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For Jamie, who really likes the place!








‘… an opera nobody performs nowadays, an opera called Scottish History.’


Janine, Alasdair Gray, 1982








‘The trouble with Freud is that he never had to play the old Glasgow Empire on a Saturday night after Rangers and Celtic had both lost.’


Ken Dodd
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PRE-HISTORY


A GREAT PLACE TO GO CANOEING


WALK AROUND GLASGOW with a geologist and you’ll hear all about raised beaches and how the Clyde at what later became Glasgow was a few miles wide, covering much of what is now the city, as far as the Cathcart Hills. Yet it was inhabited, and provided a fine living.


How do we know? Because of the discovery of canoes and other artefacts around the Trongate and the Cross, covered by centuries of silt and gravel. One came to light in 1780 when St Enoch’s church was being built, and another during the excavations for the Tontine buildings – plus a few more nearby, and later examples on the Southside. They were made by hollowing and burning out a single oak log, probably using the polished stone hatchet known as a ‘celt’, like the one found beside the Enoch’s Square canoe, over 20ft down. So the Celts used celts. There is no question this implement was as handy for war as for DIY boat-building, a testament to the prevailing Glasgwegians’ ability to use any tool for any purpose, regardless of what the label says.


So who were the prehistoric peoples, presumably living on the higher ground on the banks of the Molendinar River, where St Kentigern established his church and which later still bore the cathedral? Cathures (which, we are told, was the original name of what became Glasgu) must have been one of a series of river-bank settlements in the densely wooded Clyde Valley occupied by the people identified by the Roman geographer Ptolemy as the Damnonii, presumably Brythonic (‘British’) and speaking a language like Welsh, but quite possibly Picts or even Celts like their Gael cousins across in Ireland.


Today we tend to regard large stretches of water as barriers to travel, but they were the early equivalent of main roads. Recent archaeological evidence suggests the Gaels didn’t so much arrive in Argyll and the west of Scotland in the fifth and sixth centuries as have constant interchange.
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Canoes like these were unearthed at Springfield in 1847.




79-142 AD


CANNIBALS AND ROMANS


ONE THING YOU could say about the Romans is that they didn’t mind a challenge. Julius Caesar invaded Britain in 55 BC and Claudius made other incursions a century later. But no one really bothered about the northern parts of Britannia until about AD 78, when Julius Agricola arrived to see what was up in the strath (valley) of the River Clyde and beyond. He bumped into what his son-in-law and chief PR man, Ptolemy, chose to call the Damnonii, who may have had their main settlement near the easily-defended hill later known as Alt Clut (the origin of ‘Clyde’), and later still Dumbarton Rock, with its fortifications.


In the year AD 81, Agricola started the line of camps and fortifications between the Firths of Clyde and Forth but, to be honest, the Romans did not make much headway any further north. The famous battle of AD 88 at Mons Graupius (wherever that was, but possibly in the Grampians) is played up in Roman histories as a victory, but reading between the lines it’s clear that they had a grudging respect for a territory and inhabitants they never really managed to subdue.


By the time the Antonine Wall was built, starting in AD 142, the fortification at present-day Old Kilpatrick was literally the end of the world – as far north-west as the Roman Empire ever got. Nor did they stay long, retreating to Hadrian’s Wall and more or less the present Scottish-English border less than twenty years later.


The Romans had a few other away matches in AD 197, and the Emperor Septimius Severus decided to take his holidays in Scotland in AD 208, repairing some of the wall and securing the northern frontier to an extent, but even this re-occupation lasted only a few years. They eventually got fed up of the unruly locals, regular raids by land and sea from the next-door Picts, the Scotii from Dalriata in Ireland and a mysterious, supposedly cannibalistic lot called the Attacotti. St Jerome described an encounter with this fearsome tribe: ‘In my youth I saw in Gaul the Attacotti, a British people, feeding upon human bodies. When they found in the woods hogs and flocks of sheep, or herds of cattle, they used to cut off the buttocks of the herdsmen, and the breasts of the women, looking upon those parts of the body as the greatest delicacy.’


But did the Romans ever visit Glasgow as such? Well, there are some remains, chiefly a Roman bowl of what is usually called Samian Ware but is actually from Gaul, found during excavations at Glasgow Green in the 1870s, plus the usual coins, pottery shards, inscribed stones and other Roman remains. These are now in the Hunterian Museum at the University of Glasgow.


At any event, the Romans went home properly after about AD 410, leaving nothing but an empty hole in the local economy where the wall-garrison soldiers had been. However, by that time the British Kingdom of Dumbarton was getting established, and the Christians had arrived.
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Roman milestone found at Old Kilpatrick.
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A ‘barbarian’ captured by the Romans – who is not having a good time of it.




AD 340-603


HERE COME THE CHRISTIANS


PATRICK, NINIAN AND KENTIGERN



Don’t say so if there are any Irish listening, but St Patrick was quite possibly a local boy – hence ‘Old Kilpatrick’, literally ‘Patrick’s cell’ (‘cell’ here meaning a hermit’s dwelling or similar). He was born about AD 340, was captured by Irish slavers, escaped, but returned to Ulster as Bishop from AD 428 until his death in AD 440. Well, possibly – that would make him 100 years old! Patrick called his own birthplace ‘the village of Bannavem of Tabernia’ – but that’s as clear as mud, and the subject of many a PhD and academic fist-fight ever since.


There is a stone of some antiquity in Kilpatrick churchyard with a figure supposedly representing Patrick himself; opposite, in the River Clyde, there was at one time a rock or small island called St Patrick’s Stone, visible at low water. However, these are the sort of myths that arise later and get back-attributed, so we may never know.
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St Patrick’s Stone, looking across to Old Kilpatrick under the Erskine Bridge. This stone was either where the young Patrick was fishing when he was carried off to Ireland or a rock the Devil threw at him. Now it has a navigation light on it.


More reliable is the arrival of St Ninian. He gets his first mention about 300 years after he must have lived. The story goes that he was from southern Scotland, or possibly Irish, but at any rate sent as an evangelising bishop to minister to what the Venerable Bede called the ‘Southern Picts’. On the way he visited Tours, collected a few French stonemasons and built a white church, Candida Casa, at Whithorn, in around AD 397. On his travels, mostly to the east coast, he would have passed through Glasgow, and Bishop Jocelyn of Furness, actually writing in the late twelfth century about St Kentigern (below), mentions that Ninian had consecrated a cemetery where the cathedral and its burial ground now stand.


Kentigern is the next ecclesiast in the picture. A good way to start an argument in any Glasgow hostelry is to suggest that Kentigern and his sainted mother, Enoch, are actually from Fife. And if you’re sitting comfortably, the story goes like this…


Over in the east – possibly in the land of King Leudonus or Lot, known as the ‘half-pagan’ (now the Lothians), or maybe in Northumbria – the daughter of that King was called Thenog or Thenew. She had visions of being a second Virgin Mary – as good an excuse as any to explain a surprise pregnancy. Her father found that a tad much, so he put his errant daughter to sea in a small boat. This beached at Culross on the Fife coast, where her son was born. Apparently, the child’s father was Ewan (Owain) ap Urien, a prince of Strathclyde, or maybe King of Rheged, near modern Penrith in Cumbria. The boy was originally called ‘Munghu’, meaning ‘dear’ or ‘beloved’, which was later turned into Mungo. He was educated by Saint Serf, but quickly showed a penchant for miracles. One of these concerned a fire that Mungo had allowed to go out but re-lit by blowing on a frozen branch. Another was bringing a dead robin back to life after it was killed by jealous fellow students hoping to pin the blame on their teacher’s favourite.


They were not best pleased at Mungo, and he had to leave Culross. He found refuge at the house of a holy man called Fergus. For whatever reason, Fergus died that night. Mungo loaded him onto a haycart which headed for Cathures, or Glasgow, stopping at a graveyard. Mungo had him interred in a spot later occupied by the south transept of the cathedral, which is still dedicated to Fergus.
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St Kentigern’s statue at Kelvingrove museum, now facing to the back. There is a persistent rumour that the architect who designed the museum left the plans and went away, and came back to find it had been built the wrong way round. He shot himself. Great story, but none of it is correct – the road system was restructured, so the rear entrance had to be remodelled as the front.


Now that he was in Glasgu (supposedly the name Mungo gave it, meaning ‘dear green place’, ‘dear family’ or possibly the less poetic ‘grey hollow’), he adopted or was given the local equivalent of his name, Kentigern, and set about putting his stamp on the place. There were a few demonstrations of his piety and gifts, so despite his youth (twenty-five years) the local King and clergy elected him bishop, and another bishop was brought from Ireland to ordain him. He seems to have fallen out with a King Morken, though, and had to escape to an exile in Wales for twenty years where he had a nice time staying with St David. But, in around the year AD 573, there was a great battle at Ardderyd or Arthuret (shades of Arthurian mythology here!) between pagans and Christians, and Rydderch (Roderick) the Liberal became King of Strathclyde. Rydderch wanted the re-establishment of the Christian ways, so Kentigern returned with a company of 665 monks – making 666 of them in all, which must have put the willies up anyone who knew the Book of Revelations. This would have happened in about AD 582, we are told. He also met Saint Columba at Kilmacolm, as good a place as any.
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The Glasgow coat of arms, referring to St Mungo’s four ‘miracles’ – with the man himself in the crest.


Kentigern died on 13 January 603 (in his bath, according to Jocelyn), the same year as King Rydderch, who had made the mistake of staying over-long in Pertnech, or Partick, and both were buried in the church. Kentigern’s mother became known as Enoch and is Glasgow’s other patron saint.


Other miracles are attributed to Kentigern: apart from the kindling and the reanimated pet bird, he is said to have brought back a bell from the Pope in Rome (where he had reputedly gone on seven pilgrimages) and recovered a ring in the mouth of a Clyde salmon, a love token unwisely given away by King Rydderch’s wife, Langueth, Queen of Cadzow (near Hamilton).


These stories are commemorated in the city’s arms along with a line from a sermon he preached: ‘Lord, Let Glasgow flourish by the preaching of the word and the praising of thy name’, later abbreviated to ‘Let Glasgow Flourish’ and adopted as the city’s motto.


However, the later city fathers (being of a Protestant bent and finding all this talk of miracles a bit Romish) instituted a poem taught to schoolchildren which essentially dismisses the marvels as myth:





Here is the bird that never flew


Here is the tree that never grew


Here is the bell that never rang


Here is the fish that never swam





Meanwhile, back in the Kingdom of Strathclyde…




AD 600-1200


THE FAIRLY DARK AGES


ACTUALLY, THE SO-CALLED ‘Dark Ages’ aren’t nearly as ‘dark’ as the Roman-occupation period. It really isn’t until 150 years after the Romans went back home to be sacked by a succession of Visigoths, Vandals and Huns that we can get any contemporary information about Glasgow and its surroundings. Clearly, Rydderch was the local Top Guy until AD 603. But, in the wider country, the Picts held the area north of the Forth; the Scotii from Ireland had established Dalriada in Argyll and were well-entrenched in the western isles; Anglo-Saxon settlers were in the east coast from Tweed to the Forth and getting a thumping from the Picts at Dunnichen in AD 685; but the Britons still had the old Roman province, including Strathclyde, with its capital at Alt Cluyd (Dumbarton), and possibly exerting control through Dumfriesshire as far south as the Derwent in Cumberland.


In AD 756, though, the Strathclyde Britons surrendered to an alliance between Eadbert, King of Northumbria, and Angus, King of the Picts, and they took Alt Cluyd, torching it in 780. Kenneth MacAlpin had a fairly good go at uniting Scot-Gael, Pict, Anglian and Briton into Alba (Scotland) in AD 835, largely (and allegedly) by inviting all his Pictish rivals to dinner and murdering them. Some host. In AD 875 it was the turn of the Danes to have a bash at the Picts and the Strathclyders, by now often referred to as ‘Cumbrian’ or ‘Welsh’ as their languages were essentially the same.


The Saxon Chronicle tells us that in AD 945 Edmund of Wessex, as if it was any of his business, gave ‘all Cumbraland’ (meaning northern England as well as Strathclyde) to Malcolm, King of Scots. The Strathclyders were openly hostile to the Kings of Scots right up till Owen the Bald, the last real King of Strathclyde, died in AD 1018, leaving the road open to Malcolm II to sign up his own grandson (also Malcolm) as the successor client-king.


By this time, various incorporated trades in Glasgow were being established and recognised by charter – probably the first were the masons, wrights and coopers in 1057, during the time of Malcolm III, which suggests considerable commercial enterprise was taking place.


It was the return from England of David – who was Earl of Huntingdon by virtue of his marriage to the Saxon Countess Matilda – as King of Scots that truly united Scotland under feudal law, in 1124. There was considerable immigration of Anglo-Normans, who were given lands (or at least, the bits not taken as royal demesnes or granted to the Church). David’s tutor had been consecrated John, Bishop of Glasgow, some time before 1118.


At this point in history, the area that included Glasgow, Partick and Govan was a royal demesne, under the Earl-Prince (later King) David, who had his palace at Rutherglen. But the Church also had (or acquired) considerable properties, with the bishop as their landlord. Later raised to a barony, the name survives in that of the parish surrounding the cathedral. The importance of Rutherglen is clear in a charter of William towards the end of the century confirming that David had erected it to the status of a Royal Burgh, exercising customs and other duties over the whole Glasgow area.
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The Chronicles of the Kings of Mann and the Isles (Chronica Regum Manniæ et Insularum or Manx Chronicle), written in medieval Latin at the Cistercian Rushen Abbey in around 1261.


Of course, a powerful bishop needs a big cathedral, so in 1123 David gave £5 a year to help out. A lot of money in those days. David added to this wealth by granting land in ‘Perthec’ and ‘Guven’ to ‘the church of St Kentigern of Glasgow and the bishopric’.


All of this set the stage for another stooshie. Walter FitzAllan, Steward of Scotland (and thus progenitor of the Stewarts) held what we would now call Renfrew. The Church was gathering in more lands, money and power. While Henry I, David’s brother-in-law, was on the throne of England, relations were peaceable. But in 1136 Stephen ignored a settlement that gave the English crown to King Henry’s daughter, Maud (Matilda), and David naturally leapt to the defence of his niece, a fight which lasted years. In the process he took a lot of the north of England between the Eden and the Tees.


But the next King of Scots, a very young Malcolm IV, had to give these up, setting the Scottish border more or less where it is now, and falling out with Henry II of England. He also had a fight on his hands at home, against revolts by the powerful petty Kings of Strathearn, Moray and Galloway – and the big beast of his day, Somerled, Lord of the Isles and of Argyll. David had died in 1153, as had King Olaf of the Isle of Man, so in 1164, seeing the main chance, Somerled led an army of Western Isles men and Irishmen, with 160 ships, to attack Glasgow and Renfrew, where Walter FitzAllan was just putting up the last wallpaper in his new castle.


We know some of what happened next because of a poem on the death of Somerled, written by a Glasgow cleric called William, and the Chronicles of the Kings of Mann and the Isles, composed about a century later. The invasion fleet landed on the Clyde shore near Inchinnan and headed for Renfrew, right through the territory of the Stewarts. They took the hump, naturally, leading to the Battle of Renfrew. At least, we think so – there is a fair bit of confusion over whether it happened at all. If it did, it was the home team (the army of Malcolm IV of Scotland led by Walter FitzAlan and Herbert, Bishop of Glasgow) vs the forces of Somerled, the King of Mann and the Isles and the King of Argyll, Cinn Tìre (Kintyre) and Lorne – 15,000 of them and an armada of 160 birlinns or lymphads, their version of the Viking longship.


Somerled’s warriors were no match for the mounted knights and armoured men of the Scots, and Somerled was wounded in the leg by a javelin. He was then attacked and killed by the swordsmen, along with his eldest son, Gillecallum. Or perhaps, as some accounts have it, he was assassinated in his tent by a page (who then cut off Somerled’s head and took it to King Malcolm as a wee present, according to the Book of Clanranald). Whatever really brought about his death, the Gaelic-Celtic-Viking army, suddenly without a leader, fled through the Tuchen Woods: many were slaughtered as they ran, and the survivors took off in their ships. The peoples of the Western Isles became part of Scotland, but have been a bit temperamental about it ever since.


Because Somerled and his son were killed in a battle led by the Bishop of Glasgow, everyone credited St Kentigern with assuring the victory from upon high. So that’s all right then. It was this bishop – Herbert of Selkirk by name, although he was a foreigner – who started writing a Life of St Kentigern, copied and expanded by Jocelyn some twenty-five years later.
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A rather idealised image of a Lord of the Isles from the time of Somerled.


There used to be an octagonal monument in a field near the Knock, erected by Walter FitzAlan at the site of the battle (and rather cheekily he had a seal made in 1170 showing himself leaning against it) but it was taken away in 1779, for some obscure reason.
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