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When he was a child, David was out walking with his dad one day.


His father, a canny Scot, glanced down at his son’s footwear and asked, ‘Is that your good shoes you have on son?’


When David replied in the affirmative, his father retorted, ‘well, take bigger steps then!’


The lesson was not lost on David. So when it came to undertaking the Walk for Wallace in August 2005, where David followed the footsteps of Wallace’s final journey from Robroyston near Glasgow to London to commemorate the murder of Scotland’s patriot hero (see his book For Freedom), he recalled his father’s words.


David had the genius to devise a pair of built up shoes so that he actually took many fewer steps than he should have, on the long journey south.


People continue to believe he is six foot five, the shoes notwithstanding, and he continues to ride round his beloved Scotland on a large motorcycle (mainly because he would look even stupider on a small one) looking for the wee out of the way places where the deeds that make up our chequered history took place.


The one drawback about being a patriot who often wears a kilt or plaid to events, is that it is difficult to hide specially designed footwear while dressed in that garb, and he is scared people will start to notice the join.
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Key to Map


1 Cairnpapple Hill near Bathgate


2 Antonine Wall at Bonnybridge


3 King’s Knot at Stirling – the Round Table


4 The Round Tower at Brechin


5 Dunkeld Cathedral


6 Iona, burial place of Kings


7 Lumphanan, where Macbeth died


8 Arbroath Abbey, founded by William the Lion


9 The Pencil at Largs


10 Stirling Bridge, scene of Wallace’s victory


11 Plaque in Dumfries, where Bruce slew Comyn


12 The tomb of the Black Douglas


13 Site of the Battle of Otterburn


14 Doune Castle


15 Roxburgh Castle


16 Dean Castle, Kilmarnock


17 Flodden Field


18 The Hornshole near Hawick


19 St John’s Church in Perth


20 Battle of Langside, Glasgow


21 Edinburgh Castle


22 Rosslyn Chapel


23 St Giles Edinburgh, Montrose’s tomb


24 Dunbar, site of two battles


25 Remains of Cromwell’s Citadel at Ayr


26 Renfrew, the boulder where Argyll rested


27 Glencoe, scene of the massacre


28 Sweetheart Abbey. Paterson, the man behind the Darien scheme is buried here


29 Saltoun Church, where Fletcher is buried


30 Sheriffmuir Battlefield


31 Wade’s Bridge at Aberfeldy


32 Glenfinnan


33 Culloden Battlefield


34 Fort George


35 Hunter House, East Kilbride


36 Glen Lyon, associations with the Fianna


37 Leglen Wood at Auchencruive, Wallace and Burns Memorial


38 Port Dundas, Glasgow, a spur of the Forth and Clyde Canal


39 Memorial to Thomas Muir, Bishopbriggs


40 Abbotsford, Home of Sir Walter Scott


41 Croick Church, Strathcarron


42 Fort William, the railway reached here in 1894


43 The Wallace Monument on the Abbey Craig


44 Stobcross Crane on the River Clyde


45 Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, Glasgow


46 Montrose Airfield


47 Ben Cruachan Power Station


48 Any library in Scotland!


49 Glen Nevis, set of Braveheart


50 Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh









CHAPTER ONE


In ancestral footsteps


Stone has always been a magical substance in Scotland.


I SUPPOSE FEW OF US give a second thought to our earliest ancestors, the folk who first colonised ‘Scotland’ after the last ice age, but their blood runs in the veins of many modern Scots and remnants of their times dot our landscape.


Our forefathers used stone, always in plentiful supply, to build their memorials, their burial mounds and their cairns. Stone has always been a magical substance in Scotland – the legends surrounding the Stone of Destiny testify to that, and the early peoples went to great effort, dragging huge monoliths many miles, or stones in their thousands to high hilltops, to take their place in shaping our history by building their cairns and temples.


When thinking of these stone memorials, we tend to immediately focus on the impressive Highlands and Islands examples, like Callanish stone circle on the Island of Lewis, or the Ring of Brodgar in Orkney. It is true the finest examples are in the less industrialised parts of Scotland. In fact, that is the very reason for their survival. People used the stones gathered for burial cairns as a handy source of material in later centuries, so the ones which stand the furthest from densely populated areas have had more chance of survival.


However, there are still some sites well worth a visit in the heavily populated Central Belt.


Cairnpapple Hill is not only an easily accessible example, lying just a few miles north of the M8, but it is also a fabulous viewpoint on a clear day. It stands near the village of Torphichen in West Lothian with views stretching as far as Arran to the west and the Bass Rock to the east. Its summit boasts a large burial cairn surrounded by earthworks and burial pits. You park, and there is an easy walk over the last few hundred yards to the hill’s summit. There is a little visitor centre, and you can climb inside the refurbished centre of the main burial mound, where there are ancient graves within.


Many hills have remains of large cairns on their summits; they are comprised of thousands, if not millions, of stones that must have taken a phenomenal number of man-hours to gather and carry to the hilltops to construct. Two fine examples are Tinto Hill near Lanark, and Cairntable above Muirkirk in Ayrshire.


One of the most accessible sites in central Scotland is Huly Hill, which stands just a few yards west of Newbridge roundabout, where the M8 and M9 join. Standing 30 metres across and three metres high, it was once a large stone circle, but now only three of the stones remain, although there is a large outlying stone to the right at the Edinburgh side of the roundabout, just a few feet inside the surrounding fence of a factory. Motorists pass within feet of it daily without realizing it exists.


Talking of driving, nearly all Scotland’s major through-routes follow the same lines our stone-age ancestors used, for the hilly topography of our country dictates few route choices between two points.


An examination of any Ordnance Survey map will reveal ancient sites scattered over the face of the land.


I cover the countryside on a regular basis and am always amazed at the standing stones I come across by accident. Carrying a map will reveal many others, some close to smaller roads where you can park and examine them.


The North East is particularly rich in ancient stone remains. Many standing stones have been used for later purposes than those for which they were erected. Some have been carved with Christian symbols.


The Wallace Stones near the Sheriffmuir Inn on a shoulder of the Ochil Hills (they are marked on Ordnance Survey maps) are ancient monoliths, but they may have been used as a gathering site for part of the army before the Battle of Stirling Bridge in 1297. The Scots were led by Wallace, and so the name has stuck. They were possibly raised by the dwellers of the hill fort on nearby Dumyat.


Two standing stones at Randolphfield police headquarters in Stirling were used by one of the Scots Divisions as a marker line at the Battle of Bannockburn. They lined up at these two standing stones to withstand an English cavalry charge.


So we can see our medieval counterparts also used the stones erected by their ancestors as landmarks. Many of the islands off our shores have remains in a good state of preservation. Arran has several well-preserved stone circles.


There is much controversy surrounding the exact purpose of our standing stones and circles. It would seem that many may have been used as calculators or calendars, and special places where sky deities were worshipped. Later, they became sought-after burial sites.


The ancient peoples also built circles from wood, which time has eroded, although we can still locate the pits that served as foundations for the wooden posts. This leaves only the stones and cairns standing in mute testament to the existence of our fore fathers.









CHAPTER TWO


The legacy of Rome’s north-west frontier


Throughout history, no one has ever managed to gain rule of Scotland by armed invasion.


WHEN THE ROMAN EMPEROR HADRIAN visited Britain in AD 121 he ordered the building of the wall, from the Solway to the Tyne, which carries his name.


Although none of Hadrian’s Wall is in modern Scotland, it is still seen as a psychological barrier between Scotland and England.


Many long stretches of it are intact, and the more interesting parts are well signposted, with information boards. The best-preserved stretch runs a little north of Brampton, eastwards to the area north of Hexham.


It is easy to stand atop this stonework and look north over the rolling moorland towards Scotland, as many a Roman legionary, used to much warmer climes, must have done, while keeping an eye open for the warlike Caledonians.


20 years after the building of Hadrian’s Wall, a push northwards was made to the narrow waist of land between the Forth and Clyde. Here the Antonine Wall, an earthen structure defended by a deep ditch, looking north to the Campsies and Ochils, was built.


Several stretches of the Antonine Wall exist in a reasonable condition, and are well worth visiting for a chance to marvel at the tenacity of the Roman builders.


The later Forth and Clyde Canal follows the same basic route as the Antonine Wall, and near it, on the stretch between Castlecary and Falkirk, via Bonnybridge, are sites such as Rough Castle and Seabegs Wood. These are signposted from nearby roads.


Rough Castle has an interesting surviving defensive feature, a series of dug pits in clusters, known as lillia, designed to break up a charge and probably originally containing sharpened stakes. The stretch of the Antonine here is probably the best-preserved section, the ditch and earthen rampart still relatively unscathed.


A remnant of the stone base of the wall is visible in New Kilpatrick cemetery in the Bearsden and Milngavie area.


The Romans also built a supply port for shipping at Cramond at the wall’s eastern end, where in recent years a carved stone lioness was found in the River Almond. This lioness is now on display at the Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh.


Two main routes ran north to the Antonine Wall. One followed the line of the A68 through Lauderdale, and north over the Lammermuirs at Soutra, a line later used by many invading English armies. The other followed a route similar to the modern M74/A74, threading up Annandale, and over into Clydesdale.


But all the backbreaking work of the Romans was to no avail. Around AD 160, the Romans abandoned the Antonine Wall, moving back to Hadrian’s Wall, holding it for another hundred years until the empire began to decline. I often wonder how the average Roman soldier felt as they marched off south. All the work that went into building the wall, its supply roads, its forts, and then after a few years it was abandoned.


There had been forays north of the Antonine, of course – there is that abiding legend that Pontius Pilate was born at Fortingall in Perthshire, where stands an ancient yew, said to pre-date Roman times; the suggestion being that Pilate himself would have been familiar with this tree. In fact, I have seen it claimed that the famous Fortingall Yew is the oldest living thing in Europe! This tree is a fragment of what it once was in its prime though. Much of it is rotted away and only a few boughs are still living.


Many forts and sites scattered over southern Scotland can be found on Ordnance Survey maps. Strathclyde Park has an excavated bathhouse, which stands on the bank of the South Calder, where it enters the man-made loch. Enough remains to discern how warm air was allowed to flow underneath the flooring. Early central heating!


A well-defined rampart and ditch can be seen above the A72 west of Peebles, some 500 metres west of Lyne Church. It is just above the road, but unless you knew of its whereabouts you would not know it was so close to you as you drove this stretch. It was the base of a cohort of cavalry and the sheer size of scale leaves one in no doubt as to the power wielded during the days of the Roman occupation of Scotland.


Throughout history, despite numerous attempts, no one has ever managed to subjugate Scotland by armed invasion.


Politics may have been another force to be reckoned with in the centuries to come, but when all of Europe had finally bowed to Roman conquest, Scotland alone was able to hold off against what must have seemed to be relentless attacks and overwhelming odds.









CHAPTER THREE


On the trail of the Camelot legend


King Arthur’s legendary exploits could have taken place in Scotland.


ONE OF THE OLDEST and most abiding British legends is the story of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table. Over the years the story has been credited as having its roots in south-western England, but there is a case for Arthur’s exploits having taken place in Scotland. It may all be legend, but the arguments surrounding it can be good fun.


Arthur was King of the Britons, and the Britons had their headquarters at Dun Breatann (the fort of the Britons), or Dumbarton as we know it today. Or it refers more specifically to the castle on Dumbarton Rock, which has borne a fortification on its summit since earliest times.


Arthur was said to have been active in the 6th century and this time fits the theory that he was one of the leaders of the Strathclyde Britons based at Dun Breatann.


To add a little more weight to a Scottish background for Arthur, the town is called Castrum Arthuri (Arthur’s Castle) in a record of David II from 1367. David would have been very familiar with this area, as he was raised by his father, Robert the Bruce, in a house on the banks of the River Leven, within a mile or so of Dumbarton Rock itself, and so he was perhaps regaled with Arthurian tales as a lad. Dumbarton Castle is open to the public, and although it is mostly a shell of its former glories, it is worth a visit just to climb to the summit of either of its twin peaks and look at the phenomenal views over the Clyde and the Leven.


Camelon, on the outskirts of Falkirk, has been identified with Camelot; not as bizarre a claim as this might at first seem. The Romans had founded a town here as a base for the running of the northern boundary of their empire, at the Antonine Wall. After the Roman influence declined, it is more than likely that the natives would have used it as a fortification of their own, including perhaps Arthur himself.


We have, of course, the famous Arthur’s Seat in Edinburgh, and Ben Arthur, a mountain at the head of Loch Long, which is better known as the Cobbler. Unfortunately, these names have been derived from some long-lost connection.


Drummelzier, in south-west Peeblesshire, is reputed to be the burial place of Merlin, the magician whose story is intertwined with that of Arthur. Merlin’s grave is sited at the side of the Powsail Burn, which flows into the Tweed some quarter of a mile after running through Drummelzier itself. In a description of Tweedale published in 1715, it is stated that Merlin was buried beneath a thorn tree, a little below the churchyard.


The thorn tree is long gone, but it is interesting to walk the Powsail down to the Tweed, and speculate on the exact location of the final resting place of the world’s most famous sorcerer.


A mound in the graveyard at Meigle in Perthshire has long been pointed out as Vanora’s Grave. Our ancestors knew Guinevere, Arthur’s wife in the old legends, as Vanora. The stone that once graced this mound is now in the little sculptured stone museum that is adjacent to the churchyard.


One of my personal favourites is the legend concerning the Round Table itself. On the level grassland below Stirling Castle there is a strange symmetrical and angled mound known locally as The King’s Knot. It stands just beside Dumbarton Road. The information boards nearby date it to the time of the Stewart dynasty in Scotland, but a poem written in 1370 by John Barbour mentions ‘The Round Table’ and there is no doubt that it is this strange construction he is referring to. Barbour tells how, after the Battle of Bannockburn, King Edward II of England had to make a getaway by travelling by ‘The Round Table’ to escape the clutches of the victorious Scots.


The King’s Knot has ramps on its sides, which knights on horseback could easily have ridden up in order to stand in a circle on the summit. There is a centre boss where Arthur could have stood to give and receive counselling. It is certainly a poignant place to visit and walk over, but the best views of it can be had from the ramparts of Stirling Castle, high above.









CHAPTER FOUR


Evidence of the Norse age


The badge on Rover cars is a daily reminder of Vikings.


FOR FOUR CENTURIES, the Vikings occupied the islands and parts of mainland Scotland, before their power was broken here in the mid–1200s. Their legacy has survived, however, not only in the blonde hair and blue eyes of many of the people of Scotland’s western seaboard, but also in place names.


Skye, for instance, takes its name from the Norse Skuyî – the Cloud Island – which is how they saw the cloud-capped peaks from the sea.


The north-western point of the mainland, Cape Wrath, takes its name from the Norse Hvarf – the turning point – where their ships would turn their prows south to sail through the Hebrides.


What few remnants we have from Viking times generally lie close to water, as the Norsemen did not like to roam far from their ships.


Many Glaswegians would be surprised to know that Govan, on the south bank of the Clyde, was a Viking settlement. Various artefacts have been found here, including Viking hogback tombstones, which are shaped like the keels of upturned boats. These have been moved inside Govan Parish Church for safekeeping.


It’s strange to think that places where dragon-prowed longships were once drawn up on the banks, where their fierce axe-carrying crews waded ashore, later became the sites of shipyards. Even odder to think that these too have almost vanished, but that one of the few names left on the Clyde is Kvaerner – a Scandinavian company.


Apart from the five hogback Viking tombstones in Govan Old Parish Church, I have only ever once come across another hogback-style tombstone well away from the sea – by the entrance to the 1655 church in the village of Dalserf, just south of the Garrion Bridge over the Clyde between Hamilton and Lanark.


How did a Viking-style burial stone come to be situated so far from the open sea? Perhaps the Clyde this far upstream was once navigable for shallow-draughted longships.


There are also two remaining ancient round towers in Scotland, built by Celtic monks as a defence against Viking raiders. One is at Brechin, now adjoined to the later cathedral. The other fine example is in the village of Abernethy, just south of the Tay. A circular stair takes you up to the summit trap door, where you have a bird’s eye view over the village and surrounding country, allowing you to cast your mind back to when Viking marauders rampaged across the land.


There are many earthworks scattered over Scotland’s countryside that locals, or at least old local histories, refer to as ‘Danish Forts’.


One of these is in the Devilla Forest, north of the A985, which runs from the Kincardine Bridge to Dunfermline. It is marked on Ordnance Survey maps. Just a little north-west of the farm of Bordie stands the Standard Stone. This flat stone has a socket carved into it, and it was said to have been where the standard of an army was displayed during a battle between the Vikings and the Scots, the Vikings having sailed up the Firth of Forth, only a mile south.


Viking rule in Scotland was broken firstly by Somerled, the ancestor of the Lords of the Isles, who, with his own long ships, beat the Vikings at their own game. He died in battle at Renfrew and is buried at Saddell Abbey in Kintyre.


Next to help break the Viking hold was King Alexander III of Scots, who defeated the King of Norway at the Battle of Largs in 1263. There is a monument at the south end of Largs, known as the Pencil, which commemorates this victory. Largs also has the modern exhibition Vikingar, recalling the area’s links with the Norse raiders.


The leader of the Vikings at the Battle of Largs was King Haakon, and Kyleakin (Kyle Haakon) on the Isle of Skye opposite Kyle of Lochalsh takes its name from him, as the Viking fleet berthed there before sailing south to defeat at Largs.
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