up, or mythical? That rather depends on whether or not you believe in miracles.


In Columba’s day, just about everybody did believe in miracles. These days, we tend to take stories about miracles with a pinch of salt. In fact, historians think that many stories about Columba’s life might not be true, whether miracles are involved or not. We just don’t have many hard facts to go on.
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That’s why historians call the time when Columba was alive the ‘Dark Age’. It doesn’t mean that the world was a darker place – or that there was a problem with the sun. And no, it’s not because electric lightbulbs hadn’t been invented yet.


The Dark Age is just an old-fashioned way of saying that it’s a time in history we don’t know much about.


Luckily, Columba is one of the few Dark Age people that we do know something about. His life is full of excitement, adventure and extraordinary events. So let’s start at the beginning …
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The floating stone


Just before Columba was born, it is said that his mum met a handsome young man who gave her some important instructions.
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Columba’s mum realised her baby must be special – so she followed the instructions. Sure enough, her family found the stone floating in the loch. They carried it to the place they’d been told, and little Columba was delivered there the next day. As soon as he was born, a cross-shaped niche appeared in the stone for him to lie in.
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