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PREFACE


Around 12,000 years ago the rising tides of the north Atlantic Ocean began to spill over and cascade into a vast and deep ravine, forming as they did so the Narrow Sea. Until then so much water was still locked up in ice sheets in the Northern Hemisphere that the sea level remained low – low enough to keep both Britain and Ireland not only connected to each other but also to the European mainland. A thousand-year ‘cold snap’, as scientists refer to this last manifestation of the Ice Ages, seems to have come to a rather sudden end. As temperatures and the oceans rose, Ireland became an island for the first time. Henceforth turbulent straits – once remembered as the Sea of Moyle and known today more prosaically as the North Channel – would keep these lands apart even though at its narrowest point only twenty kilometres separate Scotland’s Mull of Kintyre from Torr Head in Antrim.


In the ancient epic tale, the four children of Lir, a ruler of the fairy folk, the Tuatha Dé Danann, were turned by a spell into swans at Lough Derravaragh by the king’s intensely jealous second wife, Aoife. Nine hundred years would pass before they could once again assume human form. Their greatest torment by far was the time spent on the Sea of Moyle: here for three hundred years they were battered and separated by constant storms and their webbed feet were often frozen hard on to the rocks. The final three centuries spent sheltering behind the Erris peninsula in the far west proved to be benign by comparison. Certainly, the Narrow Sea is known for its surging tides and its treacherous waters, but it is quite wrong to see it as a barrier. A major theme of this book is that for nearly all of its history, when travel was easier and more rapid by water than by land, this channel was a conduit, a routeway, where peoples and cultures constantly blended.


In 2010 I was asked by BBC Radio Ulster to write 60 five-minute programmes to trace Ulster’s connections with Scotland from the earliest times. These episodes were broadcast every weekday between Monday 3 January 2011 and Friday 25 March 2011. Each programme was to tell a story from the past about the Narrow Sea, joining subsequent programmes to describe and explain how those people inhabiting the lands on each side did so much to shape the history, not only of Ulster and Scotland, but of all of Ireland and Britain, and ultimately of many lands across the world. The aim of each broadcast was to be sufficiently self-contained and satisfying for those listeners who had not heard the previous broadcast. In the same way the reader should be able to open this volume at random to enjoy a fully understandable snippet of history. To create this book the number of episodes has been doubled and these, read in sequence, provide a narrative history of a part of north-western Europe which played a pivotal role in determining the fortunes of the continent and in time of other places elsewhere on the globe.


In a book of this scope, spanning almost all the time that humans have been in both Scotland and Ireland, the author is especially reliant on the published findings of specialists. I hope that these writers will consider acknowledgement of their work in the references and bibliography in part an expression of my gratitude. It has been a real privilege to be reminded of the vigorous good health of historical research on both sides of the Narrow Sea. The extraordinary increase in the quantity of publications has not resulted in any fall in quality. In the process many long-held assumptions have been convincingly challenged. For example, by the beginning of the new millennium scholars had reached a new consensus: Dalriada was not created by invaders and colonists crossing over from eastern Ulster to overwhelm Argyll during the fourth and fifth centuries AD. Instead, this kingdom long straddled the Narrow Sea, and its people, protected by rugged countryside on its south-eastern borders from both Roman conquest and interference by Strathclyde Britons, shared the Gaelic language then spoken over all of Ireland. Archaeologists have played a key role in persuading historians that this was the case.


By the beginning of the twenty-first century archaeologists had reached another more startling conclusion: only fourteen land mammals can be considered native to Ireland. A few had been able to survive the thousand-year cold snap between 11,000 and 10,000 BC. They included: the hare, stoat and woodmouse which subsequently evolved into distinct Irish species; otters, able to swim across; and brown bears, wild cats, lynx and wolves eventually driven to extinction by human hunters.


In Scotland Mesolithic Stone Age hunters had a wide choice of game, such as wild cattle, red and roe deer, wild boar, badgers and beavers. The first arrivals in Ireland discovered that these creatures, up to then forming the main part of their diet, were simply not there. Even the range of freshwater fish was limited to a handful of migratory species such as eels, salmon and sea trout, with landlocked trout, char and pollan transformed into freshwater fish as the ice retreated. Certainly, shellfish were gathered from the shore and hazelnuts, raspberries, blackberries, crab apples, waterlily seeds, fungi, edible bracken, goosegrass and vetch could be harvested in season from the woods. But human pioneers in Ireland found the fare on offer in Ireland was disappointingly limited. It would have required 250 eels to provide the same number of calories as a single wild boar, for example.


‘Bring your own’ is the arresting title given by the archaeologist J. P. Mallory to his explanation that, almost from the outset, the first hunter-gatherers to settle in Ireland felt they had no choice but to transport over animals from Britain to bring comfort and variety to their lives. By far the most important were wild boar – even if half their young were killed and eaten, enough remained to breed and multiply. Foxes, red squirrels and pine marten were probably brought over for their fur. Badgers came too (in the eighteenth century the Irish gentry relished ‘badger flambé’) and ‘native’ red deer do not seem to have been carried over by boat (probably as fawns in wicker baskets) until the beginning of the Bronze Age.


Produced and directed by Laura Spence, each programme in BBC Radio Ulster’s A Narrow Sea was dramatised. The skill and versatility of the actors, particularly in their interpretation of annals, proclamations, letters and other documents from the past, were crucially important in persuading listeners to continue to tune in to subsequent episodes. A Narrow Sea was the most-downloaded podcast for Radio Ulster over the period with 127,452 requests over three months. This shows the huge appetite there is for both well-told history and Ulster-Scots material. The original 60 broadcasts, with their scripts, can be heard and viewed on the BBC Ulster-Scots website: http://www.bbc.co.uk/ulsterscotslibrary/a-narrow-sea


Laura Spence and Alister McReynolds were extremely generous with their time. I drew greedily on their vast store of knowledge in many conversations, which both followed up subsequently with helpful emails. Had I acted on most of their suggestions this book would be at least twice the length it is. As I write, my study is partly filled with piles of books and pamphlets lent to me by Laura from her great collection of works on so many aspects of Ulster Scots and American Scots-Irish history. I am grateful to those who agreed to apply their expertise by looking over some episodes, though I hasten to add that they bear no responsibility for the final product. They are: Jim Bennett, Chris Hudson, Will Lutton, Nico McGeagh, Alister McReynolds, William Roulston and Patrick Tweedale. My wife, Carol Tweedale, valiantly undertook the task of reading draft chapters to comment on how the text might be received by the non-specialist, and her advice urging further clarification was not only deeply appreciated but, I have no doubt, proved vital. Sincere thanks are due to the following for many kindnesses, particularly for giving me helpful comments, implanting fresh ideas and drawing my attention to useful sources: Brian Acheson, Norbert Bannon, Victor Blease, Jane Conroy, Gerald Dawe, Anne Devlin, Isabella Evangelisti, Alison Finch, Tommy Graham, Richard Hawkins, David Hayton, Bronagh Hinds, Brian Lambkin, Ian Lutton, Kay Muhr, Nonie and Frank Murray, Rosemary McCreery, Babs McDade, Medb McGuckian, Máire Neary, Raymond O’Regan, the late Aodán Mac Póilin, Margaret O’Callaghan, Patrick Speight, Trevor Parkhill, Chris Parr, Errol Steele, John Waddell, Brian M. Walker, John Waugh and Paul Weir. I benefit enormously from the intellectual stimulation and friendship I receive from my association with that venerable organisation, the Belfast Natural History and Philosophical Society, especially from Angélique Day, Winifred Glover, Rosana Trainor and Brian M. Walker. Members of the Northern Ireland Tour Guides Association have been providing me with warm support and constant historical inspiration, in particular, Catherine Burns, Marty McAuley, Catherine McKimm, Min Shen, and Laura Spence.


A group of men of my own vintage who meet once a month in Belfast to discuss Ireland’s past, the country’s cultural heritage and the present condition of both the island and that of the United Kingdom, were amongst those who provided many valuable insights. They are: Maurice Blease, Victor Blease, Douglas Carson, Seán J. Connolly, David Coffey, Brian Garrett, Liam Kearney, John Knox, Eddie McCamley, Alister McReynolds, George Orr, Peter Spratt, Thompson Steele and Barry White. Zoë and Ralph Lutton went out of their way to familiarise me with all the sites of historical importance in Edinburgh: without those exploratory outings, for example, I would not have been convinced of the importance of Hugh Dubh O’Donnell’s momentous pact with James IV made in the Renaissance splendour of the castle here in 1513.


The coastlines on both sides of the Narrow Sea are amongst the most hauntingly beautiful to be found in all of western Europe. On a calm and peaceful summer’s day, it is not immediately apparent that these straits and the lands enfolding them were the scene of a succession of so many memorable happenings. Looking back over time they include: the setting off of the Allied armada just prior to the Normandy landings of 1944; evidence of the industrial and commercial power of both Belfast and Glasgow in the early twentieth century; the steamers carrying migrant workers from Donegal to labour as ‘tattie hokers’ on Scottish farms; the flight of fever-ridden victims to Glasgow during the Great Famine of the 1840s; the emigration of tens of thousands of Ulster Scots from Belfast and neighbouring ports during the eighteenth century to settle the thirteen colonies across the Atlantic; the criss-crossing of new liberal ideas from Ulster to Scotland and back again to help form the Enlightenment; the landing on 3 April 1642 at Carrickfergus of Major-General Robert Monro leading a great Scots army to crush Irish rebels and, incidentally, to set up the first Presbyterian congregation in Ulster; the flow of colonists from Portpatrick and Stranraer in the early seventeenth century to take part in the most ambitious scheme of colonisation in western Europe in modern times; the expedition led by Captain Francis Drake to slaughter MacDonnells taking refuge on Rathlin in 1575; the disembarkation of Scots, fresh from their victory at Bannockburn, at Larne in 1315, as Edward Bruce began his campaign to make good his claim to be King of Ireland; the ravages of Viking raiders who were to leave an indelible mark on every island and headland; the missionary expedition of Columcille in the sixth century which was to make Iona the most renowned Christian centre in north-western Europe; and the first crossings to Ulster made by Stone Age hunter-gatherers around 8,000 BC, about a thousand years after the first human settlements had been made on the eastern side of the Narrow Sea. The aim of this book is to bring such events to life.


I am grateful for the assistance of the staffs of the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, the Linen Hall Library, the National Library, Belfast Central Library, the McClay Library in Queen’s University, the Ulster Historical Foundation, the Jackie Clarke Collection in Ballina, the Ulster-Scots Agency, the Ulster-Scots Community Network, the Ultach Trust and BBC Northern Ireland. Throughout I enjoyed the staunch support and encouragement provided by Conor Nagle, Sheila Armstrong, Teresa Daly, Dilia Eckert and Avril Cannon. I am also exceedingly grateful to Síne Quinn who edited the text for this book with painstaking care and sensitivity, as well as impressing me yet again with her knowledge and insight.











Silent, O Moyle


Silent, O Moyle, be the roar of thy water
Break not, ye breezes, your chain of repose
While murmuring mournfully Lir’s lonely daughter
Tells to the night-star her tale of woes


When shall the swan, her death-note singing
Sleep, with the wings her darkness furl’d
When shall Heav’n, its sweet bells ringing
Call my spirit from this stormy world.


Silent, O Moyle, to thy winter-wave weeping
Fate bids me languish long ages away
Yet still in the darkness doth Erin lie sleeping
Still doth the pure light its dawning delay


When will the day-star, mildly springing
Warm our Isle with peace and love?
When will Heav’n, its sweet bell ringing
Call my spirit to the fields above.


Thomas Moore









EPISODE 1


THE CLASSICAL WORLD LEARNS ABOUT SCOTLAND AND IRELAND


Three hundred and twenty five years before the birth of Christ, Pytheas, a navigator from the Greek colony of Massilia (now the city of Marseille in the south of France) set out on an epic voyage of exploration. He managed to slip past the Carthaginians guarding the Pillars of Hercules, through the Straits of Gibraltar, into the Atlantic Ocean. After making landfall at Cornwall, he set out northwards again. Pytheas, the first man from the Mediterranean to describe the Orkneys, then sailed on towards Iceland and Norway to witness the summer midnight sun, the Northern Lights and icebergs.


Though Pytheas’s account of his explorations does not survive, clearly it circulated widely in his classical world. It gave Mediterranean traders for the first time the correct position of the ‘Pritanic Isles’, the British Isles. Himilco, the Carthaginan, had journeyed to the ‘Tin Isles of Scilly’ 150 years earlier and had warned of dense sea entanglements and threatening sea monsters just beyond Cornwall – by circumnavigating the British Isles Pytheas had proved him wrong.


And what of the peoples inhabiting these islands in the ocean on the far north-western edge of Europe? For a time Paleolithic peoples had been able to settle in the far south of Britain. Scotland and Ireland, however, remained among the last places on earth to be inhabited by human beings. Why? The explanation is the hostile climate: ice sheets, in some places a mile thick, ensured that for thousands of years Britain and Ireland were completely uninhabitable. Only after the last Ice Age was over, about 10,000 years ago, could human beings return to Britain and Ireland.


At Cramond on the Firth of Forth just outside Edinburgh archaeologists excavating an ancient habitation site found burned hazelnut shells in a fire pit. Radiocarbon analysis of the shells, dated at around 8,500 BC, established that this is the earliest habitation site in Scotland that we know of. In exactly the same way, analysis of charred hazelnut shells at Mount Sandel just outside Coleraine confirmed a date of about 7,000 BC. Radiocarbon testing proved that this was not only the oldest human settlement known in Ulster but also, at the time of discovery, in all of Ireland.


Though separated by more than a thousand years, the Stone Age hunter-gatherers of Cramond and Mount Sandel appear to have had very similar lifestyles. Both communities erected large circular huts, each about six metres wide, made of saplings driven into the ground and bent over to form a domed roof by being lashed together, and then covered with bark, deer hide and grass turfs. Pieces of hard stone, chert at Cramond and flint at Mount Sandel, were roughed out into axe heads, arrowheads, knives, hide scrapers and other tools. They lived by harpooning fish, gathering nuts, seeds and berries in season and hunting wild pigs in the wild wood.


The Lebor Gabála Érenn (The Book of the Taking of Ireland), written in the eleventh century AD, claimed that the Gaelic Irish had been led by the sons of Míl directly to Ireland from Spain. A great many of our ancestors did indeed come from Spain but it is much more probable that, instead of attempting to brave Atlantic storms to cross the Bay of Biscay, they worked their way northwards along the west coast of France to cross the Channel over into Britain. From there they and their descendants travelled further north into Scotland. It seems very likely that the first bands of human beings to come to Ireland crossed the North Channel between Galloway and the Ards peninsula or between the Mull of Kintyre and the north Antrim coast, or made their way westwards from the Isle of Man. Indeed, it could be said that the forebears of those who eventually became Irish were – at least for a time – British. There was to be much coming and going across the North Channel, the legendary Straits of Moyle, for century after century, which would do much to shape the history of these islands.


Fresh arrivals brought the latest information from abroad. Knowledge of farming, first developed in the Middle East, arrived more or less at the same time in Ireland and Scotland about 6,000 years ago. Finds of exquisitely crafted brooches, torcs, swords and axes show that the skills of moulding and fashioning gold, copper and bronze were established some 2,000 years later. Around 500 years before the birth of Christ iron was being smelted, cast and forged throughout these islands. By then all the inhabitants of Britain and Ireland were speaking a Celtic language of one form or another.


During the last century before the birth of Christ, Julius Caesar led his legions into Gaul and one by one he conquered the Celtic-speaking tribes there. He then laid plans to invade what Pytheas had called the Pritanic Isles. Caesar called it Britannia and he intended to make it a province of the Roman Empire.









EPISODE 2


AGRICOLA, CALEDONIA AND HIBERNIA


During the spring of AD 43 the King of the Orkneys (an archipelago 16 km off the far north-east of Scotland) made the long and perilous journey by sea to Camulodunum, now the city of Colchester in Essex. This had been the capital of the British tribe, the Trinovantes; now it was a stronghold of the Roman Empire. Here the King – we do not know his name – along with ten other British kings bowed his head in homage before the Emperor Claudius. Julius Caesar had invaded Britain twice, first in 55 BC and again in 54 BC, but on both occasions he had been forced to withdraw. It was Claudius who had overseen the conquest and now he was here in person. He would make sure these kings would accept that Britannia was now a province of the Roman Empire.


That Empire stretched from Egypt and the sands of the Sahara in the south, from Persia and Mesopotamia in the east, and north to the Danube and the Rhine. That the King of the Orkneys had travelled so far south was a striking recognition that he regarded Claudius as ruler of almost all of the known world. Could the Roman Empire expand further to include all of these islands set in the Atlantic Ocean, here on the edge of the world? Could it encompass Scotland, the land the Romans called Caledonia, and that mysterious island to the west, known to the Romans as Hibernia?


One man developed a burning ambition to achieve this goal. Gnaeus Julius Agricola had first been posted as a military tribune to Britannia in AD 61. Here he served under Suetonius Paulinus, leading his cohorts forward during Boudicca’s rebellion to crush the Iceni and Brigantes with unflinching ruthlessness. Rewarded by being given command of the 20th Valeria Victrix Legion, he directed the Irish Sea flotilla. Perhaps it was then he thought that Hibernia was an island worthy of conquest.


Recalled to take up a post in the province of Asia in AD 64, Agricola went on to become Tribune in Rome and after that Governor of Aquitania, a province of Gaul. Then, after 21 years’ absence, Agricola was appointed Governor of Britannia in AD 78. At last he had been given the opportunity to achieve the dream of his youth. First he descended on the Ordovices who had wiped out Roman cavalry stationed in north Wales. He crushed these Britons mercilessly and forced survivors desperately holding out on Mona’s Isle, Anglesey, to make abject submission to the power of Rome. Then in AD 79 Agricola led his legions on to overwhelm what is now the north of England and the following year he crossed the Uplands into Caledonia. Within two years he had established Roman power as far north as the line across the country marked by the Clyde in the west and the Forth in the east. Here, along the forty-mile strip of land between these two rivers, Agricola had a chain of twenty forts built by AD 81. The Britons living south of these forts – the Damnonii, the Novantae, the Selgovae and the Votadini – came to accept Roman rule and their chiefs sent their sons to learn Latin and be schooled in Roman ways.


Could Agricola advance further across the Highland Line to the wild northern regions of Caledonia where mysterious barbarians who tattooed and painted their skins held sway? And surely Hibernia, known for its lush pastures, would be a fine addition to the Empire? In AD 82 Agricola turned west, to that tongue of Scottish mainland closest to Ulster, now known as Galloway, to conquer the British tribes there. It was then that he decided to invade Ireland. Agricola’s son-in-law, Tacitus, informs us that Agricola now planned an invasion of Ireland with a king in exile:


Agricola received in friendly fashion an Irish petty king who had been driven out in a civil war, and kept him for use when opportunity offered. I have often heard him say that Ireland could be conquered and held by one legion and a modest force of auxiliary troops; and that it would be advantageous in dealing with Britain too if Roman forces were on all sides.


Was this king Túathail Techtmar, founder of the Ulster Uí Néill dynasty, 106th King of Ireland and believed to be of mixed Irish and Scottish descent, who had been forced to seek aid in Britain to recover his throne? We cannot be certain. Agricola summoned the Irish Sea flotilla to the Solway Firth and called all available cohorts to Galloway. But the invasion of Ulster never took place. A legion of Germans stationed in Galloway mutinied, and there was disturbing news that the barbarians in the Highlands were massing for an attack southwards. Setting aside his plan to conquer Ireland, Agricola now gathered legions from across the Empire to bring all of Caledonia under Roman rule.









EPISODE 3


‘LOATHSOME HORDES OF SCOTS AND PICTS’


Eighty-four years after the birth of Christ, Gnaeus Julius Agricola, Governor of Britain, led the greatest Roman army ever to appear in Caledonia deep into the Highlands. Facing him at a place called Mons Graupius were 30,000 barbarians, known to the Romans as Picts because they painted and tattooed pictures or ‘picts’ on their bodies. There Agricola won a famous victory the Empire would not forget. According to his son-in-law Tacitus, the Picts lost 10,000 men:


The next day … an awful silence reigned on every hand; the hills were deserted, houses smoking in the distance, and our scouts did not meet a soul.


But it was a hollow victory. The wild Highlands proved beyond the capacity of Rome to subjugate. The Picts were proving themselves far less barbarous than the Romans thought them to be. Occupying the most fertile land in Scotland, they could sustain long campaigns and use to great advantage their intimate knowledge of the glens and hills to harass the enemy with their fierce attacks. Indeed, soon the empire was becoming overstretched. Forty years after Mons Graupius the Romans pulled out of Caledonia altogether and built a wall from the Tyne in the east to the Solway in the west. Painted white with lime to make it visible at a great distance, and reinforced with watch-towers and forts, Hadrian’s Wall took the work of three entire legions over six years before it was completed in AD 122. It was a defensive wall 80 Roman miles (17.5 kilometres) long and 20 feet wide in places (6 metres) and over 11 feet high (3.5 metres). With no equal in all of the rest of the Empire, it was the largest Roman artefact anywhere.


For the next two hundred years Hadrian’s Wall served its purpose well. Then the Roman Empire, weakened by bitter internal disputes and its frontiers overrun by barbarians, began to fall apart. Legion after legion was withdrawn from Britain, many of them sent to defend the River Danube where Germanic tribes from the north and east were massing. One by one the Roman castellae were abandoned. At Inchtuthil, a Roman legion left behind almost one million unused nails, carefully hidden below the floor of a workshop. The Votadini, a British tribe long allied to the Romans, evacuated their great hill fort of Trapian Law in East Lothian on the Scottish borders so rapidly that they abandoned a treasure hoard of immense value. As the fourth century drew to an end, the writer Ammianus Marcellinus chronicled the desperate situation:


At this time, with trumpets sounding for war as if through all the Roman world, the most savage tribes rose up and poured across the nearest frontiers. At one and the same time the Alamanni were plundering Gaul and Raetia; the Sarmatae and Quadri Pannonia; the Picts, Saxons, Scots and Attacotti harassed the Britons with continual calamities.


And who were these Scots mentioned by this Roman author? Scoti – meaning marauders or pirates – was the Latin name the Romans gave to the Gaelic-speaking people in Ireland. Many centuries would pass before the word Scot would mean an inhabitant of that part of Britain north of Hadrian’s Wall or, indeed, before there would be a kingdom of Scotland. And now these Gaelic-speaking Irish, sailing east from Ulster, joined the Picts from the north in pillaging an empire becoming weaker by the year. Gildas, a Briton from Strathclyde who later settled in Wales, described the worsening situation:


Britain was robbed of all her armed forces, her military supplies, her rulers, cruel as they were … Britain remained for many years groaning in a state of shock, exposed for the first time to two foreign tribes of extreme cruelty, the Scots from the north-west, the Picts from the north….


[As]the Romans returned home, the loathsome hordes of Scots and Picts eagerly emerged from their coracles that carried them across the gulf of the sea, like dark swarms of worms that emerge from the narrow crevices of their holes when the sun is high and the weather grows warm. In custom they differed slightly one from another, yet in their single desire for shedding blood they were of one accord, preferring to cover their villainous faces with hair, rather than their private parts and surrounding areas with clothes. Once they learned of the Romans’ departure and their refusal to return, more confident than ever, they seized as settlers the whole northern part of the country as far as the wall.


Hadrian’s Wall proved no defence and the Picts and Scots surged southwards:


What more can I say? The townships and high wall are abandoned; once again the citizens are put to flight; once again they are pursued by the enemy; once again massacres yet more cruel hasten upon them.


On every frontier the Roman Empire was reeling under the attack of peoples from central and northern Europe seeking new corn lands and pastures. Legion after legion was withdrawn from the outposts to defend Rome. All to no avail: Alaric the Goth took Rome itself in AD 410. In the east the Roman Empire, with its capital of Byzantium, would survive for more than 800 years. But the western empire was no more. For the first time in over 800 years, its provinces were being carved into kingdoms by rampaging Germanic peoples, including Ostrogoths, Visigoths, Vandals, Burgundians, Lombards, Franks and – in eastern and southern Britain – Angles and Saxons.


Those English – described by Gildas, the sixth-century monk, as ‘fierce Saxons, hated by God and men’ – were soon to play their part in shaping the land we now know as Scotland.









EPISODE 4


DALRIADA


During the first century after the birth of Christ the Roman Empire was approaching the height of its power. Its legions overran Britain and advanced north as far as the Highland Line. But Ireland, known to the Romans as Hibernia (the Érainn, the Irish, called their country Ériu) was never to become part of that empire. Here a Celtic-speaking Iron Age society – very similar to that conquered by Julius Caesar in Gaul – survived undisturbed for many centuries.


Ireland was then a land of many kings. They enforced their rule from well-defended forts where high-born men served as a warrior caste riding on horseback, equipped with lances, throwing-spears and short iron swords held in richly decorated bronze scabbards, and defended with large round shields. No doubt several of these warrior kings had been driven westwards out of Gaul and Britain by the might of Rome. All Irish kingdoms had constantly shifting frontiers. Uladh, or Ulster, was then one of the island’s largest. Its capital was at Emain Macha (Navan fort) in Armagh. At the kingdom’s greatest extent its southern frontier ran from the Drowes River flowing into Donegal Bay in the west to the mouth of the River Boyne in the east. During the first centuries after the birth of Christ, however, Ulster was on the defensive. Claiming descent from the legendary Niall of the Nine Hostages (circa 370–450), members of the Uí Néill dynasty had emerged from their north Connacht homeland to thrust eastwards into Meath and northwards over the fords of Erne towards Inishowen. In wild country overlooking the marshland that separates the Inishowen peninsula from the rest of Donegal, the Uí Néill built the Grianán of Aileach. From this imposing circular hill fort, constructed massively of stone with inset stairways, wall passages and triple earthen bank defences, the power of the northern Uí Néill would in time extend over much of the rest of Ulster – but never including the lands along the western shores of the Narrow Sea.


About the middle of the fifth century Emain Macha fell to the northern Uí Néill. The over-kingdom of the Ulaidh gradually shrank to little more than the modern counties of Antrim and Down. Yet this shrinking provincial kingdom in the north-east of Ireland was intimately connected with the wider Gaelic world of Argyll and the inner isles of the Hebrides, west of Scotland. For a considerable time the lands on both sides of the Narrow Sea would be known as Dál Riata, better known in its anglicised form as Dalriada.


As the power of Rome began to decline the farmlands, towns and villas of Britannia proved tempting targets, not only for Picts from the north, but also for the Irish. Irish raids on Cornwall and Devon were so relentless that the population there abandoned their lands to make a new home in the Roman province of Armorica in the north-west of France, now called Brittany after them. Some of these Irish began to settle the lands they had been plundering in Wales, Devon and Cornwall. Indeed, Irish kingdoms were established for a time in parts of Wales. But did the Irish also conquer a kingdom for themselves in Scotland?


The seventh-century Senchus Fer nAlban (‘History of the Men of Scotland’) is possibly the oldest census record in western Europe. A register of all the households in Dál Riata, it enumerated the fighting men each one could muster for the king. Rewritten in the tenth century, it stated that the first Gaelic-speaking territory in northern Britain had been made by an Irish king, Fergus mac Eirc, who had crossed the Narrow Sea with his sons. He named the land he conquered Dál Riata in Argyll after the kingdom he ruled in Antrim. The Senchus also stated that the Gaelic language was first brought to Scotland by Fergus. We now know this is no more than a story, written possibly to back up the claim to territory in the north-east of Ireland made by one of the Argyll kings.


There is no doubt, however, that an identical language was spoken on both sides of the Narrow Sea. The place names of Argyll are almost entirely Gaelic, proof that this was the language of the indigenous inhabitants here. Rugged mountains, long narrow lochs and steep-sided forested glens had helped to prevent Argyll from being overrun by the Romans; and, after the departure of the legions, the nature of the landscape made regular overland contact difficult with the British along the Clyde and the Pictish heartlands far to the north and the east.


Movement then was much easier by water. Travel by sea from the Mull of Kintyre to the Glens of Antrim was no more difficult than making a sailing from there to Islay or Jura. The Narrow Sea was not a barrier, it was a channel of communication and trade. Here there was a shared culture; constant interaction amongst these maritime peoples over time led to the people of Argyll adopting the Gaelic language of their close neighbours, the Irish in Antrim.


Scholars today agree that the true origin of Gaelic spreading out to become the speech of so many Scots in ensuing centuries had nothing to do with an Irish invasion from the Glens of Antrim led by Fergus mac Eirc. Archaeologists point out that there is no evidence of significant colonisation from Ireland in Argyll. Precious ornaments found amongst other grave goods in Argyll are quite different from those discovered in Ireland. The warrior nobility of both Scotland and Ireland resided in massive circular stone forts (their presence indicated by the prefix ‘dun’, as in Dundonald in both countries) but most Irish families lived in circular enclosed homesteads known as ringforts. Around 45,000 remains of ringforts have been identified in Ireland. So far only two have been found in Scotland. Indeed, colonisation may have been in the opposite direction. Lake dwellings known as ‘crannogs’ seem to have been invented by the Picts. By the beginning of the Christian era they were being constructed all over Scotland, but not at all in England, Wales or Ireland – at that time. It was not until the sixth century that the first ones appeared in Ireland; they proved popular, and by the later Middle Ages at least 2,000 had been made here.


The most numerous people in eastern Ulster were the Cruthin or Cruithni. Who were they? Cruthin is the Gaelic version of Priteni, the word used to describe themselves. This was also the name given by Irish writers to the Picts on the other side of the North Channel. It does seem likely that either Picts (or were they Strathclyde Britons?) ensconced themselves in the present counties of Antrim and Down. Here they created a sub-kingdom, Dál nAraide, which held its own with considerable success for some centuries. They may have spoken a British language on arrival, but the Cruthin once they had settled in do not appear to have had a separate culture distinguishing them from the rest of the Irish – they spoke Gaelic like the rest of the inhabitants of Ireland and Argyll.


Dál Riata straddled the Narrow Sea for a hundred years and more. And throughout the seventh century this independent kingdom was ruled from Dunadd, the great capital of Argyll.









EPISODE 5


THE DOVE OF THE CHURCH


For more than a century the kingdom of Dál Riata flourished on both sides of the Narrow Sea: on one side of the kingdom the basalt cliffs of Antrim rising dramatically from the sea, bristling with hillforts, and the island of Rathlin; and on the other the Mull of Kintyre, the many islands of the Inner Hebrides and, adorned with mountains in season purple with heather, the peninsulas of Argyll thrusting into the sea. By the middle of the sixth century the Dál Riata kings had made Dunadd, in the heart of Argyll, their capital. Here at the southern end of Kilmartin Glen above Lochgilphead on a great rock rising 54 metres from the flat floor of the valley are the impressive remains of a mighty stronghold. Four massive circular embankments defended the fortress and its stone dwellings, storehouses and workshops.


At Dunadd crucibles for melting gold, silver and bronze, along with moulds for casting brooches, have been found in what clearly was a thriving royal capital. Here the kings of Dál Riata were inaugurated in the traditional manner. The Gaelic way was not to crown kings but, in a symbolic manner, to marry them to their kingdoms. At Dunadd the candidate for the throne proved himself worthy by placing his foot in a footprint carved on a smooth and level shelf just below the summit – successive waves of visitors have worn away the original footprint and it has now been replaced by a replica. On Ulster’s north coast, built on a massive piece of basalt, broken away eons ago from the Antrim plateau, stand the remains of an ancient fort, Dunseverick. Today it looks rather modest and unprepossessing, but this was once the principal stronghold of the Kings of Dál Riata on the Irish side of the Narrow Sea.


The Gaelic rulers of Dál Riata steadily expanded their territory at the expense of their neighbours. Those neighbours were the Picts to the north and east; the Angles of the kingdom of Northumbria, then expanding northwards along the east coast to the Firth of Forth; and the Britons of Strathclyde, losing ground year after year to both the kingdoms of Northumbria and Dál Riata. The Strathclyde Britons were Christians but the Argyll Gaels, the Picts and the Angles had their own gods.


Christianity had been brought to the south of Ireland from Roman Britain and Gaul by traders and evangelists. Unquestionably, however, the main credit for bringing Christianity to most of Ireland, particularly the northern half of the island, must go to the man we now know as St Patrick. Not yet sixteen, he had been seized by Irish pirates from Bannaventum Taburniae, a Romanised town somewhere in western Britain, usually thought to be Wales. However, Patrick could have come from any part of the British-speaking lands not yet conquered by the Anglo-Saxons. It is quite possible, indeed, that he was a Strathclyde Briton. After six years he escaped back to Britain but, with the full support of his British Church, he returned to evangelise the Irish. By the time of Patrick’s death, towards the end of the fifth century, Ireland possessed a flourishing Christian Church. It was not long before the new beliefs were being brought across the Narrow Sea to Argyll. The man who did most to launch that mission was an Uí Néill prince of Ulster, Colmcille or, in Latin, Columba, ‘dove of the Church’.


Born at Gartan in Donegal, Colmcille studied to become a monk under Finnian at Moville in Co. Down and at Clonard on the Boyne, before returning to build his own monastery at Derry in 546. It seems that Colmcille was forced to flee across the North Channel after becoming embroiled in a dynastic dispute. Conall mac Comgaill, the Dál Riata king residing at his capital of Dunadd, welcomed this Uí Néill prince but also guaranteed his protection and granted him the island of Iona. Here on this Hebridean isle Colmcille built a monastery capable of housing 150 monks, scholars and novices, circa AD 563. Iona in time would become the most famous centre of Christian learning in the Celtic world, producing the finest illuminated manuscripts, including the Book of Durrow and the Book of Kells.


Colmcille’s main achievement was the spreading of the Gospel to his fellow Gaelic speakers in Argyll. As he did so, Ninian was evangelising Galloway further south and turning Whithorn into a highly respected monastic settlement. Colmcille, however, pioneered the mission to the Picts. The Picts possessed some of the most fertile land in Scotland in Fife and East Lothian, in addition to the Highlands, Moray and the Northern Isles. Brude had succeeded in bringing all the petty Pictish kingdoms under his sway. This brought him into conflict with Dál Riata, expanding its frontiers at the time. It was therefore remarkably courageous of Colmcille to journey deep into Pictish territory through the Great Glen to meet King Brude by the River Ness.


There is no need to believe the miracles Colmcille is supposed to have performed there, and, while he does not seem to have made a convert of Brude, this king gave him permission to preach to his people. In the years that followed, clergy trained in Iona made sure that the Church was also flourishing in Pictland.









EPISODE 6


IONA


Colmcille, abbot and prince of the northern Uí Néill, was unquestionably the most energetic and influential churchman in the Celtic world during the sixth century. He established monasteries all over Ireland, most notably at Derry, Swords, Kells and Durrow, but his greatest foundation was at Iona in the Western Isles. Iona, a small but fertile island separated from the Isle of Mull by a narrow sound, is just 4.8 km from north to south and 2.4 km (3 by 1.5 miles) from east to west.


Iona became the power house from which the Gospel was brought to the many in Britain who had not heard it before. Pictish kings chose to be buried in Iona, including Kenneth Mac Alpin, the first King of Alba, and ‘Rí Deircc’, the Red King, MacBeth. They gave grants of land for new monasteries, most notably at Dunkeld which housed some of Colmcille’s relics. Iona was also to lead the mission to convert the English of Northumbria. In 616, Aethelfrith, who had united Anglian kingdoms in Northumbria and extended his power northwards towards the Firth of Forth, was defeated and killed by his rival Edwin. Two of Aethelfrith’s sons escaped. The eldest, Eanfrith, took refuge with the Picts and here in the royal court he was converted and baptised by clergy from Iona. The second son, Oswald, was taken in by the Dál Riata overking, Eochaid Buidhe, and he, too, became a Christian during a long stay on Iona. There he became devoted to the veneration of Colmcille.


In the year 634 Oswald returned and, after defeating his enemies, took for himself the crown of Northumbria his father had once worn. As soon as he could he sent a message to Iona to seek an evangelist. Travelling from the island by currach and by foot, Aidan, an Irish monk, deeply impressed Oswald by his piety and energy. Aidan received a gift of Lindisfarne and on this island a great monastic foundation thrived, modelled on Iona, becoming the dynamic centre of the mission to these pagan Anglians.


Colmcille and his successors made Iona the greatest centre of Christian learning in the north-west of Europe. A poem, almost certainly written by Colmcille, illustrates his devotion to scholarship:


I send my little pen dripping unceasingly
Over an assemblage of books of great beauty,
To enrich the possessions of men of art –
Whence my hand is weary with writing.


The earliest surviving Irish manuscript is a copy of the Psalms, known as the Cathach (the ‘Battler’) because it was later carried into battle as a talisman by the O’Donnells of Tír Chonaill. This was written in Iona and an ancient tradition, which may well be true, attributes the writing of the Cathach to Colmcille himself.


Until the arrival of Christianity all knowledge had to be committed to memory, particularly by the hereditary learned classes: in Gaelic society these members of the aes dána were the poets, the judges and law-keepers, and the seers. Now Scottish society (as Irish society had been) was transformed by the art of writing. Among the greatest achievements of this Celtic Church are the magnificent illuminated Gospels and other sacred texts. Most of these were written and decorated in monasteries founded by Colmcille and his successors.


The high point of manuscript illumination was reached in the Book of Kells. Despite its name, this was the work of scribes on the island of Iona and was later taken for safety to Kells in Meath after the Vikings had begun their attacks. This copy of the Gospels combines strong sweeping compositions with astonishingly detailed, almost microscopic, ornament. The most admired page combines the sacred chi-rho monogram (the first letters of the word Christ, Χριστός in Greek) with images of Christ, the Resurrection and the Eucharist; and the stately rounded script is punctuated with scenes such as cats pursuing mice, an otter seizing a fish, and a greyhound hunting. It has a good claim to be the most beautiful book executed during the first millennium. The finest English illuminated edition of the Gospels is the Book of Lindisfarne, a magnificent example of the blending of Celtic and Anglo-Saxon art.


Formidable resources were required to sustain this culture. It took the hides of no fewer than 185 calves to make the vellum for the Book of Kells. Colouring material included expensive orpiment from the Mediterranean for yellow colours and lapis lazuli from Afghanistan for the colour blue. The high cross seems to have been invented on Iona, with biblical scenes carved in the stone to aid the instruction of the illiterate. Iona was no backwater; along with Dunadd and Whithorn it had become a revered centre of the civilised world.


The literate clergy of the Celtic Church provided kings with a valued mandarin class. Adomnán, an abbot of Iona who had come from the monastery he founded in Raphoe in Donegal, was a skilled diplomat. At the end of the seventh century he negotiated the release of prisoners seized in a Northumbrian raid on Ireland. Adomnán’s greatest achievement was his establishment of the ‘Law of the Innocents’ (Cáin Adomnáin) in 697. This was a kind of seventh-century Geneva Convention for the protection of women, children and clergy. Eventually this early declaration of human rights, providing stern punishments both on earth and in heaven for those who inflicted violence and slander on non-combatants, was guaranteed by no fewer than 50 kings in Ireland and Scotland.


One clause stated:


Women may not be killed by a man in any way, neither by slaughter or by any other death, not by poison, nor in water, nor fire, nor by any beast, nor in a pit, nor by dogs, but shall die in their own lawful bed.


It even covered industrial accidents such as those resulting from exploding kilns. The law was renewed in 727 by means of a circuit of the relics of Adomnán.


Of course, the ‘Law of the Innocents’ did not end wars and, at the end of the eighth century, a new people appeared on the scene who were completely unaware of it – the Vikings.









EPISODE 7


VIKINGS


In The Ecclesiastical History of the English People, written in 731, the Venerable Bede stated that there were four peoples in Britain speaking five languages, including Latin, the language of the Church. All four peoples were to be found in what today is Scotland. The four languages were Gaelic, Old English, P-Celtic and a Pict language – now lost completely. The Anglo-Saxons spoke Bede’s language, Old English. Since the Kings of Northumbria had overrun much of the country as far north as Edinburgh, a form of this language – the ancestor of Lowland Scots – was being spoken over the Southern Uplands and the east coast up to the Firth of Forth. The Britons of Strathclyde and Dumbarton spoke a p-Celtic language (a subdivision of the Celtic language, also known as Gallo-Brittonic), almost identical to that spoken by the British in Cumbria and Wales, the ancestor of modern Welsh. By far the largest area in northern Britain, including the Highlands, the Outer Hebrides and the Northern Isles, was occupied by the Picts. Their language failed to survive but it seems also to have been a p-Celtic language. It survives only in elements of some place names such as Pitlochry – pett meaning a ‘portion of an estate’. The fourth language was Gaelic, the speech brought by colonists from Ulster to Dál Riata. This was a distinctly Irish form of the Celtic language, known as Q-Celtic. It was spoken in every part of Ireland and now, across the North Channel, it was spreading widely out from Argyll. Many words in Gaelic begin with a Q or K sound. For example, Kin or Ken, meaning a headland or boundary, appears in place names all over Ireland and also over much of Scotland, including Kinlochleven, Kintyre and Kinross. Many words in the language spoken by the Britons began with a p. The equivalent of the Gaelic element Kin or Ken in British was Pen – it is found in place names such as Pentland, Pennersaughs and Pencaitland in Lothian and Penarth and Penrith in Cumbria. Then at the end of the eighth century a fifth people began to make their mark.


In 793 the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle recorded:


On 8 June the ravages of the heathen men miserably destroyed God’s church on Lindisfarne with plunder and slaughter.


The Viking raids had begun. Two years later both Iona and Rathlin were attacked. Then Bangor and Downpatrick were plundered. As a monk wrote some years later:


Everywhere Christ’s peoples are the victims of massacre, burning and plunder. The Vikings overrun all that lies before them and no one can withstand them.


An Irish monk wrote in the margin of his manuscript:


Fierce and wild is the wind tonight,
It tosses the tresses of the sea to white;
On such a night I take my ease;
Fierce Northmen only course the quiet seas.


The Northmen who bore down on Scotland and Ireland were for the most part Viking warriors from Norway. Undefended churches and monasteries suffered most in the early attacks, the raiders being attracted to them not only by precious liturgical vessels but also by their rich stores of corn. These raiders were formidably armed with fearsome battle-axes and long slashing swords edged with superbly welded hard steel and their bodies were protected by helmets fitted with protective nose pieces and flexible coats of mail. Their longships were not only designed to cope with the hazards of the ocean but also, with their shallow draught, capable of navigating rivers far upstream.


The lands ruled by the Picts suffered most. The Outer Hebrides were overwhelmed and the Picts living in the Shetlands and the Orkneys seem to have been almost completely wiped out. The Vikings came first to plunder but soon they were settling permanently in these islands possessing a milder climate than in their own homelands. In southern Ireland they built the island’s first towns, some to grow later into cities, including Dublin, Limerick and Waterford. But in spite of penetrating deep into the heart of the province and, for a time, maintaining fleets of longships on Lough Neagh and Lough Erne, in Ulster they never managed more than a few toeholds, such as Strangford, Carlingford, Ballyholme and Larne. It seems that in Ulster the Vikings met such formidable resistance that they decided to settle elsewhere. For the year 811 the Annals of Ulster have this terse entry: ‘A slaughter of the heathens by the Ulaid’. This must have been a significant achievement, because the same victory was recorded in the court of Charlemagne. The same annals record that in 866 Áed Finnliath, King of the northern Uí Néill, actually defeated the Vikings on their own element, the sea, on Lough Foyle.


If your surname is McKittrick, McIvor, MacDowell, McSorley, Sweeney, McLeod, MacDonnell, or MacDougall – all of them common in Ulster today – you certainly have Viking blood flowing in your veins. But people with these names were not to appear in Ulster until long after the era of the Vikings was over.









EPISODE 8


CINÁED MAC AILPÍN, THE KINGDOM OF ALBA AND THE STONE OF SCONE


Scotland was a land of at least eight kingdoms when the Vikings began their attacks during the 790s. With its long, indented coastline and many islands, Dál Riata in Argyll was fatally vulnerable to seaborne assault. On Iona all manuscript-writing and illumination ceased in the famous scriptorium: after the monastery had sustained no fewer than six devastating attacks by 824, the community’s survivors left altogether, carrying what treasures they could to Kells in Meath. Meanwhile no Argyll Gael was likely to lay claim to the Irish part of Dál Riata: Vikings now coursed the Narrow Sea.


The Western Isles fell under Viking rule, the Isle of Man being the centre of power for quite some time. The English kings of Northumbria had extended their frontier northwards to the Lothians and over towards Galloway. But the ferocity of repeated attacks by Danish Vikings forced these Anglian rulers to abandon Scottish territory altogether. Nonetheless their language and institutions had taken root north of the Borders.


In a curious way, the Vikings helped the spread of the Gaelic language over most of Scotland at this time. Those who had brought the Gospel and veneration for Colmcille from Iona to the lands of the Picts were revered. Atholl, meaning ‘New Ireland’, was named long before there was any kind of Gaelic political control in that part of Perthshire. Now many high-born refugees from the ravaged lands of Dál Riata made their way eastwards to the kingdoms of the Picts, particularly that of Fortriu with its rich farmlands, extending from Dunblane to Perth and over to Forfar. Other members of the Gaelic elite set out for Moray in the north east. Meanwhile Pictish nobles, those who had not been evicted by incoming Gaels, were adopting the Gaelic language spoken all over Ireland but in Scotland, until recently, only in Argyll and the Hebrides. Now, in its heartland of Moray and Fortriu, the language of the Picts was about to die.


Protracted bloodletting and destruction convulsed Scotland again and again in these years. Nevertheless, this violence helped to clear the way for the creation of the kingdom of Scotland. Fortriu – unlike Dál Riata, the Hebrides, the Northern Isles and Northumbria – had not yet endured serious attack. That changed dramatically with a great Viking invasion in the year 839. Even though the King of Dál Riata came to aid the King of Fortriu, the Viking ‘gentiles’ slaughtered their men and killed both kings at an unnamed battle-site in Moray. The era of the Picts was coming to a close.


Emerging from this mayhem, after the Vikings had departed with their loot, was a mysterious warlord, Cináed mac Ailpín. Who was he? He claimed to be a descendant of a famous king of Dál Riata from the ruling kindred of Cenél nGabráin. This was probably an invention. Actually, he may well have been a Pict who, by now, had become a speaker of Gaelic. When Cináed died peacefully in his bed in 858 he ruled a territory that stretched from the North Sea across to the Atlantic. This kingdom he called ‘Alba’, a Gaelic name previously given to the entire island of Britain.


That frontier was to be extended further by another devastating invasion. In 870 a great Viking fleet set out from the tidal waters of the River Liffey commanded by the King of Dublin, Olaf the White, along with Ivar the Boneless and Ragnar Hairy Britches. Sailing up the Clyde, this Viking horde ravaged the British kingdom of Alt Clut and besieged Dumbarton Rock until after four months it fell. At the conclusion of this orgy of killing, the Viking raiders returned to Dublin with 200 longships filled with British slaves. Only a rump of a once-great British kingdom survived upstream on the Clyde at Govan, soon to be absorbed into the expanding kingdom of Alba.


The ruler who really secured the survival of Alba and its dynasty was Cináed’s grandson, Constantine II, who came to the throne in 900. In 937 he marched a great northern coalition into Northumbria to confront the English King Athelstan. But Athelstan triumphed at Brunanburgh – ‘no ravens went hungry’ the author of Egil’s Saga correctly reported, for this was the bloodiest battle of the century. Constantine survived this disaster, however, to weld together under his rule the shattered remains of the kingdoms south of the Forth and the Clyde.


Back in 843 Cináed mac Ailpín, making a spurious claim to be descended from ancient Irish royal stock, had himself inaugurated as king in a traditional Gaelic ceremony. This was at Scone on the eastern bank of the Tay at its lowest fording point. Here on Moot Hill, an artificial flat-topped mound, he was seated on a rectangular block of sandstone, the Stone of Destiny. Constantine had himself inaugurated in the same way. Rulers of Alba would be crowned on this stone for centuries to come.









EPISODE 9


THE EASTERN COASTLANDS OF THE NARROW SEA: NORMAN INFILTRATION


For centuries it had been Northmen who had posed the main threat to Scotland’s independence. Then 1066 changed everything. At Hastings William, Duke of Normandy, made good his claim to be King of England. These Normans, descendants of Vikings settled in northern France, made certain their conquest would be permanent. In just a few short years of slaughter and destruction, an alien French-speaking caste swept away the Anglo-Saxon élite.


Malcolm Canmore, King of Alba since 1057, viewed William’s invasion as an opportunity to make good his claims to Northumbria. In 1070 Malcolm took his army south only to be forced into a humiliating retreat. The Conqueror’s retaliation was to invade Scotland in 1072 and when he reached Abernethy on the banks of the Tay, Malcolm ‘made peace … and gave hostages and was his man’. What did ‘his man’ mean? To Malcolm it was an empty phrase but to William, and those who came after him, this was proof that the King of Alba, ruler of the Scots, had acknowledged the King of England as his liege lord.


Malcolm refused to give up: in the last ill-advised expedition, in November 1093, he and his son Edward were killed at Alnwick. It was fortunate for the Scots that the Conqueror’s successors were so distracted by internecine disputes that they were left alone. The Normans did not conquer Scotland by military force. But it could be said that, subtly, they were to take control by infiltration and invitation.


A profound cultural shift, which would begin the process of pushing the Gaelic character of the kingdom to the periphery, began at court. Here the principal instigator was an Anglo-Saxon princess, Margaret. After the Battle of Hastings this young, lovely, learned and pious lady fled to Scotland and there won the heart of King Malcolm. He made her his Queen in 1072.


Margaret now lived in a court where only Gaelic was spoken and, though her husband was bilingual, she depended heavily on the English advisers who had come north to join her. She brought Benedictine monks from the mother house of Canterbury to Dunfermline and launched a complete overhaul of the church in Scotland, bringing it into line with established practice approved by Rome.


In his own way Malcolm had assisted this cultural shift. The heart of his kingdom (which would not be called Alba for very much longer) was north of the Forth. The King moved the centre of gravity steadily southwards, strengthening his hold on the anglophone Lothian.


In the chaotic struggle for power following Malcolm’s death, the Scottish kingdom appeared to be becoming a client state of England. For example, Malcolm’s son Edgar got the throne in 1097 ‘in fealty’ to King William II. Stability returned only with the accession of Malcolm and Margaret’s youngest son, David, in 1124. His sister Edith had married King Henry I of England, and David had been brought up in his court, speaking French and learning Norman ways. In 1114 David, by marrying Matilda, widow of Earl Simon de Senlis, had inherited vast estates in Huntingdon and Northampton. Now this client of the English Crown, the Earl of Huntingdon, was also King of Scots.


David’s mother Margaret had stamped an English character onto the Scottish court. Now David promoted Norman culture and procedures into a kingdom he was to rule for almost thirty years. Trusted Normans – a great many of them rather obscure undertenants and landless knights from Huntingdon – were invited into Scotland and given land to be held under feudal tenure. Among them were ancestors of future monarchs, the Bruces and the Stewarts.


This great influx did not, it seems, provoke as much resistance from native Scots as might be expected. Improving climate, allowing marginal land to be brought into production, helped to make it easier to accommodate the newcomers. And, above all, during his long reign, David not only extended the frontiers of his realm but also brought a new prosperity to Scotland. He created 16 royal burghs, including Edinburgh, Roxburgh, Dunfermline, Stirling, Berwick, Perth and Aberdeen.


David had control of silver mines at Alston near Carlisle and these provided the bullion with which he began to mint Scotland’s first coins. Deeply pious, like his mother (who was to be canonised in 1249), the King of Scots used a great deal of his silver to found new monasteries. The decline of the Celtic church was signalled by new ecclesiastical arrangements, especially the division of most of the kingdom into parishes, each with a kirk built of stone and sustained by the levying of ‘teinds’ or tithes. By 1200 there were no fewer than 1,100 parishes in Scotland.


By that year, the Normans were in Down and Antrim, forging their way up the western coastlands of the Narrow Sea. They had come here to Ulster not by invitation nor by infiltration, but by armed conquest.
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